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Some historians believe that once the Tibetans were organized in loose tribes that joined 

together until they were three large tribes which then founded a kingdom of which we know 

nothing. Other historians reject the ‘tribal theory’ claiming that we have no proofs at all and 

claiming that the early Tibetan history was wiped away by the traces of time. However, the 

hypothesis of tribes is not unlogical at all, as the societal behavior and social tradition showed 

forms that are normally known from tribal organization in other cultures. 

No one knows exactly when the Tibetan monarchy was founded. The first king of Tibet is 

said to be Nyatri Tsenpo (���������	
���, gnya’ khri btsan po; 聂赤赞普), who lived around 100 

BCE, but his existence is only known through legendary account, which means we do not 

know whether he really existed at all. The first king who is believed to be historical is Tritog 

Jetsen, although we don’t know when he lived exactly. In his times, Tibet was not unified yet. 

During the reign of Songtsän Gampo everything would change however. Songtsän Gampo 

(�����	
������, srong btsan sgam po; 松赞干布) declared the Tibetan Empire in 618 and started to 

create a huge empire. He introduced Buddhism in Tibet, which led to a competition between 

Buddhism and Bön, the native religion of the Tibetans.  

Songtsän Gampo, therefore, is often seen as the founder of the Yarlung Dynasty, which is 

named after the river Yarlung Zangpo, known as Brahmaputra in India. In the southern areas 

at the Yarlung Zangpo lies the heart of Tibet, since the empire was founded from here. Just 

after his father was dead (probably poisoned), Songtsän Gampo took over the power to start a 

rebellion and to expand the country. A huge problem therefore was about to arise soon. While 

Tibet was expanding northwards, the Chinese were expanding southwest-wards. The Chinese 

empire was already a superpower in the Tang Dynasty (618-907), which was one of the most 

flourishing dynasties in ancient China, and Tibet was about to be a competitor. In ca. 627,  

Songtsän Gampo’s minister defeated the Sumpa, an ancient tribe that lived northeastern Tibet. 

Some people suggested that they were ethnic Qiang, however nothing is known about them 

for sure. His minister was executed six years later and after a dispute between Songtsän 

Gampo and his younger brother in the year 639, his younger brother was burnt down to death 

alive. Interestingly, it seems that there were only low clashes between the expanding Tibetans 

and the Chinese at that time. The Tibetans knew that they couldn’t defeat the Chinese 
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superpower and the Chinese were aware that they cannot conquer such a difficult 

mountainous terrain. Instead, the Tibetans sent an envoy in 634, requesting a marriage. The 

proposal was refused. Some years later, Songtsän Gampo tried to invade Kökönur, nowadays 

Qinghai to control the Chinese routes. The Chinese border was now somewhere in Kökönur, a 

melting pot. China solved the problem by promising a Chinese princess to the emperor. In 

641, Princess Wenchang (文成公主, 628-c.680) married Songtsän Gampo. As a Chinese 

princess, she was a very powerful person, and it was rumored that from then on she had a 

huge influence in Tibet, and thus the Chinese emperor had a huge influence on Tibet, too. 

Princess Wencheng was even that powerful that she is venerated as Tara in Buddhism by 

Tibetans until today. In 650, Songtsän Gampo died. And as a Chinese princess was already in 

Lhasa, the Tang Dynasty tried to integrate the empire into its own empire, but they couldn’t 

establish control over the territory and left soon after. 

During the reign of Songtsän Gampo, he defeated the Western Tibetan kingdom of 

Zhangzhun and various Qiang tribes, as mentioned in the Tang annals. The empire would 

soon grow even further, and in its peak despite the areas in China – where Tibet is situated 

nowadays – parts of nowadays Afghanistan, Bangladesh, the whole of Bhutan and Nepal, 

parts of India, Myanmar, Pakistan, as well as Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Tajikistan 

belonged to the empire. The Tibetan empire came to its fall under the reign of Langdarma 

(832-842). The state ministers supporting Bön religion started an assimilation policy against 

Buddhism. Foreign Buddhists had to leave the country and local Buddhist monks were 

displaced and expelled. Illnesses and natural catastrophees would follow. Langdarma, who 

never had children, was killed soon after by a Buddhist monk. A struggle broke out, and the 

Tibetan monarchy broke in itself, leading to a civil war – the Era of Fragmentation. After 

Langdarma was assassinated there were two people who claimed to be legal successors, and 

thus one took rule over Ngari (West Tibet), the other one controlled Wü. The Amdo Tibetan 

territories in Kökönur gained independence, as well as the Qiang tribes. Neither the Tibetan 

areas in nowadays Qinghai nor the Tibetan areas in nowadays Sichuan were controlled by 

monarchs of Central Tibet ever again after the fall of the Yarlung dynasty.  

In 842, Nyimagon founded the First West Tibetan dynasty in Ladakh, nowadays India. 

Therefore the era is also known as Ladakh dynasty. The Ladakh dynasty adopted Buddhism 

and cultural influences from Kashmir. Since one had to pass the Himalaya mountains which 

was very difficult and far too dangerous, it seems that the contact between Tibetans in Ngari 

and Tibetans in Ladakh broke after the 13th century. For this reason, there are two branches of 
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Western Tibetan that developed until nowadays. The Tibetans in Ngari speak Modern 

Western Tibetan, while Ladakh and Balti belongs to Old Western Tibetan.  

The fifth king of the Ladakh dynasty Lhachen Utpala conquered parts of Nepal and Baltistan. 

In the 13th century the Namgyal dynasty was founded in Ladakh.  

The Era of Fragmentation in Central Tibet ended in 1240, when the Mongolian tarkhan 

Doorda took over the land and incorporated it into the Chinese Yuan-dynasty. Tibet was 

Chinese for the first time from that period.  
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