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Abstract  Most previous studies have held that the system of Tubo gaoshen 
(an honorary identity mark) was an imitation of a similar system in the Tang 
dynasty, referring to the latter‖s official costume decorations for its stratified 
office-holders. These studies have not given due attention to the characteristics 
of the title itself. From the perspective of the change of the Tibetan name and 
based on existing research results and historical records in both Tibetan and 
Chinese, this article tries to offer a new understanding and preliminary 
discussion on the development of Tubo gaoshen and several related issues. We 
find that there are two paths in the evolution of its name: One is from Sug to 
Yi Ge or Yig, the other is from Yig tsang to Yig tshangs. The former is used to 
denote a concrete gaoshen and can be added as a prefix while the latter denotes 
the abstract idea of gaoshen and no attribute can be used before it. When the 
two are used together, the latter is used before the former, such as in: yig 
tshangs pa ni zangs kyi yi ge gtong/ (As to the gaoshen [yig tshangs], [he] is 
awarded a bronze yi ge). 
 

Keywords  Tubo gaoshen (an honorary identity mark), origin of the name, 
etymological study 

Introduction 

Most scholars have studied gaoshen 告身 (Tib: ye ge [yig], yig tshang or yig 
                                                             
 In terms of Tibetan Transcription, we mainly adopt T. Wylie (1959) but with the exception 
that the Tibetan འ, [v] is used to replace Wylie‖s [']. 
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tshangs) system in Tubo 吐蕃 (ancient Tibet), mainly based on Chinese 
sources, especially those produced in the Tang dynasty, which clearly record 
that the Tubo gaoshen was guan (zhi) zhangshi 官(之)章飾 (a decoration for 
officials), thus these scholars easily came to the conclusion that the system was 
the result of an imitation of the Tang costume decoration which signified 
officials‖ positions. In other words, without adequately investigating the nature 
and characteristics of the gaoshen, the scholars only sought evidence from 
historical sources to prove their assumption that the Tubo gaoshen was a 
decoration signifying official positions and was copied from the Tang dynasty.1 
So far, scholars have essentially agreed with the idea that the Tubo gaoshen was 
just an imitation of the Tang system and was exclusively used to distinguish an 
official‖s position.2 This argument conveys two messages: 1) Tubo gaoshen 
was exclusively issued to officials; 2) The Tibetan gaoshen system was the result 
of Han Chinese cultural influence. 

Chinese scholars‖ studies started with the translation and annotation of 
ancient Tibetan texts. Wang Yao 王堯 held the opinion that “Tibetan people 
fancied the elegant Tang style” (Tubo ya‖ai Tangfeng 吐蕃雅愛唐風) and that 
the Tubo gaoshen system was an imitation of Tang institutions. Therefore, 
Wang Yao used the Chinese word gaoshen to translate the Tibetan word (yi 
ge),3 and this has since been generally agreed upon and used by Chinese 
                                                             
1
 See Bai Huawen and Ni Ping. “Tangdai de gaoshen,” 77–80. 

2 Paul Demiéville (1894–1979) is one of those holding this opinion: “L‖institution d‖une 
hiérarchie officielle, et l‖idée d‖en distinguer extérieurment les degrés par des insignes conférés 
aux différent titulaires, étaient sans doute au Tibet d‖inspiration choise; mais il y avait des 
differences” (In Tibet, the thought behind the establishment of a stratified officialdom and the 
use of the gaoshen to signify its holder‖s position, is no doubt the influence of the Han Chinese. 
But there is some difference between the two). See part 2 (deuxieme partie) of Paul Demiéville, 
of his Le Concile de Lhasa: Une controverse sur le quiétisme entre bouddhistes de l‖Inde et de la 
Chine au VIIIe siècle de l‖ère chrétienne, 285. As to its Chinese translation, see Geng Sheng, 
trans., Tubo sengzheng ji, 352. Also see Geng Sheng‖s translation republished by China 
Tibetology Press in 2013, p. 356. 

Additionally, Rolf Alfred Stein (1911–99) also held the opinion that the gaoshens (yi ge) were 
generally held by senior officials. See R. A. Stein, “Tibetica Antiqua II: L‖usage de métaphores 
pour des distinctions honorifiques à l‖époque des rois tibétains,” 257–72. For an etymological 
study, refer to Rolf Alfred Stein, “Notes d'étymologie tibétaine,” 203–31.  
3 Wang Yao, Tubo jinshi lu, 86. 
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academia. Later, Chen Nan 陳楠 advanced the argument that gaoshen was an 
imitation of Tang costume decoration to signify the office-holder‖s position. 
And she believes that the system was in essence a way to differentiate the legal 
and economic status of office-holders.4 Until now, the argument that the 
Tubo gaoshen was used to distinguish its holder‖s position seems to have been 
established. Consequently, Zhao Xinyu 趙心愚, Lu Li 陸離 and Lu Qingfu 
陸慶夫, and Zhu Yuemei 朱悅梅 have discussed the Tubo gaoshen and 
made some corrections and additions, but most of them support this idea. 
Only Zhao Xinyu is an exception. Based on his meticulous study of 
inscriptions about the kingdom of Nanzhao 南詔, which followed the 
Tubo kingdom in many aspects, Zhao has come to the conclusion that the 
gaoshen is a symbol of its holder‖s glory, not the signification of its holder‖s 
social or bureaucratic position. The position of Tubo officials was 
determined by their duty.5 This argument is certainly instructive in some 
way, but it is an inference based on the study of the Nanzhao kingdom 
instead of an extensive study of the Tibetan gaoshen itself. 

On the basis of this research, the author re-examined the relevant Tibetan 
and Chinese sources, especially the Tibetan historical materials, and found that 
the Tubo gaoshen was not necessarily the result of the official hierarchy of the 

                                                             
4 Chen Nan, “Tubo gaoshen zhidu shitan,” 59–66, 109. Later, it was collected into her Zangshi 
congkao, 149–61. Chen Nan transcribed the Tibetan term gaoshen incorrectly as “yig-tshang,” 
although the most cited book in her article is Mkhas pavi Dgav ston, in which the gaoshen in 
general sense is transcribed as “yig-tshangs”(Tib: ཡིག་ཚངས). 
  Mkhas pavi Dgav ston is the shortened form of Dpav-bo gtsug-lag phreng-ba‖s (Tib: དཔའ་བོ་གཙུག་ 
ལག་ཕྲེང་བ) book (1986): མཁས་པའི་དགའ་སནོ། (appeared in the 16th century, its full title is: Dam-pavi 
Chos-kyi Vkhor-los Bsgyur-ba- rnams-kyi Byung-ba Gsal-bar Byad-pa Mkhas-pavi Dgav-ston 
(hereinafter referred to as Mkhas pavi Dgav ston). 
5 The scholar most dedicated to the study of gaoshen during these years is none other than Zhao 
Xinyu. See Zhao Xinyu, “Tubo gaoshen zhidu de liangge wenti,” 15–20; “Nanzhao gaoshen 
zhidu shitan,” 89–95; “Gezi Zangwenbei yu Tubo gaoshen zhidu de jige wenti,” 93–97; “Tang 
Fanheng Lubu suoji Tubo gaoshen youguan wenti de tantao,” 72–75. See also Lu Li and Lu 
Qingfu, “Guanyu Tubo gaoshen zhidu de jige wenti,” 94–102; Gesang Yangjing, “Dunhuang 
wenxian suojian Tubo shiqi de gaoshen,” 77–81; Yang Ming and Suonan Cairang, “Xinjiang 
Milan chutu de yijian gu Zangwen gaoshen kaoshi,” 15–22; Zhu Yuemei, “Tubo zhiguan 
guanli zhidu zhi zongjiao yinsu kaoxi,” 29–33. 
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so-called guan (zhi) zhangshi (a decoration for officials) as in the Chinese 
literature and history, nor was it necessarily the result of the imitation of a 
similar institution of the Tang dynasty. This is an important and complex issue, 
beyond the scope of this paper. Here I just want to discuss the evolution or 
changing of the Tibetan name of gaoshen, which can tell us something new 
about this topic.   

From Sug to Yi Ge or Yig 

Influenced by Chinese historical sources, some scholars believed that Tubo 
gaoshen was a system that Srong btsan Sgam po 松贊幹布 (617–60) established 
to identify the holder‖s official position by imitating a similar regime from the 
Tang dynasty. In fact, The Tubo gaoshen existed before that time. The 
Dunhuang Tibetan document P. T. 1287, namely “btsan po rim byung gi lo 
rgyus” (the biographies of Tibetan kings)6 clearly records that it was Srong 
btsan Sgam po‖s father, i.e., Gnam ri Slon btsan 囊日弄贊 who killed off Zing 
Po Rje, and then united the lower Yung Ba Sna and upper Rkong Bre Sna 
together. During the ceremony to celebrate this, Gnam ri Slon btsan was 
insulted by the ambitious Khyung po Spung sad (i.e., Zu Tses), who wanted to 
usurp this achievement. At this crucial moment, the Zhang Snang 
(chamberlain) named Pe Vu Zur Vbring Po mercilessly refuted Zu Tses‖s 
mistake by pointing out that the unification still seen today is the result of a 
fight undertaken by all the feudal lords and civilians under Slon btsan‖s 
leadership.7 Slon btsan was very pleased about this and “appointed (bcug) 
Zhang Snang as Blon po (prime minister), and conferred (stsalto) him small 
                                                             
6 P.T. (Tibetain Pelliot) refers to Dunhuang Tibetan Documents kept in National Library of 
France. And the electronic edition can be available on the International Dunhuang Project (IDP) 
official website: http://idp.bl.uk/, while the photocopies entitled Hpha ran sivi Rgyal gnyer dpe 
mdzod khang du nyar bavi tun hong bod yig yig tshags 法國國家圖書館藏敦煌藏文文獻 have 
been published by Shanghai guji chubanshe (Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House) since 
2008 (not finished) which will be abbreviated as “Shanghai Guji Photocopy” in the following. 
7 For a detailed story of Zu Tses‖ loudly usurping the celebration of the victory and Zhang 
Snang‖s loud refutation of his ideas, see P.T.1287, lines 220–246. Also see Wang Yao and Chen 
Jian, trans., Dunhuang ben Tubo lishi wenshu, 47–48, 162–63. 
7 See Chen Nan, “Tubo gaoshen zhidu shitan,” 60. 
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silver gaoshen (rngul gyi sug bu chung) to manifest his position” (Myang zhang 
snang blon por bcug nas/blon po vi mtshan mar yang rngul gyi sug bu chung 
stsalto//). This may be the earliest record of gaoshen in a Tibetan text (see Fig. 
1).This makes it clear that gaoshen existed before the “later stage of Srong btsan 
Sgam po‖s reign”; moreover, it refutes the belief that the gaoshen “was the 
result of Tibet‖s imitation of the Tang dynasty because they admired Tang 
officials‖ costume and decoration during their communications with them.”8 
However, when he married the Wencheng Princess 文成公主 (625–80) at 
Heyuan 河源, Srong btsan Sgam po “politely acted with a son-in-law‖s 
manners and gasped with admiration at the solemn beauty of the great 
country‖s costume and ritual while being ashamed of their inferiority.”9 Thus, 
it is reasonable to say that the Tibetans later borrowed some ideas from the 
long-admired Tang officials‖ costumes and decorations10 while improving 
their own gaoshen system that already existed. 

The above “rngul gyi sug” is different from “dngul gyi yi ge” in later 
Tibetan literature. This issue has not been discussed in previous academic 
works: The earliest Tibetan term for gaoshen is sug, not the well-known yi ge 
[or yig], yig tshang or yig tshangs. And the Tibetan word for “silver” in “rngul 
gyi sug” is a little different from the common form dngul. It is necessary here 
to make a brief etymological study on the two words: sug and dngul. It is not 
difficult to understand that “silver” is rngul instead of dngul. Ra and da in 
Tibetan are similar in pronunciation, and in the ancient Tibetan language, 

                                                             
8 Ibid. 
9 The original Chinese text: 執子婿之禮甚恭。既而歎大國服飾禮儀之美，俯仰有愧沮之色. See 
Wang Qinruo et al., ed., Cefu yuangui, vol. 978: Waichen bu, heqin yi; also see Su jinren and 
Xiao Lianzi, eds., Cefu yuangui Tubo shiliao jiaozheng, 215.  
10 For official Tang costume and decoration, please see Zalu 雜錄 (Miscellany), vol. 31 of Tang 
huiyao 唐會要 (Tang commandant): “The princes and officials above the third rank (ranks 1 to 
3) wear a purple costume decorated with jade, just like the two queens; The officials above the 
fifth rank (ranks 4 to 5) wear a vermilion costume decorated with gold; The officials above the 
seventh rank (ranks 6 to 7) wear a green costume decorated with silver; The officials above the 
ninth rank (ranks 8 to 9) wear a black costume decorated with toushi (brass) . . . . The outpost 
officers and common people wear a yellow costume decorated with copper and iron.” The 
original Chinese text: 親王及三品已上，若二王后，服色用紫，飾以玉；五品以上，服色用朱，飾

以金；七品以上，服色用綠，飾以銀；九品以上，服色用青飾以鍮石……。流外官及庶人,服色用

黃, 飾以銅鐵. 
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interchange is more common among the pronunciation of phonetic similar 
parts, so it is completely possible to use rngul, not dngul to mean “silver.”11  

   

 
Fig. 1  Part of P.T.1287 (Including Sug) 

Source: Reproduced from Shanghai Guji Photocopy, vol. 12 published in 2011. 

  
However, it is not so easy task to explain why sug is used here to express yi 

ge. According to the Tibetan dictionary, the original meaning of sug is rkang 
lag (arms and legs), and one of its extended meanings is gzhan la yan lag gyis 
gtong bavi gsang brda (signal; cipher).12 The gaoshen is a symbolic signal of 
identity, which is exactly what it is. And the Tubo gaoshen (yi ge)13 was a sign 
of decoration worn on the front of someone‖s arm to indicate his rank. Thus it 
is not impossible to borrow it (sug) as a “character symbol” in the Dunhuang 
Tibetan documents or other ancient Tibetan literature to express the meaning 
of gaoshen, because it is more appropriate, in a sense, to express both the 
meaning of the symbol mark (signal) and the body part worn on (arm). 

As for borrowing sug as a “character symbol,” there is also circumstantial 
evidence that the Tibetan word sug bris means “handwriting, handwritten 
calligraphy and painting” (Lag pas bris pa)—which closely related to yi ge 
[yig].14 
                                                             
11 This is very common in Tibetan texts, e.g., “pug” is “phug,” “ched po” is “chen po,” “cung 
is chung.” SoWang Yao and Chen Jian aptly annotated “rngul gyi sug bu chung” 小銀字告身 as 
“dngul gyi sug bu chung/dngul yig chung ngu” in Dunhuang ben Tubo lishi wenshu, 84.  
12 See Zhang Yisun, ed., Zang-Han da cidian, 2925. 
13 For Chinese records of Tubo gaoshen, see Cefu yuangui, vol. 961: Waichen bu, tufeng san; 
and Xin Tangshu, vol. 216: Tubo. 
14 See Zhang, ed., Zang-Han da cidian, 2925. 
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There are certainly different opinions as to this. Lu Li and Lu Qingfu once 
said, by comparing the photos of the original version of the Dunhuang 
document, that in the so-called manor silver gaoshen (rngul gyi sug bu chung), 
the sug should be pug. After an interesting interpretation, they concluded that 
“the ancient Tibetan ―pug‖ means ―hole,‖ ―bu‖ is an affix, ―pug bu‖ can be 
extended to ―ring,‖ and rngul gyi pug bu chung means ―small silver ring,‖ which 
is different from the meaning of ―rngul gyi yi ge chung‖ [minor silver 
gaoshen].” Therefore, rngul gyi sug bu chung should be rngul gyi pug bu 
chung. “Tubo [the ancient Tibets] already had the practice of giving officials 
different sizes of gold, silver and other materials as status symbols.” The Tubo 
gaoshen was shaped like a small circle (ring).15 

We think this view is unlikely for the following reasons: 
First, it‖s very difficult to distinguish pu (བུ), su (སུ) and phu (ཕུ) in the P. T. 

1287 document because of the running together of the vowel u (ུ ) since its 
calligraphy usually appears so casual (see Fig. 2). If we want to determine 
exactly which one it is, we must do so in context. In the document, rngul gyi 
sug bu chung appears on line 246, and pug also appears in the song chanted by 
Zhang Snang on the previous line 243, “/khab kyis ni ma pug na/ rgyus kyis ni 
re myi sugs[zug]/” which means “threads cannot be joined together unless they 
are penetrated by a needle.” From the picture of the original document, this 
pug looks so similar to the sug in rngul gyi sug bu chung that it is difficult to 
tell them apart. But grammatically this pug is a verb because the word in front 
of it is the negative adverb ma (no). In addition, both pug and phug must 
follow the affix pa meaning “hole,” but pug in khab kyis ni ma pug na/ does 
not carry this affix. So it should be a verb. And Professor Wang Yao annotated 
pug as phug (vbigs pa, chipping, poking, leaking and piercing), which is 
accurate.16 On the contrary, the sug (not pug) in rngul gyi sug bu chung must 
be a noun because it is placed after the auxiliary gyi. 

Second, Lu Li and Lu Qingfu read the sug in “little silver” (rngul gyi sug bu 
chung) as pug, clearly based on the same assumption. We have clarified this 
point above grammatically. Now we may add a little from the perspective of 
word formation: Bu is not an affix of the central or key word sug. Bu is literally 
                                                             
15 See Lu Li and Lu Qingfu, “Guanyu Tubo gaoshen zhidu de jige wenti,” 94–102. 
16 See Wang Yao and Chen Jian, trans., Dunhuang ben Tubo lishi wenshu, 84, note 253.  
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“little” or “small,” just like chung. Thus bu chung is a synonymic compound 
meaning “very small,” “tiny,” used to modify the noun sug [not the verb pug]. 
Also, as we know, if a verb is to be used as a noun, it must be followed by an 
affix. But the common noun affixes in Tibetan are -pa, -ba, instead of -bu. 

 

 
Fig. 2  Part of P. T. 1287 with the Running together of u ུ  

Source: Reproduced from Shanghai Guji Photocopy, vol. 12 published in 2011. 
  
Because of the misreading of the documents, their fascinating interpretation 

is completely incorrect. And the conclusion of Lu Li and Lu Qingfu (2006) is 
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thus inconclusive that “the system of Tubo gaoshen was developed by 
imitating the costume system and gaoshen system of the Tang officials, based 
on Tubo‖s traditional practice of conferring the ring decorations of different 
sizes of gold and silver to Tibetan officials as status symbols.”17  

It can be seen that the earliest name of Tubo gaoshen was sug in P. T. 1287, 
which recorded the historical story of the period of Gnam ri Slon btsan before 
Srong btsan Sgam po. It is worth mentioning that in the same document, yi ge 
(meaning “writing”) is also used to express gaoshen, but what is recorded is of a 
later date, that is, the history of the Srong btsan Sgam po period and beyond: 

In line 284 of P. T. 1287, it is recorded that Srong btsan Sgam po made an 
oath of allegiance to the seven persons (namely, the elder statesman Dbavs 
Dbyi Tshab and his father‖s brother, and his sons and nephews) which also 
mentions gaoshen: “one of Dbyi Tshab‖s sons will be awarded the title no less 
than gold gaoshen [yi ge]” (dbyi tshab kyi bu gchig la/ gser gyi yi ge las smad 
rev/).18 It is yi ge not sug being used here to denote gaoshen. In other words, 
the sug used earlier was soon replaced by yi ge, and they both appeared in the 
same document at the same time, just like so-called synonyms today.  

This kind of phenomenon should have continued for quite some time, 
because there are also repeated references to the term “gaoshen” and examples 
of mixed use of sug and yi ge in P. T. 1089, the Tibetan document “ranking 
document for officials in Shazhou and other places” (sha cuvi dpon povi gral 
thabs kyi dkar chag), which is closely related to Tubo government officials. 
However, it records the later history of Shazhou (Dunhuang) under Tubo rule, 
which must have happened after the middle of the 8th century. 

Examples of the use of sug for gaoshen in P. T. 1089 appear in lines 14–15 
(Fig. 3): 

  
mchid kyis bcad pa las ni/  /bod sum gyi stong pon  gyi vog du 

mthong kyab dang va zhavi stong pon/  /devi vog du rtse rje zangs pa sug/ 
devi vog du bod/  sum gyi stong cung dang mthong kyab dang va zhavi 

                                                             
17 Lu and Lu, “Guanyu Tubo gaoshen zhidu de jige wenti,” 95.  
18 Also in line 265 of Dunhuang ben Tubo lishi wenshu, there is a record about the same issue, 
saying that Dbyi Tshab‖s “descendants will be awarded gold gaoshen [yi ge] generation by 
generation everlastingly” (bu tsha gang ba gchig/ gser gyi yi ge myi chad par stsald par bkav/ 子孫
後代無論何人，均賜以金字告身，不會斷絕). 
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stong cung/  devi vog du zangs pa sug stong dang stag gi zar can pa 
vbyung pavi/  

The instruction was as follows: Under the stong pons (officials of a 
thousand households) of Tubo (bod) and Subi (sum) are the stong pons of 
Mthong Kyab and Va Zha (Tuyuhun); the next is the recipient of the red 
bronze gaoshen (zangs pa sug); the next is stong cungs (the minor official of 
thousand households) of Tubo (bod) and Subi (sum) and stong cungs of 
Mthong Kyab and Va Zha (Tuyuhun); and the next is the stong of the red 
bronze gaoshen (zangs pa sug stong) and the hero awarded with a tiger 
skin).19 

 

 
Fig. 3  Part of P. T. 1089 (Including Lines 14–15) 

Source: Reproduced from Shanghai Guji Photocopy, vol. 10 published in 2009. 

 There are many examples of yi ge and its related variant forms, such as in 
lines 55–59 (Fig. 4): 

 
rgya las pon sna bskos pav/ do stag skyes rgyavi to dog dang bod kyi rtser 

jevi/ zlar bskos te/ vphra men gyi yi ge chungu snga na yod pa las/ thugs 
pags mdzad de/ na cig gis bstod nas/  phra men gyi yi ge ched po stsal/ an 

                                                             
19 Wang Yao and Chen Jian, “Tubo zhiguan kaoxin lu,” 109. 
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bung yig to dog vog pon du bskos te/ thabs ra gan gyi yige yod pa las/ 
ngovi tshe thugs pags mdzad nas/ ra gan gyi yige ched po byin no// sde gcig 
gi dpon snar bskos pav// yem pheng stong zlar bskoste/ thabs ra gan gyi yi 
ge chungu dbang ba cham/ snga na ra gan gyi yi ge chu ngu mchis pa las/ 
thugs pags mdzad de/ ngovi tshe na cig bstod de/ ra gan gyi yi ge ched po 
byin no/ 

 About the appointment of Tang people as officials: Do Stag Skye is 
appointed as the governor of the Tang people; Du Xinuo is appointed as 
Tang governor and the rtser je‖s assistant in the Tibetan government office, 
and has been awarded minor vphra men gaoshen (vphra men gyi yi ge 
chungu) before and now should be unanimously praised and awarded 
vphra men gaoshen (phra men gyi yi ge). An Bung Yig is appointed as the 
deputy governor, and has been awarded minor yellow bronze gaoshen (ra 
gan gyi yige) before and now should be unanimously praised and awarded 
major yellow bronze gaoshen (ra gan gyi yige ched po), and concurrently 
appointed as a tribal governor. And Yem Pheng has been appointed as his 
assistant, and was awarded minor yellow bronze gaoshen (ra gan gyi yi ge 
chungu) before. Despite this, he should be praised now and promoted to 
be awarded a yellow bronze gaoshen (ra gan gyi yi ge ched po).  

 

 
Fig. 4  Part of P. T. 1089 (Including Lines 55–59) 

Source: Reproduced from Shanghai Guji Photocopy, vol. 10 published in 2009. 

 Of course, the wisdom of the ancient Tibetan people in the use of language 
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can be seen in P. T. 1089, and they also pay attention to economic principles, 
as we do today. In the appropriate context, they also use ellipsis to express their 
thoughts, such as in lines 71–72 (Fig. 5): 

  
slad cad lho bal gyi nang nas bskos pav/ khri dpon la stsogs pa/ g‖yu pa 

gser pavi/  gong du dmag pon chungu mchis par/  
Ever since then, those who were appointed as the khri dpon (official of 

ten thousand households) for the barbarians would unanimously be 
awarded jade gaoshen and gold gaoshen (g‖yu pa gser pavi)20 which is 
ranked above the grass-roots officers. 

 

 
Fig. 5  Part of P. T. 1089 (Including Lines 71–72) 

Source: Reproduced from Shanghai Guji Photocopy, vol. 10 published in 2009. 

It is clear that the Tibetan word for gaoshen, i.e., sug or yi ge (yig) is omitted 
after the phrase “g‖yu pa gser pavi” because it has already appeared in the 
previous text. Its omission will not affect readers‖ understanding. From this we 
know that the word for gaoshen in ancient Tibetan could be written in a 
variety of ways: In addition to sug, yige and its variant forms yi ge, yig, yi ge, 
yig and elliptical forms were also included. They were so complicated perhaps 
                                                             
20 Here the gaoshen (yig or yi ge) has been omitted. 
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because the Tibetan language at that time had not been standardized. 
Gaoshen is essentially a written form in characters (Tib: yi ge), so the 

expressions widely used later for “gaoshen” in Tibetan has been yi ge, yig, yig 
tshangs and other similar written forms. This is not difficult for us to 
understand, but we want to understand the relationship between them. 

In Tibetan, yi ge has several meanings, but the first and key meaning is Tibetan 
letters, which is equivalent to the alphabet in English. Words are made up by 
combining letters according to the grammatical rules of the particular language, so 
yi ge also derived the meanings of “characters,” “words,” “articles,” “documents, 
books,” “correspondences” and so on, for example:  

 
yi gevi rig pa/       philology;        Rgyavi yi ge/    Chinese language 
Bod kyi yi ge/      Tibetan language;  yi ge rtsom pa/   to write articles   
Dpang Rgyavi yi ge/ certificate;        yi ge bsrings pa/   to post a letter 

 
It can be seen that yi ge was used to replace sug [pa] in the Tibetan literature to 
represent all kinds of gaoshen. As for yig, it is an abbreviated form of yi ge, 
which need not be stated otherwise. There is no inherent relationship between 
sug [pa] and yi ge in terms of language evolution. The ancient Tibetan people 
first chose the former, which may be intended to represent the wearing part of 
the body (i.e. the arm) and express some symbolic function as well. Later, with 
the prominent nature of “written evidence” of gaoshen, they began to use the 
latter, so there was a process of mixing the two and gradually shaping them into 
yi ge. 

Looking through the relevant historical documents in Tibetan, it is not 
difficult to find that in the early Tibetan historical sources,21 yi ge or yig were 
basically used to express gaoshen. In addition to the above, there are many 
other examples:  

On the north side of the famous Zhol rdo ring phyi mavi yi gevi ngo 
                                                             
21 Please note that when we say “early Tibetan historical sources,” we mean original documents, 
such as Tibetan inscriptions of the Tang dynasty and the Dunhuang Tibetan documents. 
“Hidden Tibetan literature,” which is said to have been written during the Tubo period, is 
excluded because the latter has too much uncertainty. 
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bshus/,22 there is an oath of Khri Srong lde brtsan: “To the descendants of 
minister [blon] Stag Sgra Klu Khong, no matter when, as long as the universe 
lasts, will be conferred a major silver gaoshen [yi ge]” (blon Stag Sgra Klu 
Khong gi bu tsha rgyud vpheld la nam nam zha zhar dngul gyi yi ge chen po 
gcig//). Yi ge is also used here to express gaoshen.23 

There are many more examples in the Dunhuang documents, especially in P. 
T. 1071, namely in “The Compensation Law of Hunting Hurt” (bkav khrims 
las srog stong gi khrims), the word “yi ge” is frequently used to denote gaoshen 
(Fig. 6). For example: 

   
Line 78: zhang lon gser gyi yi ge ngo bo dang/ gser gyi yi ge pa dang/ 

stong thang mnyam ba/ zhig la// 
The gold gaoshen (yi ge) holder Zhang Lon himself and the other 

bearers of gold gaoshen who have the same price of life. 
 
Line 104: zhang lon phra men kyi yi ge pa ngo bo dang// phra men kyi 

yi ge pa dang stong mnyam ba/ zhig lav// 
The phra men gaoshen (yi ge) holder Zhang Lon himself and the other 

bearers of phra men gaoshen who have the same price of life. 
 
Line 133: zhang lon dngul gyi yi ge ngo bo dang/ dngul gyi yi ge pa 

dang stong mnyam zhig la/ 
The silver gaoshen (yi ge) holder Zhang Lon himself and the other 

bearers of silver gaoshen who have the same price of life. 
 
Line 178: zhang lon ra gan kyi yi ge pa ngo bo dang/ ra gan kyi yi ge pa 

dang stong mnyam ba zhig la/   
The major bronze gaoshen (yi ge) holder Zhang Lon himself and the 

other bearers of major bronze gaoshen who have the same price of life. 
 
Line 214: zhang lon zangs kyi yi ge pa ngo bo dang/ zangs kyi yi ge pavi 

pha dang stong mnyam ba zhig la/ 

                                                             
22 The famous stele bearing the famous oath (dku rgyal) called “Zhol Stele” today was erected in 
the first year of Guangde of Tang dynasty. 
23 Wang Yao, Tubo jinshi lu, 63, 83, 86. 
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The bronze gaoshen (yi ge) holder Zhang Lon himself and the other 
bearers of bronze gaoshen who have the same price of life.24  

 

 
Fig. 6  Part of P. T. 1071 (Including Line 78) 

Source: Reproduced from Shanghai Guji Photocopy, vol. 10 published in 2009. 

The above Dunhuang documents, with which we are familiar, are longer. 
But what about the shorter documents? Let‖s take a look at P. T. 1217 (Fig. 7), 
“The Copy of a Gaoshen Notice” (mchid yig gi zal dpe) in which yi ge appears 
twice. And one of them appears in Lines 8–9 as follow:  

  

 
Fig. 7  Part of P. T. 1217 (Including Lines 8–9) 

Source: Reproduced from Shanghai Guji Photocopy, vol. 11 published in 2010. 

                                                             
24 For the Chinese translation of P. T. 1071, please refer to Wang Yao and Chen Jian, trans., 
Dunhuang Tubo wenxianxuan, 7–34. 
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Dpen pavi rje blas cher bgyis pa vi yon gyis/  /dngul gyi yi ge chu ngu 
dang/  stagi zar chen stsal to zhes//   

[He] was rewarded with a small silver gaoshen and a large tiger-skin 
cloak, because he had been loyal service to the king. 

 
It seems that the evolution path of the Tibetan term for gaoshen is quite clear. 
It was be a process from sug to yi ge (and yig), which have different variant 
forms such as yi ge, yig, yige, and so on. Basically, these names for gaoshen can 
be added with various modifiers to express specific or concrete concepts of the 
gaoshen, such as silver, bronze and se se (jade) yi ge. If so, were there any other 
Tibetan words in the early Tibetan literature for gaoshen? Yes, of course. They 
were yig tsang, and yig tshang. So how do we explain these “exceptions”?  

From Yig Tsang to Yig Tshangs 

The writing of yig tsang surely appears in Dunhuang Tibetan texts, but so far 
we have only found a few examples.25 This word seems to be a general term 
that can be used independently to represent abstract generic meaning. It also 
has a corresponding variant: Yig tshang, of which only one example has been 
found so far, in line 113 of P. T. 1077: “Gave order to reward me with 
gaoshen of kindness” (bkav drin yig tshang lstsogs pa yang bstod). And when 
the text needs to concretely or specifically tell us what kind of gaoshen, mostly 
yi ge or yig, should be used. 

In most of the early Tibetan historical sources, it is rare to see yig tshang, or 
yig tshangs, around the appellation of gaoshen. Because common and often 
interchangeable pronunciation parts in ancient Tibetan were not standardized, 
yig tshang is clearly related to yig tsang, which originally means “archives.” Its 
use to express gaoshen in Tibetan literature is embodied in Ldevu Chos 
                                                             
25 See Chen Jian, “Zhengduo Xinzha cheng qianhuzhang guanzhi zhi susongwen,” 119–25. 
But after the appearance of yig tsang in line 7 of P. T. 1205, the only known example of the 
retrograde [not prepositional] modifier “gyu” (jade) appears: On February 14, the middle spring 
of the year of the snake, he was rewarded with a jade gaoshen and appointed the prime minister 
(kho bdag kyang sbrul gyi lovi dpyid sal vbringpo tshes bcu bzhi la yig tsang gyu stsal te blon cer 
stsal par).   
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Vbyung Rgyas Pa written in the middle of the 12th century.26 Yig tshangs 
apparently originated from yig tshang, as exemplified in numerous instances in 
the 16th century (1564) book Mkhas Pavi Dgav Ston.  

The etymological relationship between yig tshang (the archives) and yig 
tshangs (gaoshen) is evident below: 

In Tibetan, tshang (or tsang) means “home, dwelling place, nest.” Of course, 
the home (tshang) of yig (characters, documents, archival materials) is yig 
tshang. It is also reasonable to use the extended meaning of yig tshang, and to 
express the generalized gaoshen at the same time. Over time, yig tshang 
gradually evolved and developed into the later common yig tshangs, 
generically representing the abstract gaoshen. 

However, we note that the word yig tshangs also appears infrequently in 
Bkav thang Sde lnga,27 a work purportedly from the 8th century AD, and is 
mentioned only in Blon Po bkhavi Thang yig‖s account of thousand 
households (Stong sdes) of the four rus. How do we explain it?  

According to the literature, the Stong sdes in the upper part of Ru lag were 
awarded bronze gaoshen: “As to the gaoshen (yig tshangs), [he] is awarded a 
bronze yi ge” (yig tshangs pa ni zangs kyi yi ge gtong), while those in the lower 
part of Ru lag were awarded the jade gaoshen: “The gaoshen (yig tshangs) is 
the jade yi ge” (yig tshangs g‖yu yi yi ge yin). And the other three rus (g‖yas ru, 
dbu ru, and g‖yu ru), were conferred the bronze gaoshen: “The gaoshen (yig 
tshangs) is the bronze yi ge” (yig tshangs ni zangs kyi yi ge), with the exception 
of the lower part of dbu ru, about which nothing similar is recorded. 

Accordingly, some people may think that yig tshangs was not a later word, 
                                                             
26 Ldevu Chos vbyung Rgyas pa: Mkhas pa ldevu‖s (མཁས་པ་ལྲེའུ།) book མཁས་པ་ལྲེའུས་ མཛད་པའི་རྒྱ་བོད་ཀི་ཆོས་འབྱུང་ 
རྒྱས་པ། Mkhas pa ldevus mdzad pavi rgya bod kyi chos vbyung rgyas pa (Ldevus History of 
Buddhism. Appeared in the 12th century), Tibetan print edition, Lhasa: Tibet People‖s Press, 
1987 (here after referred to as Ldevu Chos vbyung Rgyas pa). 
27 Bkav thang Sde lnga: the five yigs Gu ru Wu rgyan gling-pa (གུ་རུ་ཨུ་རྒྱན་གིང་པ།) found in Yalong 
grottoes in 1285: Lha vdre Bkavi thang Yig (Book on the ghosts and gods); Rgyal po Bkavi 
thang Yig (Book on the kings); Btsun mo Bkavi thang Yig (Book on the the Empress and the 
Concubines); Lo pan Bkavi thang Yig (Book on the Buddhist translators); and Blon po Bkavi 
thang Yig (Book on the ministers). The available Tibetan print edition used here is edited by 
Rdo rje Rgyal po (རོ་རྲེ་རྒྱལ་པོ།) titled as བཀའ་ཐང་སྲེ་ལྔ། Bkav thang Sde lnga (Five books left by the 
ancients). 
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but a much earlier word which had already appeared in the Tubo period. We 
should not forget, however, that although the Tibetan Buddhist Nyingmapa 
work Bkav thang Sde lnga claims to be a work of the 8th century, it is a hidden 
work with many uncertainties. The excavator Gu ru Wu rgyan Gling pa was a 
person in the 14th century. It was excavated in the Yalong region in ancient 
Tibet (Tubo) in the middle of the 14th century and then compiled by many 
people including the excavator himself. Based on meticulous research, some 
scholars believe that the book was last written in the 14th century.28 It is 
entirely plausible that the word yig tshangs used in Bkav thang Sde lnga was 
not a product of the Tubo period, not inherent in the so-called original texts of 
the 8th century, but was added by the diggers and compilers in the 14th 
century when they were compiling and revising it. 

In view of this, the Bkav thang Sde lnga seen today was finally written over 
200 years later than Ldevu Chos vbyung Rgyas pa (around the middle of the 
12th century), where yig tshang was used to denote “gaoshen” for the first time. 
It is logical that the word used for gaoshen is the same as that used in Mkhas 
pavi Dgav ston written in the 16th century (1564). Their evolutionary path is 
as follows: 

 
Yig tsang→Yig tshang→Yig tshangs 
 

Comparative Analysis of Functions of Yi Ge and Yig Tshangs 

Although yi ge (ཡི་གྲེ), yig (ཡིག), yig tshangs (ཡིག་ཚངས།, and yig tshang ཡིག་ཚང།) are all 
used to denote gaoshen, they are different in function: 

On the one hand, yi ge and yig are concrete or specific gaoshen and are 
usually used with a modifier that tells us its nature or quality. Thus, there are 
various yi ge or yig in Tibetan historical sources. For example: 

 
དངུལ་གྱྀ་ཡི་གྲེ་ཆྲེན་པོ / dngul gyi yi ge chen po 大銀字告身 
Major silver gaoshen 
ར་གན་གྱྀ་ཡི་གྲེ་ཆྲེན་པོ / Ra gan gyi yi ge chen po 大黃銅告身 

                                                             
28 Cai Rang (Tshe Ring), “Cong Wubu yijiao kan chanzong zai Tubo de chuanbo he 
yingxiang,” 35–43.  
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Major bronze gaoshen 
ཟངས་ཀི་ཡི་གྲེ / Zangs kyi yi ge  [紅]銅告身 
[red] bronze gaoshen 
  
On the other hand, yig tshangs is a general word for abstract ideas. It stands 

for the category attribute of things; thus, adjective words or modifiers cannot 
be added to it. To signify a specific gaoshen, the yi ge or yig is used. If the two 
kinds of gaoshen are used at the same time, the abstract or general ones are used 
before the concrete or specific ones. Evidence can be found in Ldevu Chos 
vbyung Rgyas pa: 

  
ནང་བོན་ཐ་ཆུང་དང་ཡོ་འགལ་འཆོས་པ་འབིང་པོ་གཉིས་སོང་ཐང་་་་་་་བརྒྱད་སོང་། ཡིག་ཚང་གསྲེར་ཡིག་ཆུང་བའོ། nang blon 

tha chung dang yo vgal vchos pa vbring po gnyis stong thang . . . brgyad 
stong/ yig tshang gser yig chung bavo/  

The life price of Nang Blon and Yo Vgal Vchos Pa Vbring Po is 8000 
taels of gold, and they are rewarded minor gold gaoshen (yi ge). 

ཡོ་འགལ་འཆོས་པ་[ཆུང་བ་]ལ་སོང་ཐང་བདུན་སོང་ངོ་།   ཡིག་ཚང་འཕ་མྲེན་གི་ཡི་གྲེ་མཐོའོ། Yo vgal vchos pa 
[chung ba] la stong thang bdun stong ngo/ yig tshang vphra men gyi yi ge 
mthovo/   

The [minor] Yo Vgal Vchos Pa‖s life price is 7000 taels of gold, and he is 
awarded vphra men gaoshen (yi ge).29 

  
Similar examples appear in Mkhas pavi Dgav ston:  
 

།ཡིག་ཚངས་ནི་རབ་གསྲེར་གཡུ་གཉིས་འབིང་དངུལ་དང་ཕ་མྲེན་ཐ་མ་ཟངས་ཡིག་ལྕགས་ཡིག་སྲེ་དྲུག་པོ་རྲེ་རྲེ་ལ་ཆྲེ་ཆུང་གཉིས་ཕྲེ་བས་བ

ཅུ་གཉིས་སོ། /yig tshangs ni rab gser g‖yu gnyis vbring dngul dang phra men tha 
ma zangs yig lcags yig ste drug po re re la che chung gnyis phye bas bcu 
gnyis so/  

As to the gaoshen (yig tshangs), the upper grades are gold and jade, the 
middle grades are siver and vphra men, and the lower grades are bronze 
and iron. There are six. If each is sub-divided into major and minor, there 
are twelve grades of gaoshen (yi ge) in total.30  

                                                             
29 See Xu Decun, trans., Diwu jiaofa yuanliu, 263. 
30 See Mkhas pavi Dgav ston, 190. 
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There are additional examples in part of Blon po Bkavi Thang yig in Bkav 
Thang Sde Lnga: 

  
ཡིག་ཚངས་པ་ནི་ཟངས་ཀི་ཡི་གྲེ་གཏོང་། yig tshangs pa ni zangs kyi yi ge gtong/     
As to the gaoshen (yig tshangs), [he] is awarded a bronze yi ge. 
ཡིག་ཚངས་གཡུ་ཡི་ཡི་གྲེ་ཡིན། yig tshangs g‖yu yi yi ge yin/  
The gaoshen (yig tshangs) is the jade yi ge.31  
 

By meticulously reading the historical literature, we see that the records of the 
Tubo gaoshen indicate a process of gradual perfection from simplicity to a full 
system. 

So far, we have found that སུག་[པ་] sug [pa] was the earliest expression of 
gaoshen in Tibetan literature, as seen in P. T. 1287. Later, ཡི་གྲེ yi ge or ཡིག yig 
were used in most of the early Tibetan sources. All of the above terms denoted 
the concrete or specific gaoshen. The general term of gaoshen came into being 
much later. It was first used in Ldevu Chos vbyung Rgyas pa, which appeared 
around the 12th century as a form of archives (yig tshang), a term derived from 
yig tsang. Gradually, the term evolved into gaoshen (yig tshangs) around the 
14th century and was widely used in the Mkhas pavi Dgav ston of the 16th 
century. It should be noted that yig tshang and yig tshangs are different: The 
latter has an additional -ས -s.32 

In fact, there was no systematic description of the gaoshen (yi ge; yig tshangs) 
                                                             
31 See the part of blon po bkavi thang yig (the ministers‖ teachings), in Bkav Thang Sde Lnga, 
which refers to the five yigs Gu ru Wu rgyan gling pa (གུ་རུ་ཨུ་རྒྱན་གིང་པ།) found in Yalong grottoes in P. 
T. 1285: Lha vdre Bkavi thang Yig (Book on the ghosts and gods); Rgyal po Bkavi thang Yig 
(Book on the Kings); Btsun mo Bkavi thang Yig (Book on the empress and the concubines); Lo 
pan Bkavi thang Yig (Book on the Buddhist translators); and Blon po Bkavi thang Yig (Book on 
the ministers). The available Tibetan print edition used here is edited by Rdo rje Rgyal po 
(རོ་རྲེ་རྒྱལ་པོ།) titled as བཀའ་ཐང་སྲེ་ལྔ། Bkav thang Sde lnga. 
32 It is very important here to make a clear distinction. Chen Nan (1987) cited from the Tibetan 
Mkhas Pavi Dgav Ston, but she used the word “yig-tshang,” which actually should be ཡིག་ཚངས། yig 
tshangs. ཡིག་ཚང། yig tshang was specifically used in Ldevu Chos Vbyung Rgyas Pa, but she did not 
mention the later work. Is this a careless mistake? In Zhao Xinyu‖s “Tubo Gaoshen Zhidu de 
Liangge Wenti,” a Tibetan transcription of 艺仓周 (六告身) is yig-tshang-drug (p.16), this 
mistake might be copied from Chen Nan‖s “Tobo gaoshen zhidu chutan,” not from the Tibetan 
original. 
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in the early Tibetan literature, in which we can only find some fragmentary 
records on this matter, such as descriptions of someone being awarded some 
kind of yi ge for a certain deed he/she had performed. In later works such as 
Ldevu Chos vbyung Rgyas pa and Mkhas pavi Dgav ston, there are 
comparatively detailed descriptions of the social function and system of the 
gaoshen.  

Conclusion 

According to the above etymological analyses of the term Tubo gaoshen, we 
have not only preliminarily clarified the two categories of Tibetan gaoshen 
(namely, the concrete or specific gaoshen: yi ge ཡི་གྲེ, yig ཡིག and the general and 
abstract gaoshen: yig tshangs ཡིག་ཚངས།, and yig tshang ཡིག་ཚང།) and their evolutions, 
but we also have a more accurate and clearer understanding of its connotation 
and extension.  

The Tubo gaoshen (yi ge; yig tshangs) was not a copy of the Tang dynasty‖s 
system during Srong btsan Sgam po‖s reign. The Tubo gaoshen came into 
being much earlier and was different from the Chinese gaoshen of the Tang 
dynasty, which was used to signify the holder‖s official position. Essentially, it 
was just a reward system. This is a very important point that is clearly recorded 
in the Tibetan literature but has not received due attention. The Dunhuang 
Tibetan document P. T. 1287 we cited above has already made this clear. 
Because Zhang Snang had helped Gnam ri Slon btsan [i.e., Srong btsan Sgam 
po‖s father] at a crucial time, Slon btsan was delighted and “appointed (bcug) 
Zhang Snang as Blon po (prime minister), and ―conferred‖ (stsalto) upon him 
small silver gaoshen (rngul gyi sug bu chung) to manifest his position” (Myang 
zhang snang blon por bcug nas/ blon po vi mtshan mar yang rngul gyi sug bu 
chung stsalto//). Note that Zhang Snang‖s position as Blon po (prime minister) 
was “appointed” (bcug), while his minor silver gaoshen was “awarded” (stsal). 
Similar evidence is plentiful, but no further details will be given here to 
conserve space.33 It is important to note that almost all of the gaoshen (yi ge; 
yig tshangs) mentioned in the archives of Tibetan texts were awarded, not 
appointed. The system of Tubo gaoshen was not a bureaucratic system but a 

                                                             
33 For instance, P. T. 1288, Tibetan Annals (don chen gnad bsdus kyi lo tshigs), lines 57–61. 
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reward system that is clearly recorded in Ldevu Chos vbyung Rgyas pa and 
Mkhas pavi Dgav ston, and it was not used solely for officials but also for 
people of all ranks in Tibet. But here it is not possible to expand the question 
because it is not the subject of this article. 
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P. T. 1217: mchid yig gi zal dpe (the Copy of a Gaoshen Notice) 
P. T. 1077: bkav drin yig tshang lstsogs pa yang bstod (Gave order to reward me with 

gaoshen of kindness) 
Mkhas pa ldevu (མཁས་པ་ལྲེའུ།). Mkhas pa ldevus mdzad pavi rgya bod kyi chos vbyung rgyas pa 

(མཁས་པ་ལྲེའུས་ མཛད་པའི་རྒྱ་བོད་ཀི་ཆོས་འབྱུང་ རྒྱས་པ།, Ldevus History of Budhhism). First appeared in the 12th 
century. Tibetan print edition. Lhasa: Xizang renmin chubanshe, 1987. 

Dpav bo gtsug lag phreng ba (དཔའ་བོ་གཙུག་ལག་ཕྲེང་བ). Mkhas pavi Dgav ston (མཁས་པའི་དགའ་སོན། appeared in 
16th century, its full title is: Dam pavi Chos kyi Vkhor los Bsgyur ba rnams kyi Byung ba 
Gsal bar Byad pa Mkhas pavi Dgav ston), Tibetan print edition, 2 vols. Beijing: Minzu 
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chubanshe, 1986. 
Ldevu Chos vbyung Rgyas pa: Mkhas pa ldevu‖s（མཁས་པ་ལྲེའུ།）book མཁས་པ་ལྲེའུས་ མཛད་པའི་རྒྱ་བོད་ཀི་ཆོས་འབྱུང་ 

རྒྱས་པ། Mkhas pa ldevus mdzad pavi rgya bod kyi chos vbyung rgyas pa (Ldevus History of 
Budhhism. Appeared in the 12th century), Tibetan print edition, Lhasa: Xizang People‖s 
Press, 1987. 

Rdo rje Rgyal po. Bkav thang Sde lnga (བཀའ་ཐང་སྲེ་ལྔ།). Beijing: Minzu chubanshe, 1986. 
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