ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES DESCRIPTIVE FEATURE DATABASE

Archaeologists tend to speak of "sites", "features" and "artefacts". A "site" is a broader area, such as a village, while "feature" are individual structures contained within the site, such as individvual houses.  "Artefacts" then tend to be used to signify more granular and generally mobile material goods found within the site, such as a bone, a pot, a wheelbarrow, a statue, and so forth.  One thus needs probably distinct databases to document the site, feature and artefact. 

The template contained here  is "Guide to Features Database of Pre-Buddhist Sites in Upper Tibet", and has been developed as a template for the types of data recorded about features in John Vincent Bellezza's research. There are 2 different types of features that we are covering with this document: general sites and the components of those sites.

GENERAL SITE DATA

Site Identification

· Bellezza ID: These are in the format of an L followed by a number, eg "L-461".

Typology

· Feature class: (jvb 4-letter scheme) This is drawing upon Belezza’s own typology - see "jvb_feature_types.doc". Need ability to select multiple types.

· RSAS

· RSFS

· RSIC

· CAVE

· CSIP

· CSQE

· CSQA

· MDSS

· SSHE

· SSRM

· SSST

· SSIT

· CSMT

· MSCO

· MSCS

· PTRO

· PCTO

· INSC

Toponomy

· Name: The name of feature in common usage, spelled in Wylie. This can be repeated for multiple names.

· Type:

· Normative

· Variant

· Name with limited contemporary usage

· Religious appellation

· Chinese name (Pinyin)

· Name source:

·  Local informants

· Textual source

· Title

· Collection attribution

· Author

· Date of authorship

· Finder

· Date of discovery

· Ritual user

· Citation (page or folio number, volume number)

· English equivalent:  Translation by Bellezza

Location

· y (North degrees): latitude:  There are 3 locational designations dependant upon the overall dispersion of the site expressed in minutes, tenths of minutes and hundredths of minutes. Though this is not exact, here are the basic criteria for these designations: 

· Hundredths of a minute = transection of ~20m or less

· Tenths of a minute = transection of up to ~100m

· Minutes = transections of ~100m to 1.5km

· y (minutes)

· y (D):  Use this field if only specified to .1 minute

· y (DD):  Use this field if specified to .01 minute

· x (East degrees): longitude.

· x (minutes)

· x (D):  Use this field if only specified to .1 minute

· x (DD):  Use this field if specified to .01 minute

· Lat/long source: (GPS reading, TPCE estimate):  There are 2 possible sources for location: estimation of coordinates utilizing the TPCE series or GPS. According to the receiver specs, the GPS readings are accurate to approximately 15m.

· Elevation: Elevation (altitude) is always in meters, source is always GPS; margin of error is approximately 150m

Administrative location designation

· Prefecture

· County

· Township:  according to pre-1998 classification - some that we call townships are presently ru khag / tsun, eg the sub-township administrative unit 

Expedition and surveying data

· Date surveyed 

· Format: day, month, year (05-04-1999 = April 5, 1999) For multiple visits, separate with a ;

· Hour: according to 24 hour scheme

· Expedition name: (Must be able to choose multiple)

· 2002 High Tibet Circle (HTCE)

· 2001 Upper Tibet Antiquities (UTAE)

· 2000 Upper Tibet Circumnavigation (UTCE)

· 1999 Changthang Circuit (CCE)

· 1998 bkra ri gnam mtsho (BME)

· 1997 Changthang Second Phase (CSPE)

· 1995 Divine Dyads II (DD2E)

· 1994 Divine Dyads I (DD1E)

· 1992 Four Fountains (FFE)

· Other surveys: Documentation of site by other researchers (eg Sven Hedin 1902)

Physical description of site

· Overall dispersion of site

· Length and width

· Area estimation

· Structural components of site:  Eg. 60 rdo ring, 200 graves

· Contemporary usage: 

· light grazing:  Areas used seasonally for a limited time period of days or weeks.

· heavy grazing:  Areas grazed for months at a time.

· pastoral encampment:  The seasonal or permanent residences of shepherds.

· mining resource:  The active excavation of archaeological sites for building stones.

· shrine
· none
· Terrain type: (Need the ability to add others)

· sand flats (phye thang)

· boulder strewn (rdza gtor)

· morainal

· gravelly (shag gang)

· cliff (brag, am, 'cham)

· ridge top (sdings, la)

· crags (rtse, brag, lcog)

· plain (thang ka, srang)

· plateau (sa mtho)

· hill side (sdeb)

· embankment (ngogs)

· gulley (grog po)

· deep ravine (rong)

· canyon 

· valley (lung)

· agricultural lands (zhing sa)

· abandoned agricultural lands (zhing sa shul)

· alluvial flats

· flood plain

· island (do, gling)

· headland (do)

· lakeshore (mtsho'i gram)

· alkaline flats (bul thang, sa ba tshwa can)

· terraced

· bench

· esplanade

· Vegetation type (Need the ability to add others)

· alpine tundra 

· alpine grasslands

· alpine steppe

· steppe grasslands

· montane brush

· scrub forest (nags, tshal)

· marshlands ('dam, spangs)

· geo-thermal zonations (chu tsan)

· barren (sa gog, sa skam po)

· Gradient

· level

· gentle slope (2-5 degrees)

· moderate slope (6-15 degrees)

· steep slope (16-30 degrees)

· extremely steep slope (31-60 degrees)

· near vertical

· vertical

· Site condition

· extremely deteriorated: Highly fragmentary footings or foundations, no standing pillars. Typology may not recognizable. 

· seriously deteriorated: Fragmentary walls with minimal elevations and scattered, broken pillars. Typology may not be recognizable.

· moderately deteriorated: Wall and pillar plans discernable. Typology recognizable.

· somewhat integral: Some lintels, roofs, other structural features and substantial numbers of pillars in situ. With significant elevations.

· relatively good condition: Roofs and most pillars in situ.

· Historical degradation

· pre-modern sacking of site

· pre-modern looting and excavation

· vandalism during cultural revolution

· Threats to conservation

· local construction:  Over the last 20 years as the inhabitants of Upper Tibet have become sendentarized, thus building materials for the construction of corrals and houses are in demand. When conveniently located, archaeological sites are often exploited to fill the construction needs of the local population.

· road building:  A number of archaeological sites in recent years have been obliterated through the construction of roads. Monuments have also been dismantled to build bridges and culverts.

· vandalism: Wanton destruction of site assets.
· pastoral usage:  A number of sites have been degraded by the shepherds ('brog pa) for the construction of  livestock pens (lhas ra) and encampments ('brog lhas).

· pilferage/looting: Illegal excavation of sites with the intention of recovering valuable artefacts.
· Chronology

· indirect dating:  Based on the following criteria:

· sites mentioned in Bon literature

· oral tradation

· pre-Buddhist morphological features

· pre-Buddhist design characteristics

· pre-Buddhist geographic setting

· comparison with archaeologically sequenced sites in Tibet 

· comparisons with archaeological sites in adjoining countries

· chronometric analysis

· C14 Analysis

· Photo collection: The range of photographs expressed in expedition code, followed by negative series and image number. Eg CCE13_4-CCE51_28 = A range from the 4th image of CCE roll 13 to the 28th image of CCE roll 51.

· Mythology, legend and folklore: A text box allowing for up to 1 paragraph description.

Text description

· Description:  1 paragraph summary: overview of cultural and structural features, historical significance, and potential for excavation of the site.

Descriptive data about site components

Site component identification
· Feature ID:  eg L-451-100

· Bellezza feature nomenclature: Eg. L-451-100 = "Founder's House"

Typology

· Type of feature:  Using the Bellezza 4-letter code

Relative placement

· Related:  This indicates what site and sector a component (such as a rdo ring) is part of.  

· site subdivisions

· central

· north

· south

· upper

· middle

· lower

· other

· Related placement:  Eg. "This feature, rdo ring X, is 20 m. east of Graveyard 10".

Physical Description

· Structural dimensions

· length

· width

· diameter

· basal girth

· height

· wall thickness

· average length of stones

· maximum length of stones

· average thickness of stones:  this can be a range eg. 10-15 cm.

· depth of existing excavation

· average depth

· maximum depth from upper slope

· burial chamber length

· burial chamber width

· burial chamber depth

· Elevation of walls:

· maximum height

· average height

· maximum thickness

· average thickness

· average stone length

· maximum stone length

· average stone thickness

· maximum stone thickness

· maximum protrusion: This refers to individual stones of funerary superstructures.

· average protrusion: This refers to individual stones of funerary superstructures.

· Shape:  choose from one of the following

· circular

· ovoid

· rectangular

· square

· sub-rectangular

· quadrangular

· irregular plan

· kidney-shaped

· semi-circle

· trapezoidal

· crescent

· triangular

· pyramidal

· bulbous

· tabular: this only applies to pillars

· 4-sided: this only applies to pillars

· 3-sided: this only applies to pillars

· irregular cross-section: this only applies to pillars

· Wall type: 

· random rubble dry mortar - block

· random rubble dry mortar - slab

· random rubble with mortar - block

· random rubble with mortar - slab

· coursed rubble dry mortar

· coursed rubble with mortar

· slab wall - single course

· slab wall - parallel course

· block wall - single course

· block wall - parallel course

· heaped wall

· mound

· Wall alignment:

· aligned in cardinal directions
· not aligned in cardinal directions
· Building material

· geological (need ability to add others)

· sandstone

· quartzitic sandstone

· porphery

· limestone

· granite

· schist

· gneiss

· milky quartz

· adobe block

· rammed/shuddered earth

· organic

· wood

· vegetable fiber

· animal fiber

· Color:  
· Texture: Of building material.

· Status: This applies to pillars

· standing

· heavily inclined: (more than 45 degree angle)

· fallen

· Ancillary items found around the structure: 

Rock art

· Individual panel of rock art

· width

· height

· Individual rock art compositions

· Description: eg. an eagle

· Style of execution
· outlined

· silhouetted

· Technique of execution

· pecked

· lightly carved

· deeply carved

· finely incised

· abraded

· coarsely cut

· thick pigment application

· sparse pigment application
· Dimensions

· width

· height

· Other physical properties

· pigment type: eg red ochre, yellow ochre.

· color

· condition

· excellent: Elements of composition clear and fully intact.
· good: Most elements of composition recognizable. Subject matter identifiable.

· fair: Some elements of composition unrecognizable. Subject matter probably identifiable.

· poor: Most elements of composition unrecognizable. Subject matter probably not identifiable.

· wear characteristics (eg. high degree of exfoliation)

· Degree of repatination

· heavy: Degree of repatination approaching patina of surrounding unmodified surfaces.

· moderate: Significant change in color and texture, creating distinctive patina.

· light: Some change in color and texture associated with a patina.

· absent: No change in color and texture associated with a patina.

Textual Description

· Description: Of this particular structural component

FEATURE TYPOLOGY

I. Monuments

1) Habitational structures occupying summits (fortresses, palaces and related structural remains)

Habitational structures occupying summits (95 sites have been inventoried). Most of the habitational or residential structures located on hilltops and the spurs of mountains appear to have functioned as fortresses. In some cases, these structures seem to have incorporated elite residences and temples within them. The highly defensive aspect of most of these sites atop near vertical slopes leaves no doubt that they represent pre-Buddhist strongholds and military garrisons. There are two major types of buildings represented: those that used wooden rafters to support roofs and those built with stone corbelling.

a. All-stone corbelled buildings (FRTS) 

The structures built with all-stone corbels, lintels, beams and sheathing have a very different appearance. These buildings tend to be smaller, windowless and semi-subterranean in aspect. They also exhibit irregularly shaped walls and rooms because many short spans of varying angles are needed to support the extremely heavy corbelled roofs. Comparative archaeological data from central Tibet and Central Asia indicates that fortresses were probably first constructed in Upper Tibet in the First Millennium BC. Corbelled buildings dating to the Metal Age are also known from a variety of other world cultures.

b. Structures built with wooden rafters (FRTW)

Structures that had wooden roofs and lintels exhibit uniform walls and relatively high floor to ceiling dimensions. 

c. Indeterminate constructional type (FRTI)

2) Residential structures in other locations (religious and lay residences) 

Residential structures in other locations (108 sites have been inventoried). As with the fortress typology, the ruins of buildings with wooden roofs and those with all-stone corbelled roofs are also found in this typology. These structures occupy a wide variety of locations including mountain slopes, valley bottoms, and inside caves and overhangs. Both structures that functioned as religious centers and those with a wider domestic function seem to fall within this typology. In many instances, these appear to represent social elite pre-Buddhist residential architecture. It seems that the majority of the pre-Buddhist population lived in mobile perishable structures such as the sbra-nag (black yak hair tent). The sbra-nag remained the dominant residential type in Upper Tibet until the last 20 years when the construction of permanent housing became popular.

a. All-stone corbelled buildings (RSAS)

These are found throughout Upper Tibet, most notably at the holy mountain Gangs Rin-po-che (Gangs ti-se). In exceptional cases, these archaic religious buildings were in use well into the 20th century. They appear to have been constructed over a very wide period of time beginning sometime in the First Millennium BC. Often called gsas-mkhar / gsas-khang, they are usually composed of a warren of very small rooms that are partly set into the ground, particularly on the up-slope side of the building. Upwards of 30 buildings, each with four to 12 rooms, are found at a single site. By 1100 AD, the gsas-khang (which must have been associated with the Bon religion) were being superseded by Buddhist monasteries, which feature a very different pattern of design and construction.  

b. Other freestanding building types (RSFS)

Buildings that had permanent wooden roofs and semi-permanent roofs (which may have been made of animal hair or animal hides) appear, in many cases, to have been general-purpose villages. The most extensive pre-Buddhist villages are located in Ru-thog county, some of which may have supported as many as 1500 people. These structures however, are in a very poor state of preservation. Therefore, little from my inentory could be gleaned about their original architectural character.

c. Buildings integrating caves and escarpments in their construction (CAVE)

Facades and buildings were also commonly built around caves, some of which appear to have been abandoned before the Buddhist period. Like their Buddhist counterparts, these usually functioned as religious centers and hermitages. Constructions range from simple enclosing walls to two and three tiered multi-roomed complexes set around the mouth of caves. At some of the early sites counterclockwise g.yung-drung (swastikas) are found painted in red ochre.

d. Indeterminate constructional type (RSIC)

3) Ceremonial stelae and accompanying structures (funerary and non-funerary sites)

Ceremonial Stelae (131 sites have been inventoried). There are three distinctive types of pillar monuments in Upper Tibet: individual pillars, pillars erected inside a walled enclosure and large arrays of pillars with appended buildings. In some instances, all three of these typologies are associated with pre-Buddhist burial grounds. 

a. Isolated pillars (rdo-ring) (CSIP)

Individual pillars, or in rows of up to 20 pillars, are found in various locations. They stand alone or occasionally in the vicinity of tombs, and attain a maximum height of 2.3m. Those pillars that stand in isolation provide few clues about their function and age. Perhaps in certain situations they were erected as border markers, a practice known to exist in the Buddhist period. 

b. Pillars erected within a quadrangular stone enclosure (CSQE)

Pillars erected within a walled enclosure represent one of the most distinctive types of pre-Buddhist monuments in Upper Tibet and help to define the early ethnohistorical domain of the region. Pillars set on the west side of a quadrangular enclosure aligned in the cardinal directions are well distributed west of 88 degrees east longitude. Anywhere from one pillar to more than a dozen can be found standing inside a single enclosure. These pillar range in height from 30cm to 2.4m, plus an additional 40% or so of length underneath the ground. The enclosures are usually constructed of upright stone slabs or blocks level with or elevated above the ground surface. They are rectangular, or less frequently, square in shape. These enclosures are between 3m and 20m in length. Although there are a number of myths associated with these sites, oral tradition indicates that this type of monument was built as a commemorative memorial for local chieftains. It is not unusual to find tombs in the vicinity but the pillars themselves do not appear to have had a mortuary function. Precedents for this type of monument are found in the south Siberian Tagar culture of the Eighth to Sixth Centuries BC.      

c. Quadrangular arrays of pillars with appended edifices (CSQA)

Pillars set in rows aligned in the cardinal directions are also distributed west of 88 degrees east longitude. At a single site there can be anywhere from several hundred to several thousand pillars set into the ground in more or less evenly distributed rows. They range in height from 20cm to 1.4m, with an average height of around 50cm. Immediately east of each concourse of pillars is what appears to have been a mortuary temple-tomb building. Like the pillars themselves, these structures vary greatly in size and complexity, and range from 3m to 65m in length. In the larger specimens the windowless walls of these buildings can be more than 2m in thickness creating relatively small interior spaces. This clearly illustrates that they were not habitational structures. Human osteological remains are reported from certain sites, and this fact along with the oral tradition attributing a funerary function to these sites indicates that they indeed did function as pre-Buddhist necropoli. Other types of tombs are sometimes found in the vicinity of the pillar complexes. Precedents for extensive Iron Age pillar sites are found in Central Asia such as Ichianli in Turkmenistan. At Judai, in southern Tibet, 15 parallel rows of standing stones are found with interspersed graves for horses and other animals (9). These pillars however, occupy a much less prominent architectural role than do those in Upper Tibet.   

4) Superficial ceremonial structures (primarily funerary sites)

Superficial ceremonial structures (69 sites have been inventoried). There are a variety of superficial structures that appear to be the superstructures of tombs found throughout Upper Tibet. There may be structures among them with an alternative function, but this cannot be verified until systematic excavations take place. In the oral tradition of the ’brog-pa (shepherds), they are commonly called Mon-dur, Mon-pa'i dur-khung and Mon-rdo, and are thought to be the tombs of the bsKal-mon, a tribal group of unknown origins that appears to have been part of the aboriginal ethnical substrate of Upper Tibet. An analysis of the artifact assemblages, human remains and subsurface architecture from a variety of cemeteries is essential if we are to discover the level of material advancement and the ethnic ties of the pre-Buddhists. Potentially, the oldest tombs date to the Second Millennium BC.  

a. Single-course quadrangular, ovoid and irregularly shaped structures (slab-wall) (SSSW)

Single-course enclosures. Superstructures of tombs are commonly square, rectangular, sub-rectangular, oval, and irregularly shaped. These enclosures are formed by a single line of stones planted in the ground along the edges of the structure. These perimeter walls are composed either of thin slabs of stone set into the ground edgewise or of blocks of stones. These stones can be level with the ground surface or project above it to a maximum height of 60cm. Perimeters range in length between 2m and 25m. In most cases, the area enclosed by the perimeter wall is free of structural elements but there are notable variations. Interior superstructures include pillars, walls running parallel to the perimeter and smaller enclosures that may mark the actual location of the burial chamber. The slab wall constructions bear a strong resemblance to similar funerary structures of the Scytho-Siberian cultures of the First Millennium BC however; the sheer diversity in the design and construction of the Upper Tibet variants probably indicates that native inhabitants produced them over a very long span of time.

b. Single-course quadrangular, ovoid and irregularly shaped structures (flush-block  wall) (SSFW)    

c. Double-course quadrangular, ovoid and irregularly shaped structures (slab-wall) (SDSW)

Double-course enclosures. This typology shares the same design variations with the single-course type described above with the exception that the perimeter walls are comprised of two lines of stones parallel to one another. The thickness of these walls ranges between 40cm and 1.2m.

d. Double-course quadrangular, ovoid and irregularly shaped structures (flush-block wall) (SDFW)

e. Heaped-wall enclosures (SSHE)

Another type of tomb superstructure is composed of piles of stones heaped along the perimeter to form sub-rectangular, oval and irregularly shaped enclosures. These vary in length between 4m and 50m. The walls have subsided and collapsed but it would appear that stones were piled up to a height of 1m and more to form the walls. At the Mon-ra yar-skyed site in Las-stod township, Nyi-ma county, there is a very large specimen of this type of structure called rDzong-chen (Big Castle) (10). Partial excavation by local residents has revealed large stone burial chambers, human bones and various artifacts including a bulbous copper pot with a long spout.

f. Rectangular mounds (bang-so) (SSRM)

Bang-so. Burial mounds of earth and stone known in Tibetan as bang-so are found in various locations in Upper Tibet. These are rectangular tumuli up to 3m in height and covering a maximum area of 600 square meters. The bang-so are usually found in the bottom of valleys but there are exceptions. The ’Or-mo-sgang site, in dGe-rgyas county, sits astride a 4900 meter pass and includes a mound measuring 13m by 18m, with a height of 1.5m (11). While not as large or as numerous as in some sites in southern Tibet, these mounds nevertheless appear to be important burial structures. Due to the substantial resources and labor needed to build them, we can surmise that their use was restricted to high status members of pre-Buddhist Upper Tibet society. Comparative evidence from southern Tibet suggests that they were built between the second half of the First Millennium BC and the collapse of Imperial Tibet in the mid Ninth century.  

g. Stepped terrace structures (SSST)

Superstructures of graves, forming a single line of tiers along a spur. For example a site in Ra-bang township, Ru-thog county, which features 11 superstructures, each around 4m in length.

h. Isolated terrace structures (SSIT)

Another type of burial structure consists of a series of terraced walls on moderate mountain slopes. This typology is common in Nag chu, A mdo and dPal mgon counties. These stonewall terraces apparently conceal partly submerged burial chambers.

5) Cubic-shaped mountaintop tombs (CSMT)

Cubic-shaped tombs. Cubic-shaped masonry tombs located on top of mountain summits are primarily found in far western Tibet, in sGer-rtse, dGe-rgyas, sGar, and Ru-thog counties. This distinctive pre-Buddhist burial monument defines a specific Upper Tibetan cultural orientation. It consists of above the ground structures 1.5m to 3.5m in length on each of it four sides; while the original height of these structures was probably around 1.5m. The tombs are built of slabs of locally occurring stone up to 1.2m in length, and are sometimes oriented in the cardinal directions. In the center they feature an elevated rectangular chamber between 80cm and 1.6m in length, which functioned as an ossuary or depository for the remains of a secondary of fractional burial. These tombs were all desecrated in the distant past, but in exceptional circumstances, small human osteological traces are still found inside the central chambers. A textual account of the tombs of the ancient Bon priests matches the location and general characteristics of the cubic-shaped tombs (12).  

6) Minor stone constructions  

Primarily at the site of ancient religious buildings the remains of small cubic masonry structures are sometimes discovered. These appear to have functioned as shrines probably in the worship of indigenous deities. According to Bon tradition, gsas-mkhar, rten-mkhar, lha-gtsug and other types of shrines resembling these have their origins in the pre-Buddhist period. On prominent summits the remains of ancient tho or lha-btsas are also occasionally encountered. They are of indeterminable age.

a. Markers Tho (MSCO)

b. Shrines Lha-gtsug, gsas-mkhar and rten-mkhar (MSCS)

II. Rock Art 

 Several of the rock art sites I have inventoried were previously studied by Chinese and Tibetan specialists (13). Since 1984, around 80 sites have been discovered in Upper Tibet. The oldest sites are thought by many researchers to date to around 1000BC. Rock art sites in the region include both petroglyphs (compositions pecked and carved in stone) and pictographs (compositions painted with red ochre and other pigments). (31 sites have been inventoried):

1) Petroglyphs (PTRO)

2) Pictographs (PCTO)

3) Inscriptions (INSC)

