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Introduction!

@he Tibet-Qinghai plateau is one of the highest environments

on the planet. It comprises an area of approximately 2.5 mil-

lion square kilometres with an average elevation exceeding

4000 metres above sea level (masl). The Tibetan plateau permits only
a narrow range of productive activities. It is estimated that about 1%
of the plateau is able to sustain farming practices.” Today, fields of
barley are grown everywhere from the alpine steppes of western Ti-
bet to the hilly grasslands and forested provinces of Amdo and Kham
in the east, from the large and temperate alluvial plains of the Tibetan
heartland to the terrace fields of highland Nepal. In these harsh cli-
matic and topographical conditions, where resources are distributed
asymmetrically, human adaptation was rendered possible by a skilful
exploitation of pastoralism and agriculture. As a result, farmers and
nomads have always constituted the backbone of Tibetan civilization.
Highland barley is a six-rowed naked (i.e., hulless) barley with a
spring phenotype. It is particularly suited for harsh environments
with extremely high altitudes. It is sown in the spring around the
month of April. After a short period of dormancy and germination
the crop is generally harvested in August-September. A six-rowed
naked barley with a winter habit is also cultivated in lower regions
subject to mild winter conditions. It is frost resistant and benefits
from a longer period of dormancy. It is usually sown in autumn and
ripens in late spring. Due to a longer season, barleys with a winter
habit produce higher yields that the spring varieties. Ethnobotanical
research conducted within the Tibetan communities of Yunnan in
southwest China today shows that the altitude of 2800 masl generally
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constitutes the limit from which winter and spring varieties are cho-
sen.’ The cultivation of barleys with a winter or spring phenotype, as
I intend to discuss, had cultural implications for the Tibetans as early
as the 1% millennium CE.

Barley cultivation represents over 65% of the total food production
in the Tibet Autonomous Region (TAR) today.4 It also constitutes the
staple food crop of peoples inhabiting regions bordering the Tibetan
plateau such as highland Nepal, Bhutan, and other Himalayan areas
in northern India. Barley (Tib. nas) is essentially grown for human
consumption, while the husk (Tib. nas phub) of threshed barley ears
(Tib. nas snye) and fodder (Tib. nas sog) constitute a vital food supply
for animals during the winter months. As the main staple food crop,
barley grains (Tib. nas 'bru) are mostly roasted (Tib. nas yos) and pro-
cessed into flour (Tib. rtsam pa). Alcoholic beverages are made of
white barley (Tib. nas dkar po) or purple barley (Tib. nas dmar po). Raw
kernels are brewed to produce barley ale (Tib. chang) while a slightly
less alcoholic beer (Tib. zan chang) is made from barley flour and
yeast. Tibetan cuisine often includes either roasted barley flour (i.e.,
tsampa) or barley ale (i.e., chang) in its preparations, if not both.

Barley also possesses a socio-cultural value that has attracted the
attention of anthropologists. Barley, or any of its processed forms, is
used during ceremonies and festivals and as part of worship rituals.
Several forms of religious offerings involve the use of barley grains,
flour, or ale. They regulate the Tibetans’ daily life irrespective of their
religious affiliation (i.e., Buddhist or Bon followers). Tsampa is burnt
in portable thuribles (Tib. spos phor) or in larger furnaces (Tib. bsangs
bum) as smoke offerings (Tib. bsangs). Barley flour is used to prepare
a whole variety of offerings and ritual cakes (Tib. gtor ma) in order to
appease spirits, accumulate merits, or remove obstacles. It is not unu-
sual to find the floor of protector chapels (Tib. srung ma lha khang)
carpeted with barley grains, while local deities (Tib. yul lha) and
dharma protectors (Tib. chos skyong) are often propitiated with gener-
ous libations of chang (Tib. gser skyems).

Ethnobotanical fieldwork conducted in ethnic Tibetan communi-
ties has repeatedly underlined how the crop performs the function of
a 'cultural keystone species'. Barley features prominently in their
economy, language, beliefs, and narratives. The relation between
agriculture practices, cultural identities, and ethnic boundaries is
further exemplified in areas where Tibetan communities have been
living in the vicinity of other ethnic groups. The case of the Shuhi, a
group in the Tibeto-Burman language family officially included

Yali Li et al. (2010).
Nyima Tashi et al. (2013).
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among ethnic Tibetans, indicates how barley acts as a ‘cultural-
bearing’ unit towards the definition of an ethnic identity.” The Shuhi
inhabit a subtropical area of South-West Sichuan at an elevation of
approximately 2000-2400 masl and rely on the cultivation of rice,
barley, wheat, and corn in variable proportions. Although the name
Shuhi means 'rice people', the Shuhi display cultural characteristics
similar to highland Tibetans (e.g., domestic architecture, material
culture, religious beliefs, etc.). They follow Tibetan Buddhism and
other local ritualists who perform religious ceremonies and healing
practices using effigies and ritual cakes made of barley flour, liba-
tions of barley ale, and smoke offerings. Celebrations and festivals
are organised based on a seasonal cycle. The Shuhi celebrate two
harvests festivals. A barley festival called 'hashing' (i.e., new crop),
during which old roasted barley flour is replaced with new tsampa
and multiple offerings are made to the gods, takes place at the begin-
ning of May each year. It is suggested that “For the Shuhi, the im-
portance of rice as a main staple food and barley as both staple food
and a component of daily rituals reflects their position between the
two dominant ethnic groups in the region: the Naxi in the south and
the Tibetans in the north”.

The dual role of barley, as a staple food crop and as a cultural-
bearing unit, is also noticeable in the ethnic Tibetan communities of
Shangrila, Dequin and Weixi counties in Yunnan Province. As previ-
ously observed in west Sichuan, the cultural usage of barley is widely
attested during traditional ceremonies, festivals, and religious prac-
tices. An ethnobotanical survey conducted by biologists, botanists,
and environmental scientists in twenty-seven villages of these areas
highlights the socio-cultural value of the crop while documenting the
genetic diversity of naked barleys in order to define appropriate con-
servation strategies.” Due to their cultural usage and symbolic value,
some varieties of barley are said to be carefully conserved and pass
down from one generation to the next. “In all the communities sur-
veyed”, observe the authors of this study, * “some rituals should be
performed before sowing, harvesting and eating the new harvested
hulless barley to celebrate their cultural links with the crops. Many
Tibetans associate the practice of conserving different hulless barley
landraces as respect for their ancestors as these resources were pre-
served by their ancestors from generation to generation and thus
should not be discarded. The Tibetan people of these communities

Weckerle et al. (2005).
Ibid.

Yali Li et al. (2010).
Ibid.
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believe that hulless barley was a gift of that ancestral divinity to
their ancestors”.’

Fieldwork-base researches conducted on barley cultivation, con-
sumption, and usage in Tibetan communities today call attention to
the long lasting relation between ecological opportunism, cultural
choices, and ethnic boundaries. This article hence attempts to trace
the origin and spread of barley onto the Tibetan-Qinghai plateau and
the Himalayas. It succinctly reviews genetic evidence and archaeobo-
tanical data with regard to early agriculturalists and barley domesti-
cation from the 4™ millennium BCE to the seventh century CE. Sec-
ondly, it discusses collective representations of agricultural practices
and barley cultivation in Chinese and Tibetan written sources. By
moving barley beyond a descriptive and functionalist presentation, I
would like to suggest that the Tibetans’ staple food crop featured as a
cultural marker of Tibetan ethnic identity as early as the first millen-
nium CE.

Origin(s) and dispersal of barley
onto the Tibetan Plateau

Plant remains retrieved from archaeological excavations have con-
tributed to enriched understanding of historical food production and
agriculture. Additional cytogenetic analyses and taxonomic ap-
proaches have also allowed the identification of most wild progeni-
tors from which these cultivated plants evolved."” Barley has been
cultivated on the Tibet-Qinghai plateau and the Indo-Tibetan
marches for more than 3000 years. Recent evidence suggests that Ti-
bet was an independent centre of domestication. It shows that Tibet-
an wild barley was the likely progenitor of Chinese domesticated
barley.

W}illd barley (Hordeum vulgare ssp. spontaneum) is the ancestor of
cultivated barley (Hordeum vulgare ssp. vulgare), a grass grown for its
grains on a yearly basis. Barley, together with wheat (Triticum), was
one of the founder crops of many civilizations." It is generally ac-

Emphasis mine ; see below Seeds of civilization: the bodhisattva farmer.
10 Zohary & Hopf (1993 : chap.1).
Pliny offers a compelling account of barley cultivation, consumption, and usage
in lands as far apart as India, Egypt, Greece and Spain already in the first century
CE. Much to the surprise of modern Tibetans, perhaps, the Roman naturalist
shows how the Greeks prepared a roasted barley flour quite similar to the Tibet-
an tsampa.
XIII. The one sown first of all cereals is barley. After explaining the na-
ture of each variety we will also give the date for sowing. India has both
cultivated and wild barley, and from it the natives make their best bread
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cepted that barley was first domesticated in the Near East, in the Fer-
tile Crescent, circa 8500 BCE. As most self-pollinated cereal crops,
barley experienced a rapid success in domestication and contributed
to the spread of the Neolithic agriculture to Europe, Africa, and
Asia."” Barley was cultivated in Greece circa 7000 years BCE. The crop
appeared in Central Asia by 6000 BCE."” It is reported in the Indian
subcontinent in the third millennium BCE,"* and reached China be-
tween 2600 and 2300 BCE." On the Tibetan plateau, the earliest evi-
dence of cultivated barley was retrieved from an archaeological site
located in central Tibet and dated to approximately 1500 BCE.'®
During the past decade, however, genetic research has put for-
ward the hypothesis of the existence of at least two additional and

and also porridge. Their favourite grain is however rice, of which they
make a drink like the barley-water made by the rest of mankind. [...] XIV.
Barley is the oldest among human foods, as is proved by the Athenian
ceremony recorded by Menander, and by the name given to gladiators
who used to be called 'barley-men'. Also the Greeks prefer it to any other
grain for porridge. There are several ways of making barley porridge: the
Greeks soak some barley in water and then leave it for a night to dry, and
next day dry it by the fire and then grind it in a mill. Some after roasting it
more thoroughly sprinkle it again with a small amount of water and dry it
before milling; others however shake the young barley out of the ears
while green, clean it and while it is wet pound it in a mortar, and wash it
of husk in baskets and then dry it in the sun and again pound it, clean it
and grind it. [...] XV. Barley bread was much used in earlier days, but has
been condemned by experience, and barley is now mostly fed to animals,
although the consumption of barley-water is proved so conclusively to be
very conducive to strength and health: Hippocrates, one of the most fa-
mous authorities on medical science, has devoted one whole book to its
praise. [...] There is a kind in Egypt made of the double-pointed grain.
[...] XVIIL Barley meal is used as a medicine, and is remarkable how in
treating cattle pills made of it after it has been hardened by roasting at the
fire and afterwards ground, sent down into the animal’s stomach by the
human hand, serve to increase the strength and enlarge the muscles of the
body. Some ears of barley have two rows of grain and some more, up to as
many as six. In the grain itself, there are some varieties: it is longer and
smoother or shorter and rounder, lighter or darker in colour, the kind
with purple shade being of a rich consistency for porridge [...] the most
prolific kind is the barley harvested at Carthage in Spain in the month of
April. In Celtiberia this barley is sown in the same month, and there are
two crops in the same year. All barley is cut sooner than any other grain,
as soon as it first ripens, because the grain is carried on a brittle straw and
contained in a very thin chaff. Moreover we are told that it makes better
pearl-barley if it is lifted before its ripening has been completed. (Pliny,
Natural History, Volume V, Book XVIIL.XIII-XV.)

2 Zohary & Hopf (1993 : 62-63).

' Charles & Boggard (2010).

4 Fuller (2006).

5 Xinyi Liu et al. (2009).

6 Fu Daxiong et al. (2000).
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separate domestication events of barley."” The first event was situated
in Central Asia, to the east of the Fertile Crescent,'® the second in Ti-
bet."” The discovery of a close and wild relative of barely on the Tibet-
Qinghai plateau has challenged the monophyletic origin of barley
domestication. Phylogenetic analyses performed on wild barleys
from the Near East and Tibet, and between wild and cultivated bar-
leys from the Tibetan plateau and China, suggest a split between both
progenitors around 2.75 million years ago.” Based on the analysis of
two nuclear genes, the genetic data showed that Tibetan wild barley
differs from wild barley from the Near East. It also indicates that Ti-
betan six-rowed wild barley could be the direct progenitor of both
six-rowed and two-rowed domesticated barleys of China.” This close
relationship between Tibetan wild barley and other cultivated forms
found on the Tibetan plateau and in mainland China addresses the
possibility of separate centres of domestication.”” Should it be con-
firmed, Central Asian wild barley would be uniquely related to
Southwest Asian wild barley. It would also question the assumption
that the development of a spring habit was necessary to move barley
to higher elevations with cooler climatic conditions.

The slow and gradual adoption of cultivation practices resulted in
genetic changes under human influence. The cultivation of cereal
crops follows clearly defined stages. The first stage begins with the
sowing of seeds in a ploughed field. The second stage commences
when the crops are ripe. The mature spikes are then reaped and the
grains are threshed. Over time, through seed selection, domesticated
crops became morphologically, genetically, and behaviourally differ-
ent from their wild progenitors. The archaeobotanical record for the
Neolithic period suggests that farming activities brought about sev-
eral changes to barely due to selective harvesting. One of the most
conspicuous instances of barley domestication was the selection by
early agriculturalists of a phenotype with a six-rowed ear (Hordeum
hexastichum L.) where all the spikelets bear fully fertile and bigger
seeds.” Compared to the wild-type progenitor, where two lateral
spikelets are reduced and sterile, the appearance of six-rowed barley
would have multiplied yields by three. Yet, a domesticated two-
rowed type (Hordeum distichum L.) with a lower protein content was
also cultivated and often used for brewing.

17 Badr et al. (2000).

¥ Morrell & Clegg (2006).

1 Fei Dai et al. (2012) and Xifeng Ren et al. (2013).
20 Fei Dai et al. (2012).

? Xifeng Ren et al. (2013).

#  Fei Dai et al. (2012) and Xifeng Ren et al. (2013).
3 Komatsuda et al. (2006).
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Barley taxonomy also differentiates two forms of cultivated barley
with regard to its caryopsis. One form is a hulled barley where the
grains are enclosed within the surrounding chaff. It has a high yield
and is generally favoured for the production of beer and animal feed
and fodder. The second form is a naked or hulless barley that pos-
sesses a greater environmental tolerance, a lower loss of grain, and
easier post-harvest processing. This form of barley is usually pre-
ferred for food preparation. Based on archaeobotanical evidence and
genetic data, the mapping of hulled and naked barley distribution in
early times display an east-west trend across Eurasia.”* They also in-
dicate the progressive decline of naked barley from the Neolithic to
the post-Roman period. It appears that the rise of naked wheat large-
ly contributed to the replacement of naked barley in dietary con-
sumption, while hulled barley was still grown mainly for animal feed
and brewing. However, naked barely cultivation has remained in use
in Central and Southeast Asia much longer and is still found at alti-
tudes too high for the cultivation of rice or wheat. Today it is estimat-
ed that 95% of domesticated barley cultivated in Tibet and in the
Himalayas are of the naked type;” a trend that can possibly be ex-
plained due to the difficulty in cooking hulled barely in a hypoxic
environment with low solid fuel procurement.*

Early agriculture practices on the Tibet-Qinghai plateau

Archaeological and paleoenvironmental data suggest that agricultur-
al and pastoral activities began some 7000 years ago. Plant remains
and palynological evidence retrieved from prehistoric sites found
across the plateau indicate a shift in farming practices. Early agricul-
turists who settled on the Tibetan plateau did not rely on barley cul-
tivation but adopted a millet-base agriculture. Around the second
millennium BCE, however, the inhabitants of the plateau developed
an agro-pastoral system based on western crops and mobile herding
reminiscent of Central Asian economies.

It has been suggested that resource availability and adaptive strat-
egies facilitated the progressive acclimatisation of low-elevation agri-
culturists to the extreme environment of the Tibet-Qinghai plateau.”
A progressive sedentarization of some of these groups occurred by
5000 BCE. The excavation of permanent residences and the collection

#  Lister & Jones (2013).

»  Jbid. Researchers from TAR report that hulled barley is not being cultivated in
Tibet at the moment; see Nyima Tashi et al. (2013).

% Nyima Tashi et al. (2013).

¥ Aldenderfer (2006), Brantingham & Gao Xing (2006).
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of ground stone tools, domesticated plants, and faunal remains are
clear indicators of the so-called Neolithic package.”® Chinese archae-
ologists, who have been excavating Neolithic sites distributed
throughout Tibet since the 1970s, believed that these sites represent
indigenous Tibetan cultures as they display different archaeological
contents when compared to other Neolithic settlements located in
neighbouring low-elevation areas.

The archaeological complex of Karo (Tib. mKhar ro) has been re-
peatedly presented as the earliest Neolithic site excavated on the Ti-
betan plateau.” It is located on a terrace above the Mekong River
near Chamdo at an elevation of 3100 masl. Although it is currently
the lowest human settlement found on the plateau, it is situated
largely above the elevation of other known Chinese Neolithic sites.
Three distinct phases of occupation were tentatively put forward
based on ceramic typology and calibrated radiocarbon dates run on
charcoal and plant remains, ranging from 3966 cal. BCE to 2196 cal.
BCE.” Excavators have retrieved impressive findings that provide a
better understanding of the settlers” livelihood.” Most significantly,
faunal and archaeobotanical data help to clarify the subsistence strat-
egies of this community. Animal remains comprise several domesti-
cated and wild species such as goat, bovid, pig, red deer, antelope,
woolly hare, and macaque. Finally, plant remains include foxtail mil-
let (Setaria italic), broomcorn millet (Panicum miliaceum), chenopods,
and wild fruits.”

The archaeological complex of Karo marks a milestone in the
spread of agriculture onto the Tibetan plateau. The data collected
suggest an economy based on the cultivation of millet, pig husband-
ry, and complemented by foraging activities. It is believed that foxtail
millet and broomcorn millet, together with rice, served as pioneer
crops in southwest China before being introduced into more chal-
lenging environments.” Other Neolithic sites found on the plateau,
while exhibiting slightly different archaeological cultures, point to-
wards similar subsistence procurement strategies. As of yet, there is
no evidence of barley cultivation.

The archaeological site of Changguogou (Tib. 'Phrang sgo lung pa)
in central southern Tibet brings evidence of the introduction of new

»  Aldenderfer & Zhang Yinong (2004).

»  Also known as Karou, Karuo, and Kharup; Chayet (1994 : 37-46), Aldenderfer &
Zhang Yinong (2004).

% Aldenderfer & Zhang Yinong (2004).

' For a detailed list of these artefacts; see Chayet (1994 : 43-46).

* A summary table of the archaeobotanical material retrieved from Karo is given in
d’Alpoim Guedes et al. (2013).

3 d’Alpoim Guedes (2011).
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cultivated crops onto the plateau. Located in Gongkar County (Tib.
Gong dkar rdzong), about fifty kilometres west of Lhasa, the site of
Changguogou yielded significant archaeobotanical evidence suggest-
ing a shift in agriculture practices. In addition to foxtail millet, Chi-
nese excavators identified naked barley, wheat (Triticum), rye (Secale
cereal), common oat (Avena sattiva), and a single pea (Pisum sativum).
These new crops are believed to be “western domesticates”, even
though the phylogenic origin and diffusion pattern of some of these
plants from southwest Asia to China is not clearly established.* Of
equal interest is the presence of Argentina anserine (Tib. gro ma), a
wild plant whose small bulbous roots are still well known in Tibetan
cuisine today. The occupation of Changguogou ranges from circa
1400 BCE to 800 BCE. It represents the development of an agro-
pastoral economy based on mixed agriculture, sheep and goat pasto-
ralism, and the gathering of wild plants.”

Archaeobotanical evidence recovered from Upper Mustang in
Nepal makes it possible to outline the spread of a barley-based agri-
culture in both time and space. Between 1990 and 1995, the Institute
for Prehistory of the University of Cologne and the Department of
Archaeology in Kathmandu excavated funerary caves of Mebrak
(3500 masl) and Phudzeling (3000 masl) in the Jhong Valley.* Several
hundred samples of plant remains were collected and subject to car-
bon dating analyses as a result of which six settlement phases were
determined ranging from 1000 cal. BCE up to the present. The first
two periods (1000 — 400 cal. BCE and 400 — 100 cal. BCE) attest to a
mixed agriculture composed essentially of buckwheat (Fagopyrum
esculentum) and brown, naked, and hulled barleys, complemented
with broomcorn millet, wheat, and peas. In addition to cultivated
plants, other macrofossils indicate the presence of gathered wild
fruits such as apricots (Prunus armeniaca) and rose hips (Rosa sericea),
as well as imported plants including rice, bamboo, lentil, and hemp.
Archaeobotanist Karl-Heinz Knorzer remarks that the Jhong valley
was likely forested prior to the first millennium BCE. It would have
been partially cleared in order to make way for crops cultivation and
cattle grazing.”” A similar phenomenon is posited for central Tibet
where early agro-pasturalists might have contributed to the making
of the Tibetan landscape characterised by a forest decline and desert
pastures.”® Likewise, it appears that the agriculturists of the Jhong

*  d’Alpoim Guedes et al. (2013).
% Ibid.

% Knérzer (2000).

3 Ibid.

% Miehe et al. (2009).
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Valley practiced crop rotation alternating the cultivation of buck-
wheat and various kinds of barley.

Later palaeobotanical evidence from the western margins of the
Tibetan plateau contributes to specifying the development of agricul-
tural practices at the start of the Common Era and during the late
imperial period. Archaeological excavations and surface surveys
were carried out in 2001 and 2004 at Dindun (Tib. rTing rhum) and
Khyunglung (Tib. Khyung lung) in West Tibet in collaboration be-
tween the Chinese Institute of Tibetology of the Sichuan University
and the University of Arizona. The site of Dindun (4100 masl) com-
prises a domestic area and three cemeteries situated nearby. Plant
remains, animal bones, and potsherds were consistently recovered
from four excavated domestic structures with hearth and kitchen
area.” Based on chronometric data, it is suggested that this pre-
Buddhist site was occupied between 500-100 BCE by inhabitants
whose subsistence strategies relied primarily on barley cultivation
and herding of sheep, goats, and yaks.*

The site of Khyunglung in the high desert of West Tibet rounds
out this series of features. Khyunglung is believed to be the historical
location of the ancient capital of Zhangzhung, *' a kingdom that
would have ruled most of the plateau before the advent of the Tibet-
an empire.” In 2004, an archaeological surface survey was conducted
on top of a large mesa situated at the impressive elevation of 4250
masl. The site showed remains of domestic structures and refuse pits.
Grinding implements such as stone mortars, querns, and grinding
stones were collected in situ attesting to intensive milling and farm-
ing activities. Analyses of plant material and animal remains re-
trieved from two different structures suggest a period of occupation
ranging from cal. 220 to 880 CE. They include wood, fish, animal
bones, barley, wheat, millet, buckwheat, pine nut, and herbaceous
seeds. Remains of domesticated barley, which include rachises, car-
bonized grains and caryopses, would appear to derive from a six-
rowed hulled phenotype, although a naked form cannot be exclud-
ed.® The archaeological sites documented in West Tibet bring to term
this review of barley cultivation on the Tibetan plateau. They suggest
a transition towards a mixed agro-pastoral economy characterised by
different types of farming, herding, and fishing, with human foraging
component. In this scenario, “western domesticates” (i.e., barley and
wheat) and buckwheat become noticeable in the archaeobotanical

¥ Aldenderfer (2007).

% Aldenderfer & Moyes (2005).

# Aldenderfer & Moyes (2005) and Huo Wei (2008).
42 Bellezza (2008).

#  d’Alpoim Guedes et al. (2013).
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landscape suggesting a departure from the millet-based Neolithic
agriculture.*

A growing body of evidence obtained from genetics and molecu-
lar biology calls into questions the monophyletic origin of H. vulgare
spontaneum. Tibet is now considered to be a likely centre of domesti-
cation of highland barley, a six-rowed naked cultivated specimen.
Likewise, archaeobotanical data has helped to specify the spread of
cultivated barley onto the Tibetan plateau and the Himalayan high-
lands. Two factors appear to be complementary for the intensifica-
tion, cultivation, and ultimate domestication of wild barley. The first
factor involves the genetic adaptations of barley to high elevation,
dry environment, frost, and short growing season. In this respect,
barley and wheat demonstrate a higher tolerance for frost than
broomcorn and foxtail millets.* The second factor suggests that cul-
tural preferences also acted as a natural catalyst for the genetics of
crops and the moving of agriculture onto the Tibetan plateau. Based
on the limited archaeological sites documented in Tibet, evidence
from early Neolithic settlements supports the representation of agri-
culturists relying on millet cultivation, pig breeding, and foraging
activities; an economic system that was predominant in West China
about 6000 years ago. In the second millennium BCE, barley and oth-
er starch grains make their appearance in the archaeobotanical rec-
ord. These “western domesticates” are associated with more complex
subsistence strategies that include cattle breeding, sheep and goats
herding, farming and foraging activities. This mixed agro-pastoral
economy, which likely originated in Central Asia,* might have con-
stituted a distinct cultural package adopted by the inhabitants of the
Tibetan plateau. In view of the foregoing, it is therefore suggestive
that adaptation, evolution, and changes of subsistence strategies
might also reflect economic relations and cultural choices.

When the time is ripe: the Tang’s view on the Tibetans
Societies are influenced by what they cultivate and eat. Food choices

are not simply determined by ecological availability but may also
reflect subjective factors. Early literary sources support the view that

* Ibid.

# It has been shown that the altitude of 2500 masl constitutes the limit from which
two types of farming activities were practiced in the second millennium BCE.
Human settlements located below this limit relied on broomcorn and foxtail mil-
lets, and barley, while sites situated above the altitude of 2500 masl displayed on-
ly remains of frost resistant barley with a spring habit; see Chen et al. (2014).

% Wagner et al. (2011).
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barley consumption was culturally rooted in Tibetan society in the
first millennium CE. Chinese and Tibetan written accounts suggest
several instances where the highland crop contributed to delineating
the contours of a society in rapid transformation.

The Old Book of Tang (Ch. Jiu Tangshu), an oft-cited Chinese work
of official history written in the tenth century, provides a vivid ac-
count of the relations between China and Tibet in the seventh and
eighth centuries. The author discusses the land of T'ufan (i.e., Tibet)
at length with a mixture of wonder and aversion for its inhabitants
who defeated the Chinese forces at the gates of Chang’an, the capital
of the Tang, in 763 CE. ¥ The author’s description of agricultural
practices, food preparation, and commensality comes in handy and
offers some challenging insights into socio-economic dimensions of
Tibetan society in historical times:*®

The climate of the country is extremely cold. No ordinary rice is
grown, but they [Tibetans] have black oats, red pulse, barley,* and
buckwheat. Their domestic animals are mostly yak, pig, sheep, and
horses. [...] There is a lot of gold, silver, copper, and tin. Some people
follow their flocks to pasture, so there is no fixed place in living; nev-
ertheless, there are some walled cities. The capital of their country is
called Lha-sa, and the houses in the city are all flat-roofed and those
houses that are high reach up several 10s feet. The nobles live in big
felt tents called Fulu. Their living and sleeping places are filthy, and
they do not comb their hair and do not wash themselves. They use
two hands to receive and drink wine. And with felt (coarse fabrics)
they make plates, while by nipping dough they make cups, which
they fill with broth and cream together and drink from them.

Many people serve the God of the goat and ram, and believe in
Shamanism. The people do not know how to discern the seasons, but
reckon the barely-harvest season as the beginning of the year. [...]
Bow and sword are never far from the body. The people honour the
young and neglect the old.”

Overall, the depiction of the people of Tibet outlines an agro-pastoral
system with a nomadic component, where farming and animal hus-

¥ The Old Book of Tang is generally attributed Liu Xu (888 — 947) who completed the
work in 945.

Sinologist Paul Pelliot gives a slightly different translation of this passage; see
Pelliot (1961 : 2-3).

The Chinese character used for barley (Ch. mai) in this text can also mean wheat.
Translators tend to favour the former over the latter when it comes to this pas-
sage.

Th%e translation is Don Y. Lee’s. Chinese characters have been omitted in the quo-
tation. A recension of the Chinese text is given in his edition; see Don Y. Lee
(1981 : 4-5).

48

49

50
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bandry remain the main livelihoods, in terms that largely match the
archaeological record of the previous millennium. As for the Tibet-
ans’ eating habits and table manners, they are described in less relia-
ble terms. The inhabitants of that marginal land use their hands for
drinking alcohol, felt plates for food, and cups made of dough to
drink a creamy broth that is oddly reminiscent of a mixture of tsampa
and butter tea.

Reading between the lines, it appears that the ethnographic con-
tent of the Old Book of Tang is subordinated to the Tang’s prevailing
ideology. Choice of cultivated cereal crops becomes indicative of
strong cultural preferences and food habits. Tibetans do not grow
rice, the staple food crop of their Chinese neighbours, and thus de-
part from societies that favour boiling, steaming, and sticky food.” In
contradiction with material evidence, the apparent lack of vessels and
pottery attests to the primitive nature of these uncivilized and malo-
dorous individuals of hirsute appearance. To the fine palates of the
Tang China, which produced delicacies such as turtle flesh boiled in
mutton soup with ginger, spring onion, and the bark of a lily magno-
lia tree,” Tibetans” dietary habits made of porridge-like dough and
broth must have reeked of barbarism. Though partially subjective,
this depiction of Tibetan society has the merit of underlining cultural
traits that may have gone unnoticed otherwise.

According to the Tang Dynasty Chinese perspective, Tibetans
were ignorant of seasonality and relied on their favourite food crop
to determine the beginning of the year. The ripening of golden fields
hence signalled the arrival of a new year and the barley harvest con-
versely fulfilled a calendrical function. A similar observation is also
reported in the Tongdian, an encyclopaedic work on economics and
political governance composed a century earlier.”® In this work, the
author indicates in comparable terms that “they [Tibetans] regard the
time when barley ripens as the start of the year”.”* The repeated ref-
erence in Chinese sources to a season-based calendar year is notewor-

thy.

51 Fuller & Rowlands (2009).

2 Benn (2002 : 128).

»  The Tongdian was composed by Du Yu (735 — 812) who completed it in 801. His
discussion on the fundamental relationship between agriculture and economics is
indicative of a highly centralised state: “grain is what governs people’s fate, land
is what produces the grain, and people are what the ruler governs. If one has the
grain, then the needs of the state are complete. If one delineates the land, then
people have enough to eat. If one examines the people, then the labour service
will be equitable. Understanding these ideas is called governing”; citation given
in Hartman & DeBlasi (2012).

> Yamaguchi (1984).
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Different calendrical systems were introduced and replaced in Ti-
bet during the last two thousand years of its history. Tibetan histori-
ographical sources suggest that the Tibetan year was first established
based on a seasonal system before the adoption of a twelve-year cy-
cle. It was followed by a sexagenary cycle from China,” and eventu-
ally replaced by the Buddhist Kalacakra calendar in the eleventh cen-
tury.” During the imperial period the Tibetan year was divided into
four seasons and three intermediate periods, to which an intercalary
month (Tib. Idab ma) was sometime added. The Tibetan year ended in
the middle spring month (Tib. dpyid zla 'bring po) and began anew in
the last spring month (Tib. dpyid zla mtha’ chung), a period of time
which corresponds roughly to the months of March and April.”” Inci-
dentally, the Pelliot Chinois 2762 recovered from Dunhuang specifies
that the first month of the Chinese calendar corresponded to the Ti-
betan first spring month (Tib. dpyid zla ra ba).”

Despite the swift condemnation in the Old Book of Tang of the Ti-
betans’ inability to distinguish seasons, the Chinese testimonies have
the merit of drawing attention to a seasonal and agricultural calendar
year that begins in late spring when barley ripens. This observation
crucially points to the fact that the type of barley upon which Tibet-
ans elaborated their calendrical system had a winter habit. This varie-
ty of barley, as we have seen, was sown in autumn and harvested in
April (i.e., the last Tibetan spring month and beginning of the year).
It would benefit from a longer maturing period than the spring type
and would produce higher yields. The established connection be-
tween the Tibetans’ early seasonal calendar, spring harvest, and win-
ter-type barley has consequences poles apart with regard to barley
cultivation. It suggests that the development of a spring phenotype
was not an absolute condition in order to move barley onto the Tibet-
an plateau. Yet it does not exclude the possibility that barleys with
spring and winter habits were both cultivated while only the latter
determined an agricultural calendar. Alternatively, it could also en-
tail that the spring harvest-based Tibetan calendar had first been
used by populations cultivating barley in low elevation areas before
being adopted throughout the plateau. In this regard it is significant
that the Shuhi of southwest Sichuan mentioned in the introduction
still celebrate a barley festival called 'New Crop' at the beginning of
the month of May.”

% Cornu (2002 : 49-84).
% Uray (1984).

7 Yamaguchi (1984).

% Pelliot (1961 : 143-44).
¥ Weckerle et al (2005).
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Whilst it is difficult to discuss the annual events that were cele-
brated during the early imperial period, it is yet certain that the old
Tibetan year was punctuated with religious festivals and agrarian
rituals. The Tibetan words for year (Tib. lo), harvest (Tib. lo tog/thog),
calendar/almanac (Tib. lo tho), and New Year (Tib. lo gsar) are all et-
ymologically related. Like the Shuhi’s Hashing festival, the Tibetan
word for New Year can equally mean 'new crop' and is therefore in-
dicative of agricultural practices and agrarian celebrations that likely
survived in the Agricultural New Year (Tib. so nam lo gsar). Of lesser
importance nowadays, this festival has persisted in regions such as
Tsang% (Tib. gTsang), Ladakh (Tib. La dwags),”® and Bhutan (Tib. ‘Brug
yul)." The reason why the Agricultural New Year is nowadays cele-
brated in the tenth or eleventh lunar month still remains unclear. In-
cidentally, the adoption of the Mongolian (Tib. hor) calendar in the
thirteenth century was also accompanied by the introduction of a
King’s New Year (Tib. rgyal po lo gsar), which is often simply referred
to as Tibetan New Year.” Some have suggested that the Mongolian
lunar-based calendrical system (Tib. hor zla), which is still in use as
the official Tibetan calendar, is yet unsuitable for timing agricultural
seasonal work.” Despite the adoption of several calendrical systems
over time and the possible displacement of the Agricultural New
Year within the current calendar year, both Tibetan New Year festivi-
ties are still entrenched in celebrating harvest and prosperity. Among
the New Year paraphernalia none are as important as gro so phye mar,
a wooden vessel (Tib. 'bo) containing wheat grains (Tib. gro) on one
side, barley flour (Tib. phye) mixed with butter (Tib. mar) on the other,
and on top of which are stuck spikes of wheat and barley (Tib. gro nas
snye ma).*

The Tang views on their culturally differing neighbours draw at-
tention to some fundamental characteristics of early Tibetan society
in historical times. Among the various crops cultivated in Tibet, bar-
ley became sufficiently