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An article prepared for tibetanmyth.com. Compiled: October 1, 2026 (research notes

compiled September 30, 2026).

Reading note: Part II, "Legends," presents Tibetan oral literary material in multiple

coexisting versions and is not used as historical evidence. The dates and craft

conclusions in Part III, "Archaeology and Science," rest on excavated artifacts and

materials-science testing.

Note on languages: this English version pairs terms with their Tibetan forms (Tibetan

script + Wylie transliteration) rather than Chinese.

1. The Name

In Tibetan the bead is called གཟི ། (gzi, pronounced "zee"), whose basic meaning is

"radiance, brightness, splendor, majesty." The name "Tian-zhu" ("heaven's bead") is a

modern collectors' coinage — first seen in Taiwan — not an ancient name.

2. Legends (Tibetan Oral Tradition, Multiple Versions

Coexisting)

Ornaments of the gods. Dzi beads were originally the jewelry of the celestial demi-

gods (lha). At the slightest flaw, a god would casually toss the bead down to the

human world — which is why a perfectly flawless dzi can never be found on earth.

Petrified insects. The dzi was once an insect living in a "dzi nest" (dzi tshang). Dug

up, it would keep crawling for a while; the moment it touched a human hand — or

was touched by a person of merit, or brushed by a woman's clothing — it instantly

petrified into a bead. Another version says mountain folk clapped their hats over

the insect, and it turned into a dzi.



Fallen from the sky. Dzi beads are transformed meteorites, or "sky stones" dropped

from heaven. One version tells that during a great epidemic in Tibet, Vajravarahi

scattered dzi beads from the sky to save sentient beings; wearing one wards off evil,

dispels sickness, and brings good fortune.

Buried by Padmasambhava, unearthed by Gesar. After building Samye Monastery,

Padmasambhava received dzi  beads as gifts  from celestial  beings,  blessed them,

and buried them across Tibet. Later, after King Gesar of Ling conquered Tagzig, he

obtained a treasure map and dug up millions of dzi beads, distributing them to his

warriors as spoils of war.

Found in horns and dung. Some legends say dzi beads are found inside the horns

of slaughtered livestock, or in cow dung.

Worn by the god of wealth. The wealth god Zambala wears old three-eyed, seven-

eyed, and nine-eyed dzi beads around his neck, together with red coral.

These legends circulate by word of mouth across Tibetan regions in many versions,

often contradicting one another; they belong to literature and faith.

3. Archaeology and Science: Dates and Craft

Dates

The technique of etching agate and carnelian beads traces back to the Harappan

civilization of the Indus Valley, with the mature Harappan period dated to circa

2600–1900 BCE — an important marker of the ancient long-distance trade between

the Indus,  Mesopotamia,  and Egypt.  Beads in the "dzi  style,"  with straight  lines,

curves,  and  round-eye  motifs,  first  appear  around  2000–1000  BCE  (MDPI

synchrotron study).



The excavated evidence chain, all from scientific excavations:

Royal Cemetery of Ur, Mesopotamia (British Museum collection): 2200–2000

BCE, brown-black ground with a single milky-white circle;

One Old Babylonian bead: milky-white circle motif, with a cuneiform inscription

on the back reading "the king dedicates to the sun god";

Uigarak, Syr Darya basin, Scythian tomb: 7th–6th century BCE cylindrical dzi,

believed to have been imported from India;

National Museum of Tajikistan: 4th–2nd century BCE disc-shaped dzi;

Jirzankal cemetery, Xinjiang (excavated 2013–2014): 7 beads, about 2,500 years

old;

Xiangbaobao cemetery, Tashkurgan, Xinjiang (excavated 1979): 1 bead, of similar

date;

Quta cemetery, Tibet (scientific excavation): 3 dzi beads (one broken), buried

about two thousand years ago; the cemetery's funerary customs are closely

linked with early Bön (this entry is cited from online reposts; the formal

excavation report is still awaited);

Central China: Warring States etched-agate tube ornaments (National Museum

of China permanent exhibition), the late-Spring-and-Autumn Chu tomb at Xiasi

in Xichuan (Henan), the Western Han tomb at Shizhaishan in Jinning (Yunnan),

the Western Han tomb at Xianjiahu in Changsha (Hunan), the Han tomb at

Duoba (Qinghai), and the late Western Han tomb at Maquan in Xianyang

(Shaanxi) have all yielded similar beads.

Conclusion. The available evidence indicates that  the craft  behind etched agate

beads originated in the Indus Valley region, entered the Tibetan plateau via the

India–Central Asia–Xinjiang trade routes, and was sacralized in Tibet. But the exact

place  of  origin  and  the  strict  definition  of  "pure  dzi"  remain  unsettled  in

scholarship, so no absolute claim should be made. Tibetan tradition holds that dzi

beads are "naturally formed, not man-made" — herders still pick them up from the

grassland  soil  today  —  while  materials-science  testing  has  confirmed  that  their

patterns are artificially etched.

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 



Craft

The base is  white  chalcedony or  agate  (cryptocrystalline quartz,  Mohs hardness

6.5–7). The rough steps: the whole bead is first dyed black — black pigment (soot,

plant  carbon,  gallnut  with  iron  sulfate,  etc.)  seeping  into  the  chalcedony's

micropores;  then  patterns  are  drawn  on  the  surface  with  an  alkaline  etchant

(natural alkali, natron), and after heating the etched areas turn milky white — the

so-called "white pattern on black ground." Plant sugars heated to darken selected

areas are another variant. In the working sequence, drilling comes before etching

(drilling is the most breakage-prone step); early beads have biconical holes drilled

from both ends, using flint micro-drills and bow drills, later tube drills.

The MDPI synchrotron analysis (XRD, XRF imaging, μ-XANES) concluded: genuine

old dzi  beads are indeed naturally  formed agate,  with patterns made artificially

afterward.

Motifs

Round  eyes,  ovals,  squares,  waves,  zigzags,  stripes,  diamonds,  dots,  and  more;

colors  run  from  brown  to  black  grounds  with  ivory-white  patterns.  "Blood

threads"  (tiny reddish specks with iron content  in the white  lines)  and "dragon-

scale"  patterns  (small  round  weathering  marks)  are  prized  by  collectors;  the

number of eyes determines meaning and value.

4. Main Uses

Amulet — the core use. Tibetans believe dzi beads ward off the "evil eye" (fighting

eye  with  eye)  and  attract  local  protectors,  guardian  deities,  personal  deities,

ancestors, and even bodhisattvas; they must be treated with respect.

Heirloom and symbol of wealth. Tibetans treat dzi as family treasures, "precious

as diamonds," passed down through generations; a single bead may pass through



hundreds  of  hands  and  survive  for  millennia.  Historically  they  also  served  as

rewards (as when Gesar rewarded his warriors) and high-value exchange goods.

Tibetan medicine. Ground into powder for medicine — old dzi beads often show

"medicine pits," traces of scraping.

Craft  tool. Used  for  polishing  gold  leaf  on  thangkas  and  gilt  bronze  statues;

polished wear marks are common on bead surfaces.

Ornament. The centerpiece of  traditional  Tibetan necklaces,  usually  flanked by

coral,  amber,  and  turquoise;  the  "Luk  Mik"  single-eye  coin-shaped  bead  is  the

traveler's first choice.

Blessed religious object. New dzi beads can be "charged" through a lama's blessing,

pilgrimage, and mantra recitation; purification practices — soaking in salt water,

sun exposure, juniper incense (sang), reciting the Wish-Fulfilling Tara dhāraṇī —

remain in use today.

5. Related Bead Types and Modern Imitations

Chung dzi: the generic term for ordinary dzi, including naturally patterned agate or

etched beads (black-and-white stripes, tortoise-shell patterns — the latter traceable

to the Harappan period), as well as etched beads that reached Tibet from ancient

Rome, Bactria, the Middle East, China, Afghanistan, Yemen, and India.

Luk Mik: naturally single-eyed coin-shaped agate.

The ancient Pyu beads of Myanmar (carnelian with fine alkali-etched lines) and

Phumtek (silicified palm wood) have motifs close to dzi.

New dzi: imitations were already being made in Idar-Oberstein, Germany in the

19th  century;  modern  laser,  chemical-dye,  and  vacuum-process  fakes  flood  the

market,  mostly  sold  inland  as  feng-shui  ornaments  —  buyers  should  examine

carefully.



6. Scholarly Note

The "mystery" of the dzi is half lost craft (the details of the Harappan alkali-

etching method have never been fully reconstructed) and half Tibetan "heaven-

sent" faith plus the tradition of never selling heirlooms — together leaving very

few samples for scientific research.

The folk claim that "Princess Wencheng brought dzi beads to Tibet in 641 and set

them into the Jokhang Buddha statues" appears only in social media, with no

academic source; treat as doubtful.

Claims of meteoritic origin, special magnetic fields, ytterbium content, and

miraculous healing effects have no scientific support and are best regarded as

modern commercial lore.

Namkhai Norbu's The Necklace of Zi (1981) discusses dzi from the perspective of

Bön and Zhangzhung culture, and may serve as further reading.

7. Sources

1.  Wikipedia  "Dzi  bead"  (including  Glover  &  Bellina  2001  on  etched  beads;

Ebbinghouse & Winsten 1988, "Tibetan dZi (gZi) Beads," The Tibet Journal)

2. MDPI Heritage 2020, "Exploring the Dzi Bead with Synchrotron Light: XRD, XRF

Imaging and μ-XANES Analysis": https://www.mdpi.com/2571-9408/3/3/56

3.  Wikipedia  "Etched  carnelian  beads";  harappa.com  on  etched  carnelian  bead

craft:  https://www.harappa.com/blog/etched-carnelian-beads;  H.C.  Beck's  1933

classification

4. Zhao Dong, "Study on the etched carnelian beads unearthed in China,"  Chinese

Archaeology 14  (2014):  https://b5d7ac.staticwbm.com/20230219225924/http://

www.kaogu.cn/uploads/soft/Chinese%20Archaeology/14/20180303y3.pdf

5.  360doc,  "Tibetan  archaeological  dzi  finds:  etched  craft  and  patina

phenomena" (Quta cemetery, 2024) — online repost; formal excavation report still
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awaited

6. tibetanbuddhistencyclopedia / dzicrystal.com, "The Legend of Tibetan Dzi Bead"

7. Namkhai Norbu, The Necklace of Zi (1981)

Compiled: October 1, 2026. Dates, craft, and excavation information reflect open

research as of September 30, 2026; the Quta cemetery entry should be revised once

the formal excavation report is published.
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