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INTRODUCTION
Acta Via Serica is an international, peer reviewed, multi-disciplinary journal published in English
by the Center for Silk Road and Central Asia (CenSCA), Keimyung University, Daegu, Korea. The
journal was established in 2016 for the purpose of promoting new research on the Silk Road and
Central Asia in all academic disciplines within the arts and humanities and social sciences. It is published biannually and accepts submissions of papers throughout the year. Before being accepted for
publication, all manuscripts are carefully evaluated and refereed by an international editorial board
composed of leading scholars in their respective fields.
Acta Via Serica also covers a number of peripheral countries/regions in relation to their links/
policies vis-à-vis the historical Silk Road. In those historical terms, the Silk Road is defined as the
epicenter of one of the first waves of globalization connecting Eastern and Western markets, intermixing cultural and religious traditions.
Consequently, the central aims of Acta Via Serica are to:
• Reflect and promote advances in area-based scholarship in the humanities and social sciences
• Enhance understanding of processes of local and regional change that make the Silk Road countries
an area of significant contemporary interest
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IN SEARCH OF PEACE ON THE SILK ROAD:
FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE
By ITIR TOKSÖZ*

Looking beyond the assumptions and arguments of commercial liberalism, which

sees economic interdependence and cooperation as fostering peace, this paper demonstrates that peace as an ideal can be found in various theories of international
politics. The author finds the commercial liberal perspective to peace to be too
narrow to explain the opportunities and challenges posed along the Silk Road and
proposes to look at the peace narrative on the Silk Road through the lens of other
approaches to peace, including the more interdisciplinary field of peace studies, for
a more comprehensive picture.
Keywords: Silk Road, Peace, Peace Studies, China, OBOR

INTRODUCTION
Since its coinage in the 19th century (Ball, 2016), the term “Silk Road” has referred to
a network of trade routes that throughout history facilitated mainly economic trade,
but also cultural exchanges along the East-West axis of the wide Eurasian landscape,
* ITIR TOKSÖZ is an assistant professor and the Chair of the Department of International Relations at
Doğuş University, Turkey.

8

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 1, June 2017

from Beijing to Istanbul and even as far as Venice. The civilizations along this path
naturally have been both in competition and cooperation with one another, yet the
Silk Road was a term with positive connotations, which emphasized the cooperative
side rather than the competitive, which hinted at peace rather than conflict.
It is so even today. When the Soviet Union collapsed and the Soviet republics in
Central Asia gained their independence, clearing the way between China and the West
from the blocking of the Soviet Union, several new studies focused on the region,
and the concept of the “Silk Road” saw the light of day once again. The end of the
20th century and the first decade of the post-Cold War era brought an emphasis on
potential cooperation, especially around the issue of natural resources in the region
(mainly fossil fuels), especially in Central Asia. The new debates around the Silk Road
as a potential energy transport route were also underway under the name Eurasian
corridor. It included not only the countries of the region but those of the Western
world as well. The existence of advanced industrialized states in the West and the
emerging power of China in the East, with an economy stronger than ever before in
the late 1990s-early 2000s, all demanding energy, made many realize how strategically
important these natural resources were.
Nevertheless, in the first years of the new millennium, the world’s focus shifted
from the post-communist geography to the Middle East due to the war on terrorism.
Interest in this part of the world was revived under the name “The New Silk Road,”
with China’s One Belt, One Road (OBOR) project stemming from Chinese President
Xi Jinping’s call for a New Silk Road during a state visit to Kazakhstan in 2013. Once
again, the New Silk Road was seen as a term to return to an ideal where the nations in
this region lived in peace through cooperation. While it can be debated whether such
an ideal is based on historical accuracy or is imagined as a (re)construction, the fact
that the ideal is there and is presented in academic and policy circles cannot be denied.
This newly emerged focus on the Silk Road is mostly based on commercial liberal
assumptions where economic interdependence and cooperation are seen as fostering
peace. However, this view of peace is not the only game in town. Peace is an ideal, an
end with many paths when one looks at several theories of international politics that
tackle the issue. In this paper, the author will argue that this commercial liberal perspective to peace may be a theory to look at the region and even serve as a policy tool,
but it is too narrow to explain the opportunities and challenges posed along the Silk
Road in practice for a more peaceful geography. The paper argues that it is possible to
look at the peace narrative on the Silk Road through the lens of several approaches to
peace, and focuses especially on how the more interdisciplinary field of peace studies
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would view peace in the region for a more comprehensive picture of the current opportunities and challenges along the Silk Road.
The article will first introduce a simple theoretical background behind the study
of peace in international relations, distinguishing between different perspectives on
peace. Then the article will take a look at how the Silk Road has been seen as a historical concept from the past and how it is regarded now as a contemporary issue to discover continuities and ruptures in how the world conceptualizes the region associated
with the Silk Road. The article will finally evaluate the current picture of the New Silk
Road by highlighting issues that fall under the theoretical distinctions stated earlier,
to question what opportunities and challenges the New Silk Road narrative poses to
peace and cooperation in the region within the context of the political picture along
the Eurasian landmass.

PEACE IN THEORY
Peace is the central theme of many research projects, articles, and books in the social
sciences in general and in international relations in particular. Peace or how to avoid
war and achieve peace has also been theorized about to a considerable degree. In international relations, it is the major preoccupation of many theories. Some of these
theories are pessimistic about the state of interstate relations in world politics and
about how likely peace is, while others adopt more optimistic visions on the basis of
arguments that are equally as sound as those that are pessimistic.

The Pessimists
Realists are the oldest and the most renowned among those who have a pessimistic
view of the state of international relations. They are pessimistic because as Martin
Wight rightfully points out, they focus on anarchy, power politics and warfare (Wight
1992, 15). While classical realists believe that peace is difficult to attain because of human nature, which is selfish and which thus makes human-made states selfish (meaning pursuing their national interest), neorealists think that peace is difficult due to
the anarchic structure of the international system where there is no central authority
to enforce the rules, pushing states to resort to self-help, locking them in a state of
security dilemma and resultant arms races (Goldstein and Pevehouse 2014, 45-47;
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Genest 2004). In this thinking, one way peace might be possible is through a balance
of power where two states or blocks of states balance against each other or where a
group of states balance a newly rising power. However, realists contend that this does
not always guarantee peace; it is rather aimed at stability (Goldstein and Pevehouse
2014, 52). Moreover, balance of power politics can be unpeaceful, as it also often
leads to wars for the sake of balance.
Those who adhere to class system theories, which include Marxism, Imperialism,
Dependency Theory and World System Theory (Genest 2004, 191-192), also think
that peace is difficult to achieve because of the nature of class struggle. While Marx
was the one to lay out the foundations of class struggle in politics, his ideas were
not much concerned with international politics, and it was Lenin and Hobson who
applied Marx’s concepts to international relations (Smith 2010, 19-20; Genest 2004,
194-195). Lenin argued that imperialism was the highest stage of capitalism, and in a
world of imperial powers, war was inevitable as the pursuit of colonies for easy access
to cheap labor, raw materials and markets was a major driver of conflict (Lenin [1916]
2010). Dependency Theories and the World System Analysis of Immanuel Wallerstein
(Wallerstein 2004) reiterated the existence of different categories of states which were
locked in cycles of exploitation (Genest 2004, 195-196; Clemens Jr. 1998, 15). As long
as this exploitation continued, peace would not be possible. Linklater shares a neorealist critique of Marxism by Kenneth Waltz that only a worldwide transition to socialist
governments could bring peace (Linklater 2013, 113). It should be noted, however,
that since Marxism sees the collapse of capitalism and the consequent rise of socialism as inevitable, one who adheres to this worldview may not find the prognosis for
peace too pessimistic.
Feminist theories of international relations can also be categorized on the pessimistic side as they focus on the power and predominance of males in world history
as rulers, soldiers and historians who make history and write the official versions of
their state’s history as well as that of the world. Feminist scholars of international
relations scrutinize this gender gap. To put it simply, even at the risk of oversimplification, in such an environment, as long as women are not included in national and
international political decision-making positions and women’s already existing contributions to their societies are neglected and understudied, peace is unlikely to arrive.
There are of course several different forms of feminism (Goldstein & Pevehouse
2014, 112; Smith 2010, 31) or different forms of feminist scholarship (True 2013,
242). Yet, many among the feminist scholars would argue that women are seen as
more “peace-loving and inherently cooperative” than men, who are regarded as “war-
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like, militaristic and competitive” (Kaufman 2013, 68). They are “more pacifistic than
men, less likely to support defense spending or to support aggressive policies abroad”
and “more interested in the so-called soft issues including the environment and social
welfare” (Jaquette [1997] 2001, 222). Therefore, peace could come more easily when
women are more included in positions of power. One can even talk about a “feminine
peace” (Smith 2010, 31). The author chooses to place the feminists on the pessimist
side since bridging the gender gap even in the most advanced democracies has proven
to be a challenge.

The Optimists
While the above mentioned three theories exemplify how certain theories of international relations see peace as unlikely or highly difficult in the absence of radical
changes, there are others which are more hopeful about the ability of human beings
and of the institutions they build to bring peace to the world.
Liberalism is one such theory that first comes to mind. Liberalism as a theory
of international relations claims that human nature is good; that states can cooperate
through international institutions and international law, contrary to realist thinking
which focuses on the conflictual aspects of interstate relations; and that there are not
just states but several actors such as international organizations, transnational nongovernmental organizations, and multinational corporations and even individuals on
the world stage actively participating and thus influencing international relations. All
of these assumptions of liberalism about the world paint a rosier picture and place a
lot of focus on peace and cooperation. According to liberals, peace is achievable in
different ways.
To exemplify, let’s take a look at the ideas of Immanuel Kant. As an early liberal
thinker, in his book Perpetual Peace ([1795], 2005), Kant made 3 central claims: that existence of a world government would facilitate peace, that republics were more peaceful than autocracies, meaning that peace and the domestic political system of a state
were linked, and that more trade meant more peace (Kant [1795], 2005; see also Goldstein & Pevehouse, 2013, 87; Levy 2013, 586). It can be said that these three ideas of
Kant ended up shaping the major tenets of liberalism in international relations.
The first idea that the existence of a world government would facilitate peace became the basis of the liberal argument that the realist assumption of anarchy (the lack
of a world government), which the liberals share, can be mitigated via international
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organizations and international law, thus establishing the strand of liberal institutionalism. That was the very reason why organizations such as the League of Nations and
then the United Nations were established (Bennett & Oliver 2002) to serve as the
first step towards a future world federation that Kant and others (among them US
President Woodrow Wilson) dreamt of. The increasing number of international organizations in world politics in the aftermath of WWII can be regarded as an important
continuation of liberal thinking despite the predominance of realist thinking during
the Cold War. Institutions are important for liberals, and they see institutions as independent actors in influencing world politics (Viotti & Kauppi 2013, 33).
The second idea, that the domestic political system of a state determined whether
the state would be more or less likely to wage war on other states, served as the basis
of what we call democratic peace theory today. While the original idea of Kant was
that republics were more peaceful than autocracies, over time, this postulate evolved
into democratic peace theory, which suggests that democracies do not fight against
one another, but against non-democratic states. While the reasons for such abstinence
from war among democratic states has been discussed at length (Doyle [1983] 2003,
100-101; Breuning 2007, 133-134), Levy (1989, 88) stated that “this absence of war
between democracies comes as close as anything we have to an empirical law in international relations.” Democratic peace theory as such, constituted a motivation and
a policy argument for spreading democracy. Exactly this motivation and argument
are now associated with attempts at liberal peace, top-down peacebuilding efforts
by Western powers in non-democratic countries, even to the point of legitimizing
certain military interventions for “bringing democracy” to non-democratic regimes
by force, Iraq and Libya being the latest examples. These attempts, labeled “liberal
peace,” have been extensively criticized (see, for example, Richmond 2006; Richmond
& Mac Ginty, 2015; Selby 2013; Campbell, Chandler & Sabaratnam 2011).
Finally, the last idea, that more trade meant more peace, reinforced the strand of
economic liberalism and led to more globalization in the long run. Also known as the
interdependence model or commercial liberalism, this strand emphasizes that economic interdependence makes states see cooperation in a different and more positive
light and thus military force becomes less important in world politics (Genest 2004,
126). In the past, states would gain wealth by conquering territory; today they do this
through trade. Economic liberalism as an IR(International Relations) theory suggests
that in an interdependent economically globalized market, states think twice before
going to war because of the prosperity they would lose because of the disruption of
trade during wartime (Walt 1998, 32) when compared to the limited gains from war.
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This view is also based on the assumption of an existing harmony between national
and global spheres when it comes to economic interests (Gilpin 1975). One should
not forget that the IMF, IBRD and WTO were founded as a result of a post-WWII
thinking that wanted to take measures against a revival of the mercantilist and protectionist policies that had led to WWII (Axtmann & Grant 2002, 36-37) and sail the
world towards more economic interdependence.
The first and the third ideas of Kant were reflected in the policy decisions of several statesmen: US President Woodrow Wilson, who was also the Nobel Peace Prize
laureate in 1919, included the first and the last of these 3 ideas in his 14 points in Art.
14 and Art. 2 & 3 respectively (Wilson [1918] 2001, 4). Wilson ([1918] 1992, 268) also
believed that democracy should prevail both in individual states and in international
society. Again, it is possible to see parallels between Kant’s thinking on a perpetual
peace and the European Union (Salikov 2013). Even if it is not a world government,
the European Union at least partially fulfills Kant’s ideals by being a supranational
regional organization, the first of its kind in world politics. The member states of the
EU have been able to surrender some parts of their sovereignty to a higher authority
through being a community of democratic states, by making being a democratic state
a prerequisite for becoming a member through the application of the Copenhagen
criteria, and finally by being a community of free trade. The English School theory
of international relations, also known as the Rationalist or Grotian school, often said
to be standing between realism and liberalism, claims that through the establishment
of an international society with its own norms and rules, order and peace can be
achieved, as was done in the case of the European Union (Linklater 2013; Dunne
2016).
Many IR theories take into account non-state actors as well as state actors, with
the exception of classical and neorealist theories which claim that the only actors
worth analyzing in international relations are states. However, even those theories that
acknowledge the existence of other actors still think states are the most important
actors in international relations, especially when it comes to pursuing peace. Almost
all of them place peace as a target to be achieved by states for the sake of the states,
by international organizations set up by states, or by individuals (leaders) who act in
the name of states. For example, even though liberal theory includes several non-state
actors, peace is not a goal for any of them per se in international relations. Peace studies fills this gap by focusing research on promoting ways of positive peace where the
major actors are seen as individuals and individuals working as groups with the final
goal of promoting peace (Genest 2004, 547). Therefore, it is a bottom up approach to
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international relations and widens the scope of our thinking about peace.
There are several issues that peace studies sees differently than mainstream international relations. The first distinction would be on the concept of peace. Peace
studies theory makes a distinction between negative peace and positive peace. Galtung
(2012), the renowned Norwegian scholar who came up with this distinction, refers
to them as negative peace, “the absence of the violences,” and positive peace, “the
presence of the peaces.” The concept of negative peace is based on absence of war
where a direct fight has ended but the reasons for war may still linger. This is the
meaning of the term in mainstream international relations. When we refer to peace,
we oftentimes refer to the end of armed hostilities in a conflict. Yet, it is widely acknowledged today that many seeds of a next war are sown within the peace treaties
that supposedly end wars, but which in fact only postpone them until new conditions
arise where the parties to the peace return to armed conflict. Moreover, a world filled
with problems that could serve as the next reason or excuse for war is not necessarily
a peaceful place. It is in this sense that peace studies prefers to focus on the concept
of positive peace, which certainly means the absence of war but which goes beyond
that and urges addressing and solving the underlying problems that may lead to war
(Genest 2004, 549; Wallensteen 2011, 15). One cannot have positive peace without
first having negative peace, so negative peace is a precondition for positive peace, but
having negative peace is not sufficient for establishing positive peace (Barash 2014,
2). The preoccupation of peace research is to take peace in its positive sense and try
to find ways of fostering peace through the elimination of causes and conditions that
lead to war and violence.
The last sentence brings up another important distinction in peace studies: war
and violence. Given the distinction between positive and negative peace and the focus being on positive peace, the opposite of peace is not war but violence, which is a
broader term as seen through the lens of peace studies (Galtung 1969). In addition,
humans and their societies may face violence of different kinds such as direct violence (war, domestic violence, gang violence, assault), cultural violence (colonialism,
repression of minorities) and structural violence (starvation, poverty) (Galtung 1969;
Wallensteen 2011, 15-16).
Peace studies is also a highly prescriptive theory which is focused on policies to
promote peace and which encourages peace activism. One often sees peace activists
from all walks of life contributing to the field with their hands-on field experience.
World famous physicist Albert Einstein’s contribution to the Russell-Einstein Manifesto calling for nuclear non-proliferation, peace activism by world spiritual leaders
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such as Desmond Tutu or the Dalai Lama, and the work of an NGO such as International Physicians for the Prevention of Nuclear War (IPPNW) all prove the diversity, dynamism, activism and policy relevance of this approach. The above-mentioned
Einstein, Desmond Tutu, 14th Dalai Lama Tenzin Gyatso, and IPPNW all became
Nobel Peace Prize recipients thanks to their peace activism.
As Barash (2014, 3) puts it, another distinguishing aspect of peace studies is that
it is value-laden, meaning it allows “biases and preferences,” an unacceptable practice
in social sciences in general. In the words of Barash (2014, 3), “It does not simply encourage the study of peace, but is in favor of peace.” He likens it to medical sciences
which chooses “health over disease.”
Peace studies is also the least Eurocentric of all theories that address the issue of
peace. It takes note of ideas from various non-European cultures such as ahimsa (nonviolence) from Gandhi’s India, ho’oponopono (to set things right) from Hawaii, dao (the
way) and jen (empathy) from Confucian China, and ubuntu (humanity towards others)
from South Africa. In addition, historical examples of philosophers who preached
peace (Mo Tzu) or rulers who, after a military life, turned to peaceful ways (Ashoka)
are all studied, referred to and find their rightful place in peace studies (see Gandhi
1969; Barash & Webel 2014, 5; Schlichtmann 2016; Yao 2004; Murithi 2006). Even
Western scholars in peace research often borrow non-Western concepts and incorporate them into their study of peace, such as Johan Galtung’s (1996, 2012) use of the
terms dukkha (suffering) and sukka (bliss) – “generic terms for negative and positive
goals” as stated by the writer himself (Galtung 2012, 37).
Peace studies is a highly interdisciplinary field which incorporates people not only
from international relations but from all walks of academia such as psychology, medicine, physics, and religious studies. The general field of peace studies includes several
more specialized fields related to peace such as peace education, peace economics,
and peace psychology, proving its interdisciplinarity. Peace economics stretches from
the famous (though ironically entitled) contribution of John Maynard Keynes (1919)
in his “The Economic Consequences of the Peace” or “The Economics of Peace”
by Kenneth E. Boulding (1945) to the contemporary Australia-based Institute for
Economics and Peace, which annually publishes the Global Peace Index among other
works. A peace economics perspective outdoes the liberal thinking of linking trade
and peace and scrutinizes not only the underestimated costs of war, conflict and
violence containment but also particularly focuses on the opportunity costs of military spending (Leontief & Duchin 1983; Bilmes & Stiglitz 2008) and the cost-benefit
analysis of alternative allocation of military spending for civilian purposes (e.g. con-
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version). Peace economics also extends into further subfields of peace business (Barbara, Dubee and Galtung 2009) and peace tourism (Blanchard & Higgins-Desboilles
2017) to study the relations between peace and business and peace and tourism. The
International Peace Research Association (IPRA) has long had a working group on
peace tourism. While a discussion of this literature is beyond the scope of this article,
it is worth noting here that the commercial liberal view of trade promoting peace is
a useful but rather narrow view even when it comes to studying economics for the
promotion of peace.
It is hard to say if peace studies is really an IR theory. On the one hand, it is an
IR theory since it addresses issues of peace and conflict in the international system or
within the units that make up that system. Yet, on the other hand, peace within and
among states is only one part of the research agenda in peace studies. Peace studies
goes beyond that and investigates issues of personal peace, domestic violence, intercommunal violence, and cultural and structural violence, and as such, it goes beyond
traditional political science and international relations theories. The goals of peace
studies can be defined as “the causes of war, conflict and violence, the nature of
peaceful human systems and the means of their attainment and the peaceful resolution of conflicts, not necessarily their disappearance” (Dunn 2005, 37).
This review of the concept of peace in international relations theories helps us
see the Silk Road as a space of cooperation and peace under a different light in the
following pages.

SILK ROAD FROM PAST TO PRESENT
AS A SPHERE OF PEACE
The Silk Road was first and foremost the name of a network of roads. There is no
agreement on where it starts and ends, and different groups along this geographical continuum probably used its many different routes according to their own needs
(Azad 2017, 82-83). The roads were along an east-west axis in general but not necessarily; some ran from north to south. Despite the fact that the roads that qualify as part
of the Silk Road actually existed, the term itself is an abstract concept (Hiebert 1999,
41). As it was a 19th century conceptualization, those who used these roads between
the 1st century BCE and the 14th century CE never referred to it as the Silk Road.
Unlike the more contemporary trade-based peace narrative of the Silk Road, the
historical peace narrative of the Silk Road, while also covering commercial ties, car-
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ried significant cultural overtones. It was a route for carrying commercial products
such as silk, hence the name; yet, many other tangible items and intangible elements
of culture were also carried along the Silk Road. Religion was one of them. For example, the Silk Road was the path taken in Buddhism’s spread to China when the
first Buddhist monks arrived in China in 120 BCE (Schlichtmann 2016, 80-81). Trade
and merchants, as well as military conquests, were instrumental in the case of Islam’s
spread towards the east along the Silk Road (Baipakov n/a, 15). While religions such
as Buddhism, Zoroastrianism, Manicheism, Nestorianism and Islam were carried to
China from the West, technology went the other way. It was through the Silk Road
trade that Western civilizations got introduced to technological inventions from China
such as paper making, printing, gunpowder and the compass, which had trickle down
effects for the rest of the world (Culture of Silk Road n/a). The Silk Road served as
a long-distance communication network (Williams 2014, 6). In the words of Waugh
(2010, 9), “The history of the Silk Roads is a narrative about movement, resettlement,
interactions across ill-defined borders but not necessarily over long distances. It is also
the story of artistic exchange and the spread and mixing of religions, all set against the
background of the rise and fall of the polities which encompassed a wide range of
cultures and peoples, about whose identities we still know too little.” Another source
(Baipakov n/a, 11) states that “along with merchandise, cultural samples and samples
of applied arts, architecture and wall painting, the Silk Road acted as the spreader of
music and dance art, performances, a sort of medieval ‘variety.’”
The Silk Road was not only historically important for the countries of the region
but also for those in the West. The Silk Road trade first brought silk to Europe in
the 1st century CE, and it was claimed by the Roman historian of the time, Pliny the
Elder, that the treasure of the Roman Empire was at risk because of the influx of all
the luxury goods coming to the West from the East (Liu 2010, 20). In the long term,
contrary to Pliny the Elder’s observations, the West benefited a lot from its trade with
the East along the Silk Road. Thus, in general, the trade along the Silk Road brought
win-win scenarios for those who used it. The cultures along the Silk Road enriched
one another according to archeological findings (Baipakov n/a, 12).
Alfred A. Andrea (2014, 105) distinguishes two time periods of heightened interest and scholarly research on the Silk Road: the first in the 19th and early 20th centuries
and the second after the 1980s. In both of these periods, we see that the concept of
the Silk Road is referred to in positive terms. Certainly, wars occurred along this territory. In addition to wars, power struggles between major powers such as the Great
Game of the 19th century also took place in this region (Wen & Jinjing 2016, 95).
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When the competition over access to the natural resource reserves of the Central
Asian republics was under way during the last decade of the 20th century, this too
was dubbed as the New Great Game, despite talk of cooperation in the region at the
same time. Nevertheless, we hear more about the corridors of trade and dialogue than
about wars along this path. As a modern-day concept, which appeared during the first
period mentioned above, whenever the Silk Road is mentioned, looking back retrospectively to 1500 years of history, it is mentioned as a space of dialogue, cooperation
and peace. This perspective is adopted today by those who claim a heritage of the Silk
Road or who promote projects on the Silk Road.
One such example is a project initiated by UNESCO in 1988 right before the
end of the Cold War entitled “Integral Study of the Silk Road: Roads of Dialogue”
to look into cultural interactions in the region. The project was envisioned as part of
the World Decade for Cultural Development and lasted for 10 years, during which
scientific and cultural activities were planned in order to “renew intercultural dialogue
and become more aware of their mutual ties, with a view to promoting a culture of
peace and tolerance” (The Silk Roads Project 2008, 4). A similar attempt was made by
the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) starting in 1993, where
the goal was to facilitate touristic travel in the region for those from outside as well
as from within the region. The UNWTO organized several meetings, travel forums,
workshops for tour operators, and seminars on the topic of the Silk Road. As recently
as 2010, the Fifth Silk Road Mayors Forum, which was held in Iran, gathered together
mayors from 48 cities in 26 countries associated with the Silk Road. One of the goals
was “the promotion of peace, unity and cooperation” (Summary of Silk Road Activities
1993-2011). Peace as a word appears 6 times in the 2-page Shiraz declaration which
was adopted at the end of that meeting (Shiraz Declaration 2010).
Some of the other plans developed under the name of the Silk Road were America’s New Silk Road plan in 2011 with Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, the Silk
Wind Plan proposed by Kazakhstan in 2012, and the Modern Silk Road program announced by Turkey and Azerbaijan in 2013 (Wen & Jinjing 2016, 104-108), emphasizing the cooperative aspects of their initiatives.

ONE BELT, ONE ROAD: THE NEW SILK ROAD
The latest and the most comprehensive project planned around the concept of the Silk
Road is China’s One Belt, One Road (OBOR) project. The project includes the Silk
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Road Economic Belt (SREB) project, covering land routes, which was announced by
Chinese President Xi Jinping during a state visit to Kazakhstan’s capital on September
7, 2013, and the Maritime Silk Road (MSR) Project, covering sea routes, announced
by the President one month later, this time during a visit to Indonesia (Minghao 2015,
2). The SREB would connect China to the Baltic, the Persian Gulf, the Mediterranean
and the Indian Ocean mainly by a network of railroads passing through several countries and regions on the way. The MSR would have the two destinations of Europe
and the South Pacific (Chin et al. 2015, 3), mostly through upgrading the infrastructure of ports via Chinese investment. One such example is the Chinese investment in
the Greek port of Piraeus as a gateway to Europe (Bessler n/a).
The ancient Silk Road and the New Silk Road project, embodied in the OBOR
initiative, are both similar and different, hinting at both (mostly) continuities and
(some) novelties in the concept of Silk Road. The historical Silk Road was amorphous and not clearly defined. It did not remain constant over the course of the
centuries. It served the states and peoples in the region and it changed due to political
(wars) and natural conditions (climate change) (Erdem 2016, 55). OBOR also is an
umbrella concept that can extend itself according to the political and economic needs
of the parties involved, even to the extent of including projects that started before
the launch of OBOR in 2013 under the banner of OBOR (van der Putten et al. 2016,
5; Fallon 2015, 140). However, unlike the old Silk Road which did not seem to have
a dominant actor claiming the right to orchestrate trade, today China is up for such a
role. Although China only initiated OBOR and does not necessarily intend to build
and own it (Minghao 2015, 3), OBOR is first and foremost a Chinese policy.
The goals of the new Silk Road are summarized under the label “Five links”
which address “policies, infrastructure, trade, finance and people” (Chin et al. 2015,
6). Put in more concrete terms, OBOR is based on 5 major elements: “enhancing development policy coordination, forging an infrastructure network, expanding investment and trade cooperation, improving financial integration and deepening peope-topeople bonds” (Minghao 2015, 5).
There are several reasons why China has launched this project. On the economic
front, China is a country with domestic overcapacity and can export its infrastructure
building capacity in material goods and technology along with its skills in engineering
and construction to put this domestic overcapacity to good use (Van der Leer & Yao
2016, 4). Moreover, since most of the projects associated with OBOR are projects of
transport (mainly railroads and ports), upgrades and new infrastructure in this area
would allow China to export its goods faster and more efficiently to world markets.
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As for imports, not only was China the biggest consumer market in the world in 2013
(Wen & Jinjing 2016, 99), the Chinese economy is also in need of energy resources
(Brugier 2014, 3). In fact, in 2013, China surpassed the US as the leading oil importer
nation (“China Overtakes…” 2013). Central Asian oil resources to the west of China
are very strategically located for China to push OBOR into this region and would
diversify its energy resources. Finally, in the long run, through these projects, China
could build a “Eurasian Economic Corridor” (Rolland 2015, 1). This economic integration controlled by China could create a soft power base for China in the Eurasian
landscape. However, that this initiative is coordinated and led by China does not mean
that China alone will be able to finance all these projects linked to OBOR. China will
have to cooperate with other governmental and non-governmental/business actors in
sharing the costs (Van der Leer & Yao 2016, 6). The Asian Infrastructure Investment
Bank (AIIB) is a new institution with 52 current and 18 prospective members which
was established in 2015 to this end.
On the security front, Chinese will to establish stability in the troubled regions
of western China serves as a main goal. China’s western provinces such as Xinjiang
are poorer when compared to the rich eastern coastal areas and have seen uprisings
during the last decade. China hopes that an improvement in the economic situation
of the western regions will bring stability to these regions (Rolland 2015, 2; “Heritage
Diplomacy…” 2016, 10). These are also the very regions where most of the Muslim
populations of China live. China has prioritized fighting against the three evils of
religious extremism, separatism and terrorism and hopes that regional economic development will serve well in this fight both in its own western regions and elsewhere
in Central Asia (Brugier 2014, 1; Wen & Jinjing, 2016, 99). Finally, China also sees
OBOR as a way of securing its neighboring regions through cooperation and dialogue. In this sense, OBOR is also referred to as “infrastructure diplomacy” (Rolland
2015, 3)
For the moment, China seems to be positioning itself as a bridge between developed and developing countries (Minghao 2015, 4). However, taking the economic and
security fronts discussed above together, OBOR could also help China to contend for
a global power position. Chinese dreams of internationalizing its own currency, the
Renminbi, and its hopes that OBOR will help realize this dream is one manifestation
of this quest for a global position (Van der Leer & Yao 2016, 3; Minghao 2015, 5).
A similar question is why other states are eager to join China’s OBOR project.
Many of these states are developing states that are in dire need of infrastructure. Chinese plans for OBOR match their goals of development. OBOR has even come to
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be dubbed the “Chinese Marshall Plan” (Van der Leer & Yao 2016, 5). Given the fact
that almost all Western countries’ foreign aid is conditional on democracy and human
rights and that most of the countries in the region have troubled records in those
areas, it is easier and more desirable for the countries in the region to seek Chinese
development aid which does not base its aid programs on such political conditionality
(Gu 2015, 3).

PEACE ALONG THE SILK ROAD:
THEORY AND PRACTICE
In a recent article, Karluk and Karaman (2014, 730) state that “the railways, transport
facilities, transnational gates, energy corridors, and natural gas pipelines that constitute the Silk Road will transform the region with improving its economy and bringing
peace and economic prosperity.” Another such article qualifies the Maritime Silk Road
Project as “a road of peace” and claims that the Maritime Silk Road will “deliver peace
and prosperity afar” wherever it goes (Lan 2014, 11). These two examples are symbolic of how academia and policymakers see this. One can come up with hundreds of
publications and statements that play the same tune, that the Silk Road will bring trade
and economic prosperity and together they will lead to peace.
This is very clearly an interpretation and expectation of peace along the lines of
commercial liberalism. The predominant talk around the cooperation, trade and peace
aspects of the Silk Road is about bringing interdependence to the region through economic cooperation. While it will be the subject of future empirical research to show
whether the project will deliver what it promises, it is noteworthy that states throughout the region and beyond have responded enthusiastically to the OBOR proposals.
Kant’s idea that trade promotes peace surely has a lot of adherents/supporters along
the Silk Road.
When it comes to liberal institutionalism, it is also underway throughout the region with several international organizations already in place to facilitate regional cooperation. These organizations may not carry the name “Silk Road,” but oftentimes
the cooperation ideal and even references to the Silk Road ideal are present within the
documents or the statements issued by the existing regional organizations such as the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) or the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO). In addition, the Silk Road ideal is the reason behind the founding
of new international organizations such as the AIIB. The Silk Road is also referred
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to in strengthening diplomatic ties, exemplified in President Nursultan Nazarbayev
receiving the first Silk Road Peace Prize from his Chinese counterpart in 2014 (“Nazarbayev Receives” 2014).
However, even if one assumes that the economic interdependence/commercial liberalism envisioned through the Silk Road may truly increase the likelihood of
peace, and that the prospect of cooperation and peace resonates in the workings of
the regional international organizations and diplomatic circles, what kind of a peace
would this be? Even from a liberal perspective, one surely cannot talk about a democratic peace along the Silk Road given the lack of democracy and civil liberties in many
of the countries along the Silk Road – not in China, not in Russia, not in Central Asia,
with the possible exceptions of India, South Korea and Mongolia. While the region is
not suffering from too many hot conflicts, with the exception of Afghanistan and the
terrorism that hits its neighbor Pakistan, the frozen conflict between the two nuclear
powers of Pakistan and India, the regional rivalry between India and China, and the
rivalry between the Russian Federation and China, again all nuclear powers, might be
worries for the future in the absence of democracy accompanying prospective economic interdependence.
Playing the devil’s advocate, one could also argue that expectation of a more
peaceful region is perhaps not impossible but unlikely when we are talking about the
Eurasian landmass. It can be questioned whether states would like to join in the Silk
Road projects because they buy the argument that OBOR will bring prosperity to be
followed by peace or whether they pursue their national interest in realist terms. One
look at the political landscape of Eurasia (for example, China’s aspirations to stabilize
Xinjiang or fight against religious fundamentalism and terrorism) is enough to grasp
that states in the region may often use the concepts of peace and stability interchangeably or, better put, prioritize stability over peace, especially positive peace.
In a similar vein, the primary role of China along the new Silk Road is also especially important, given the fact that in its new guise, the Silk Road project is seen
first and foremost as a Chinese policy. What would the predominance of China as the
country behind the project do to the prospective success of the project as a whole?
Would it create interdependency and lead to peace, or would it create dependency
and lead to dominance? Furthermore, would a communist China with a capitalist
economy not trigger concerns about Chinese exploitation of its periphery in the sense
of Imperialist/Dependency theories? Is this a pursuit of access to cheap labor, raw
materials and markets for China?
Looking through the lens of peace studies forces us to delve deeper into ques-
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tioning the validity of the argument of peace coming through mere trade. When
commercial liberalism talks about peace, it is negative peace in the vocabulary of
peace studies. However, peace studies would seek traces of several aspects of positive
peace in the region such as justice, equality, human rights, human security, transparency, accountability, rule of law, civil society, etc. It would not be wrong to argue that
the concept of positive peace as introduced by peace studies theory is not commonly
addressed in the academic or political rhetoric of the region yet.
One of the goals of OBOR is stated as “deepening people-to-people bonds,”
which hints at an understanding of peace in the sense of peace studies where peace is
to be built from the bottom up. The historical legacies of war and cultural animosities
in the region surely make this a much-needed item on the goals list. When the Silk
Road is spoken of and perceived as a shared heritage that goes beyond borders, across
the continent through trade and people-to-people contacts, the chances of building
respect and trust will increase and so will overcoming historical legacies and cultural
animosities (“Heritage Diplomacy” 2016, 9). The history of the region proves that
bonds throughout the Silk Road were often reinforced by cultural ties. Yet, today, the
region is also distraught with historical legacies of wars fought and modern day examples of cultural and structural violence such as gender discrimination, human rights
issues, poverty, inequality and political repression. A peace studies perspective would
want to see projects carried out in peace education, peace economics, peace tourism,
and peace business to reach the goals of positive peace in the region and would not
see mere increased trade as a sufficient condition for peace.

CONCLUSION
This paper has argued that the peace narrative along the Silk Road has been always
present, although in the past the narrative included both commercial and cultural factors, whereas today in the second decade of the 21st century after China’s initiation of
the OBOR project, it is mostly based on commercial liberalism, which suggests that
trade and economic independence promotes peace. The author has argued that this
is too narrow a perspective and takes into account only one aspect of liberal international theory. By reviewing how several international theories see the path to peace,
the author has suggested incorporating several of these theories, especially the peace
studies perspective, into our analysis of the Silk Road region. She has claimed that
going beyond a limited understanding of liberal theory would give us a more com-
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prehensive picture of what to expect from the potential of this region. She has posed
important questions about peace in this region, applying the views of peace as seen
from several theories of peace and argued that when the scope of peace is broadened
from the trade-induced peace of commercial liberalism to the positive peace of peace
studies, the region’s prospects demonstrate more challenges along the way to peace.
As the most recent project on the Silk Road was initiated by China, much will depend on the future of China and its policies and world vision. Though there are surely
further roads to be traveled for peace in the region, peace is a current ideal that is kept
alive and that the states in the region aspire to. The Silk Road is a brand today, and nations benefit from this brand by allying themselves with its heritage (Azad 2017, 83).
China has certainly risen to the occasion and is wisely using the brand to increase its
economic and political might in the region and globally. Whether the Silk Road brings
peace to the region is to be seen; however, it is highly likely to bring more power to
China. What China will choose to do with this power and how the other powers such
as the US, Russia or India will respond to that is key for the future of the entire region.
Apart from the liberal and peace studies theories of peace discussed in this paper, the author would like to mention one last strand of IR theory before concluding:
the long cycle theories of global politics, especially as discussed by George Modelski
(1987), who sees issues of war and peace as cycles. According to Modelski, world
politics is characterized by long cycles that are marked by the rise and fall of world
powers. Since the 16th century, the major powers of the world, Portugal, the Netherlands, Great Britain and the USA respectively, have all risen to power after a major
war. In contemporary international relations, the rise of China is a popular and hot
topic where many see China as the next potential superpower. The interest around
the new Silk Road project is mostly because of what it also means for China’s future
position in the world system.
If China becomes a major superpower without a major war, this would be the
first time in world history that a superpower transition has taken place in peaceful
terms. If China achieves this difficult task, will China be successful through embracing an understanding of peace through economic and institutional liberalism or will
it enlarge its vision to democratic peace and even positive peace? The world will be
watching for the answer, especially by looking at how China will ride and sail along
the New Silk Road.
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THE TURFAN MINARET INSCRIPTION:
A SYMBOL OF CULTURAL CONFLUENCE ON
THE SILK ROAD
By MOHAMMADBAGHER VOSOOGHI* and HASSAN KARIMIAN**

The corridors to the north and south of the Taklāmākān (塔克拉玛干 Ta-ke-lama-gan) Desert are the most important regions for cultural confluence on the Silk
Road, where caravans made it to the Chinese capital or the Korean Peninsula by
the northern road, through the city of Turfan, or the southern path of Khutan.
Being an important part of the Silk Road in the course of history, this region was
heavily influenced by the cultures of various nations and ethnic communities whose
merchants utilized the road to advance their business. The region’s language, writing
system and literary structure were also affected, so much so that in the course of
its tumultuous history, many words, phrases and terms belonging to neighboring
cultures found their way into the region, leaving their mark on its linguistic
structure. Of the cultural exchanges that took place between the peoples of the
region, conspicuous traces can be seen in the architecture, music, literature, texts,
and inscriptions. Located in the Turfan region, the minaret of Su Gong (苏公 Su
Gong ) is host to an inscription which bears many signs of such exchanges. As so
far no independent research has been conducted to identify the cultural, literary and
structural features conveyed in this inscription, the present paper is an attempt to
study the inscription in terms of the script, language and syntax in order to unravel
* MOHAMMADBAGHER VOSOOGHI is a professor of history at the University of Tehran, Iran
** HASSAN KARIMIAN is a reader in the Department of Archaeology at the University of Tehran, Iran.
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the effects of cultures prevalent on the Silk Road on this particular inscription.
This study mainly aims to investigate the linguistic structure of the inscription and
the impact of the Persian language on Silk Road culture. In fact, we approach the
inscription as a symbol of cultural exchange on the Silk Road and will focus on the
tradition of Persian inscription-making which affected the Turfan inscription.
Keywords: Turfan Minaret inscription, Silk Road, Iran and China cultural confluence

INTRODUCTION
With a great number of articles and books written on the subject, the confluence of
cultures on the Silk Road is not a matter of obscurity. Since the history of relations
and exchange under question is so ancient and Western and Eastern cultures are so
diverse, these studies are yet to reach definite answers, leaving many questions open
for debate. What became known as “the Silk Road” in the 19th century is actually a
large part of the ancient land-routes that connected Persia to China and the Far East1.
The northern offshoot of the road crossed the Khwārazm and Karākorum regions,
while its middle path passed through Merv, Bokhārā and Samarkand. Connecting
Balkh, Tāleghān and Badakhshān, the northern road ended in Kāshgar (喀什噶尔 kashi-ga-er). Kāshgar played an important role on the route, going as far as to be named
“the first border-city of China”2 and “the frontier of the Abode of Islam”3 in some
historical texts. As the city was situated next to the great desert of Taklāmākān (塔
克拉玛干 Ta-ke-la-ma-gan), caravans, upon reaching Kāshgar, had to take a detour in
order to avoid the desert. Here the road forked into two routes, both having Chāngān
(the contemporary Xian), the capital of ancient China, as their destination. While the
northern path reached Chāngān through Turfan (吐鲁番 tu-lu-fan), the southern path
crossed Khutan (formerly called 于阗 yu-tian and, now, he-tian 和田) to reach the
capital. The T'ien-shan (天山 T'ien-shan) Pamir (帕米尔 pa-mi-er) and Kunlun (昆仑 kunlun) mountains, located in the north, west, and south of this great desert, respectively,
1

Iran during the Achaemenian (550–330 BCE), Parthian (247 BCE – 224 CE), Sasanian (224 to 651
CE) and the early Islamic periods had common borders with China.

2

Al-Ṭabarī, Muḥammad ibn Jarīr (1967), Tarikh al-Rusul wa al-Muluk (History of the Prophets and
Kings), Beirut, Dār al-Torāth, vol. 6, p. 500.

3

Al-Sama’ani, Abu Saeed Abdulkarim al-Tamimi (1962). Al-Ansab. Abdurrahmān bin yahyā Al-yamāni.
eds. Beirut, Dār al-Torāth, vol. 11, p. 22.
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all contributed to the formation of an east-west corridor inside the desert. Taking
advantage of this corridor, caravans made it to the Chinese capital or the Korean
Peninsula by the northern road, through the city of Turfan, or the southern path of
Khutan.
Turfan is located at the crossroads of the east-west routes of the Silk Road
and is consequently considered a major post where different cultures meet on the
road. The mix of cultures can be clearly seen in all aspects of life in Turfan. Thus,
the language, writing, religion, customs, and traditions of the people of Turfan can
be used as the major source for studying the cultural history of the Silk Road. The
remaining historical artifacts in Turfan can be seen as distinct and clear signs of
cultural exchange in the area. One of these historical artifacts, which has not so far
received much attention, is Turfan Minaret’s inscription. This old inscription is part
of a historical collection found at a religious school referred to as Su Gong (苏公 Su
Gong) in Chinese texts. The inscription is of great importance regarding the linguistic
structures and words used in it. So far, the linguistic features and the diverse cultures
found in the inscription have not been independently studied. As a result, the present
study was aimed at fully rereading the inscription and examining the intersection of
Arabic, Persian, Chagatai, and Chinese cultures as a historical phenomenon.

TURFAN’S POSITION IN THE CULTURAL
GEOGRAPHY OF THE SILK ROAD
Turfan has not only unique weather conditions but also eccentric economic and cultural geographies. In his work, Professor Rong, the famous contemporary Chinese
historian, in his joint article “A Concise History of the Turfan Oasis and its Exploration”,
described the geographical and cultural location of Turfan as follows:
The Turfan Depression is situated in the eastern part of the Xinjiang Uighur Autonomous Region of China. Encircled by the Kum-tagh, Chol-tagh and other offshoots
of the T’ien-shan Mountains, it covers an area 50,147 square kilometers. Some of
the depression lies more than 100 meters below sea-level, the lowest point at 154.
Thus, it is the second lowest depression in the world, after the Dead Sea. The climate is extremely dry, but its parching heat helps to yield fine crops. Fed by melting
snow from the peaks of the T’ien-shan Mountains, the streams that run out of the
valleys travel via an irrigation network to the oases. This irrigation system provides
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the fertile soil of this area with plenty of water, a primary requisite for the cultures
that have thrived there since ancient times.4 (See Figure 1)

In 1873, a British expeditionary group sent to the north-eastern part of China reported on the cultural and geographical situation of Turfan in the following words:
This is the easternmost division of the Kashghar along the foot of the hills, and
borders on the desert of Gobi. It differs from the other division in having no river,
except two or three insignificant streams which become short-lived torrents in seasons of flood. The water supply is derived from subterranean conduits brought
down from underground springs at the foot of the hills, and where these flow on
the surface are planted the farm settlement. These conduits are called Karez by the
Musa[l]mans, and Khhin by the Khitay, and Nunkhun-bikhá by the á. Its city, which
is called Kuhna or “Old Turfán” in distinction to Úsh Turfán in the west, was a
thriving commercial city on the great caravan route between China and West Asia,
and the several lesser towns of the division were active seats of life and industry, but
both their merchants and their wealth alike have disappeared in the recent troubles.5

Indeed, it is the geographical position of Turfan as a hub for commercial routes in the
middle part of the Silk Road which gives the city such features.
An important oasis situated on the trade route along the northern edge of the Taklamakan Desert, Turfan was home to different people: the original inhabitants (whom
the Chinese called Chü-shih, or Ku-shih), the Chinese settlers who came in large
numbers during the fifth and later centuries, the Sogdian traders who left Iran in the
seventh and eighth centuries, the Uighurs who built their capital there in the ninth
century, and the Mongols who conquered the oasis in the fourteenth century. Only
two Chinese dynasties achieved direct rule over Turfan: the T’ang from 640 to 803
and the Ch'ing from 1756 to 1911.6
4

Guangda, Zhang and Rong, Xinjiang (1998), “A Concise History of the Turfan Oasis and Its Exploration”, in Asia Major, Third series, Vol. 11, No. 2, pp. 13-14.

5

Report of a mission to Yarkand in 1873 under the command of Sir T.D. Forsyth, K.C.S.I., C.B., Bengal
civil service, with historical and geographical information regarding the possessions of the Ameer of
Yarkund, (1875), Calcutta, Printed by the Foreign Department Press, pp. 49-50.

6

Guangda, Zhang and Rong, Xinjiang (1998), “A Concise History of the Turfan Oasis and Its Exploration”, in Asia Major, Third series, Vol. 11, No. 2, p. 13.
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Figure 1. Location of Turfan on the Silk Road

In fact, Turfan must be recognized as an intersection where different cultures met.
This region was influenced from the east by the Chinese, Koreans and Japanese, from
the west by the Persians and Arabians, from the north by the Turkish/Mongol, and
from the south, though to a lesser extent, by Indian culture. Reaching Turfan along
with an assortment of goods, these cultures permeated the everyday life of the natives.
Being neighbors in the pre-Islamic era, Persia and the Far East countries exchanged
products through land and sea routes. This, in turn, paved the way for the Chinese
population, in general, and the people living in Turfan, in particular, to become familiar with the Persian culture and civilization. The most significant aspect of the
Persian civilization affecting this part of the Silk Road was the Persian language. The
way the Persian language is used in the Turfan Minaret inscription is an indication of
the historic relations between Persia and China, which necessitates a brief explanation
before embarking on the introduction and examination of the inscription’s features.
Numerous studies have been carried out on the cultural and economic exchanges
between Persia and the Far East along the land route which has become famous by its
19th century title, the Silk Road. Such research directly relates to the history of the Per-
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sian provinces of Transoxiana and Sogd, which functioned as intermediaries between
the two civilizations. In other words, the role of the Silk Road in the spread of the
Persian language in China has been the subject of historical research and studies conducted on post-Islamic Persian dynasties, resulting in a great deal of authorship on the
subject. In their research, Iranian scholars or Iranologists, whether independently or
with regard to Iranian/Chinese cultural and economic relations, have attended to the
geographical and cultural situation of Transoxiana and Sogd as zones of the ancient
Persian civilization, producing a considerable bulk of research on the subject. The use
of the Sogdian language7, which was an Iranian dialect prevalent in the middle parts
of the Silk Road, goes back to the 7th and 8th centuries CE. It was Paul Pelliot who,
for the first time, wrote an essay on the importance of the Sogdian language in this
part of the Silk Road and based on Chinese evidence, proved that in this period, Sogdian was used as a lingua franca8. The Sogdian script is a derivative of the Chancery
script of the Achaemenes Empire. Historical evidence also suggests the considerable
impact of the Sogdian language on Chinese proper names and culture in the course
of history9. Sogdians expanded Iranian culture and civilization in the middle parts of
the Silk Road to such an extent that from the 7th century CE onward, the Uyghurs of
the northern part of the Taklamakan Desert and Turfan converted to Manichaeism,
using it as their main religion and Manichaean script as their main system of writing.
In the early 1900s, German archaeologists10 for the first time discovered a great deal
7

Sogdian is one of the Middle Eastern Iranian languages once spoken in Sogdiana (northern Uzbekistan and Tajikistan) before the Islamization of the area in the 10th century. For more details, see
Yoshida,Yutaka (2016),“Sogdian language. Description,” in Encyclopædia Iranica, online edition, available at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles.

8

Pelliot, Paul, (1916), “Le Cha-tcheou-tou-fou-t’ou-king’ et la colonie sogdienne de la religion du Lob
Nor,” in Journal Asiatic, p.104-105. Skaff, Jonathan Karam (2003), “The Sogdian Trade Diaspora in
East Turkestan during the Seventh and Eighth Centuries”, in Journal of the Economic and Social History of
the Orient, Vol. 46, No. 4 , pp. 475-524.

9

Yoshida, Yutaka (2006), “Personal names,Sogdian in Chinese sources”, in Encyclopædia Iranica, online
edition, available at http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles.

10

Between 1902 and 1907, Berlin's Museum für Völkerkunde sent three successive archaeological expeditions to eastern Turkestan (Xinjiang), where they investigated the ruins and ancient grottoes of
Turfan. Around Turfan, they discovered numerous ancient manuscripts and other relics. In 1909, the
Science Academy of Russia also sent an archaeological expedition to Xinjiang that was mainly dedicated to the investigation of the Turfan grottoes. Between 1905 and 1913, the German expeditions
published expedition reports and pictures proposing that among the ruins of the ancient cities of Harahoja and Gaochang, there was a Manichaean temple as well as another temple which originally may
have been Manichaean. Huashan, Chao, (1996), New evidence of Manichaeism in Asia: A description
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of evidence of the Manichaean presence in the Turfan region and published a portion
of their findings11.
The influence of Manichaeism in this part of the Silk Road actually represents
the dominance of Iranian language, culture and script. That being said, this dominance reached its peak only in the 12th century when Mongols ruled China and Persia.
Liu Yingsheng, a Chinese researcher, writes:
Chingiz Khan and his descendants’ conquests gave a unique chance to the Muslim
world. The Mongols conquered Central Asia earlier than the Chinese Song (9601279) Empire, and consequently large numbers of Muslim soldiers, officials, merchants, scholars and slaves accompanied the Mongolian troops when they entered
China and most of them settled finally in China. Generally speaking the Persian
language played four roles in China at that time12.

Following the great wave of Iranians immigration to China and their entry into the
bureaucratic body of the Yuan dynasty (1271-1368 CE), Persian became one of the
official languages used in the Chinese bureaucratic structure. After that, the Persian
language became one of the languages used in the middle parts of the Silk Road.
Already familiar with Iranian culture and language through Manichaeism, Uyghur culture and script were also affected by the Persian language, borrowing many religious
and bureaucratic terms from Persian. The texts and documents of the era are sufficient evidence proving the Persian/Uyghur fusion of languages. The Turfan Minaret
inscription is a symbol of multi-cultural confluence. Though apparently being written
only in Chagatai and Chinese, closer examination reveals that the inscription is written
in the four languages of Persian, Arabic, Chagatai and Chinese, which is an obvious
example of cultural confluence.

of some recently discovered Manichaean temples in Turfan, in Monumenta Serica, Vol. 44 (1996), p. 26.
Rong, Xinjiang (1998), A Persian Nestorian family in Tang China, in “Collection papers of the 2th Iranology
conference”, Yi Yiliang, ed. Beijing University, pp.238-257.
11

Sundermann, W. (1981), Mitteliranische manichäische Texte kirchengeschichtlichen Inhalts, Berlin,
Akademie-Verlag.

12

Liu, Yingsheng (2010), “A lingua Franca along the Silk Road: Persian language in China between 14th
and the 16th centuries, in Aspects of the Maritime Silk Road: From the Persian Gulf to the East China Sea,
Ralph Kauz, ed. Harrassowits Verlag. Wiesbaden, p. 87.
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THE INSCRIPTION OF THE MADRASA
OF THE TURFAN MINARET
In the first half of the 18th century, in what is now known as the Xinjiang Region, a
Qing dynasty (1644-1912 CE) sovereign, Kangxi (康熙 kang-xi), was facing the invasion of a Mongol tribe named Zunghar. In 1720, following massive destruction which
was a direct result of Zunghar attacks, a local warlord by the name of Emin Khwaja
joined the Chinese imperial army along with his Uyghur fighters. In 1729, the Qing
army launched its offensive against the Zunghar Mongols. Providing the imperial
army with food and supplies, Emin Khwaja and the Uyghurs fought side by side with
the imperial army. The emperor bestowed on Emin Khwaja many gifts and honorary
names in recognition of his feats of bravery during wartime and in 1758, appointed
him the king’s advisor for the affairs of the Chinese Muslim populace.
Afterward, from 1755 to 1759, he participated in the Qing war against the Zunghar
Mongols and resistant Muslim clerics. In subsequent years, Emin worked as the
superintendent of the Qing administration in the conquered Muslim oases almost
until his death in 1777.13

In his final years, Emin Khwaja, with the help of the Chinese emperor, began constructing a madrasa in the vicinity of Turfan. Not completed in his lifetime, it was up to
Emin’s son, Suleiman, to finish the madrasa and its magnificent minaret. At the end of
the project, Suleiman installed an inscription in both Chagatai and Chinese to glorify
the school and his father. The first authors visited part of the Silk Road14 which passes
through the Xinjiang Region, from Ürümqi and Kucha to Qara Kucha and Turfan,
where they also visited the Emin Khwaja Madrasa and read its inscription (See Figure
4). Contrary to what has been claimed by some scholars who refer to the building as a
“mosque”, it is by no means a mosque. The building’s design, with its numerous chambers (cells), and also the text of the inscription calling the establishment a mädrisä
, all
contribute to the fact that this is a building where Islamic teachings and doctrines were to
be taught, hence the name madrasa. While its plan and design are modeled on Iranian versions of madrasa, its brickwork is also influenced by its counterparts in Iran (See Figure 2).
13

14

Kim, Kwangmin, (2012), Profit and Protection: Emin Khwaja and the Qing Conquest of Central Asia,
1759-1777, in The Journal of Asian Studies, Vol. 71, No. 3 (August 2012), p. 604.
As a speaker invited by Xinjiang Normal University to give a lecture on “Kāshgar in Persian Texts”.
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Figure 2. Plan of the Emin Khwaja madrasa and
location of the inscription

The use of words such as ḥangah
or its Persian equivalent Khangha, in the inscription indicates that the school’s builder, possessing mystical inclinations, had designated the building to serve as a Khangha for sufis. Khangha, or khanga, is a Persian word
meaning a place where dervishes and sufis pray. This shows that the building and its
architecture were influenced by sufi sects which, through Khurasan (an Eastern province of Iran) and Transoxiana, had found their way well into the middle part of the
Silk Road. In order to better introduce readers to the inscription and the etymology
of the words used within the text, first, the text in Chagatai and then the phonetic text
are presented, and finally, the origin of the words is offered in a table (See Figure 3).
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Figure 3.
Turfan Minaret Inscription.

The inscription text reads as follows:

[1] Hovӓllah ӓl-mӓlek ӓl-mostáan [2] sӓlatin-i zӓman va khӓvaghin-i [3] dowran
șaḥib ӓl-ádl-i [4] vӓl eḥsan baīth ӓl-amni va [5] al-ӓman morӓvviji šareát-i ğӓrra-yi
[6] nӓbӓve vӓ mozӓyin-i ťӓreğӓt-I thӓney-I [7] moștӓfӓve ӓána sulӓman-I thane
mӓlik [8] jӓhan zi noor-I Emin Khojih wang [9] ṣaḥibqran bu mädrisä’i mäymunäi’
munävvärä [10] bu munaräi’ monäqäš-i mä’muräyi ävväl ‘ali miqdar vä ‘äziz äl-qädr
[11] bärḥudar yä'ni pidär buzrugvarlari [12] luṭf énayät-i ilahi bir lӓh șihat vä ‘afiyät
[13] sal mubaräkläri säksän üč yašqa yätkän [15] mäḥäldä šükürkäẕarliq šärayäṭin bäja
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[16] kältürüp äväl ‘ali däräjat bi-menik [17] yolida atab yaḫši niyät vä ‘ali ḥimmät birlä
[18] ṣädäq-ye’ jariyä qilip tariḥ qa ming [19] yüz säksän birdä vilayät hisabida [20]
muš yele tä’mir ğileğanḥangah [21] öz dästi din yättä ming sär kümüš ḥärjlagan15.

Translation: Indeed God is a help-giver; the king of the time, khagan of the age, possessor of justice and beneficence, guarantor of security and developer of Mustafa’s
Faith, Suleiman II, king of the world, the light of Emin Khwaja’s eyes (that is, Emin
Khwaja’s son), the ṣaḥibqran king (that is, a king whose reign exceeds 30 years); this
luminous blessed madrasa and its sound and exotic minaret were initially made by the
excellent and exalted king, that is, the incumbent king’s father, may he be blessed by
divine Grace. He built the madrasa and khangha in 1180 AH (1766), in the Year of
the Rat, with seven thousand silver coins deducted from the region’s taxation and
income. He was eighty three then.

Figure 4. The Turfan Minaret
Inscription. Right to left:
Prof. Wang I Dan and
Prof. Vosooghi

15

In writing the phonetics of the inscription, we have made use of the writing system currently in use
in the Xinjiang Region.
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The Chinese script
[1] (大清乾隆) da qing qian long [2] (皇帝旧仆吐鲁番郡王额敏和卓率领扎萨克口苏来满
等念额敏和) huang di jiu pu tu lu fan jun wang e min he zhuo shuai ling zha sa ke 口 su lai
man deng nian e min he [3] (卓自受命以来寿享八旬 三岁口口) zhuo zi shou ming yi lai
shou xiang ba xun san sui 口口 [4] (上天福庇并无纤息灾难保佑群生因此答报) shang tian
fu bi bing wu xian xi zai nan bao you qun sheng yin ci da bao [5] (天恩虔修塔一座费银七
千两整爰立碑记以垂永远可为名教恭) tian en qian xiu ta yi zuo fei yin qi qian liang zheng
yuan li bei ji yi chui yong yuan ke wei ming jiao gong bao [6] (天恩于万一矣) Tian en yu
wan yi yi [7] (乾隆四十三年端月吉日立。) (Qian long si shi san nian duan yue ji shi li).
[1] Under the Qing dynasty and Qian Long’s reign
[2] Khawja Emin, the ruler of Turfan, an old servant of the king of China
[3] Khawja Emin has lived for eighty three years.
[4] The Lord giveth happiness to Man and the Lord preventeth misfortunes. Then
we must thank the Lord and the king.
[5] To thank the king and God, he, with a purified heart, erected a minaret and spent
seven thousand silver coins for the building, and made this inscription as a memorial
to remain for eternity so that he could take pride in his faith.
[6] On the day of happiness of the first month of the agricultural calendar of the
43rd year of Qian Long’s reign
[7] To thank the Lord and the king

Evidently, Persian, Arabic and Chagatai words are mixed in the inscription, displaying the
confluence of Chinese, Persian, Arabic and Chagatai cultures. The prosaic style of the
inscription is also influenced by the Persian dīvāni (chancery) style practiced in the Middle
Ages. Epithets such as sӓlatin-i zӓman (kings of the time), khӓvaghin-I dowran (khagans of the
age), șaḥib ӓl-ádl-ivӓl eḥsan (possessor of justice and beneficence), baīth ӓl-amni va al-ӓman
(guarantor of justice and security), morӓvviji šareát-i ğӓrra-yi nӓbӓve (developer of the exalted
faith of the Prophet), sulӓman-I thane (Suleiman II) and ṣaḥibqran are all familiar phrases
in the tradition of Persian inscription-making and are extensively employed in the dīvāni
texts of post-Islamic Persia. In fact, the artistic and writing traditions of varying cultures
of Chinese, Persian, Arabic and Uyghur origin are all mixed in this inscription. The Turfan
Minaret inscription is representative of cultural confluence in this important part of the
Silk Road. In the table below, the Persian, Arabic and Chagatai words used in the inscription are etymologically shown in order to illustrate the linguistic diversity of the text.
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Linguistic Explanation only Persian
Ezafe phrase

Ezafe phrase

Ezafe phrase

Ezafe phrase

Ezafe phrase

Word
Prepositional phrase
+ Ezafe
Prepositional phrase
+ Ezafe
Word
Prepositional phrase
+ Ezafe

16

43

Persian word or phrase 16

Arabic word or phrase

Jaghtāі word or phrase

Sälatin-e zäman

Hovä ällah

Bu

ḫävaqin-e dowran

Älmälek

buzrukvarlari

Morävej-e šäri‘ate näbävi

almostä‘an

Bir

Mozäyen-e ṭäriqat-e säniyye

ṣaḥib äl‘adl

Jämal (?) mubaräkläri

Suläiman-e sani

äleḥsan

säksän üč

Jähan

Baeth älämn

yašqa yätkän

ze nure

Äläman

mäḥäldä

ze dideye

ä‘ana

šükürkäẕarliq

ṣaḥibqran

Bemälek

šärayäṭin bäja

mädrisä’I mäymunäi’ munävvärä

Ävväl

Kältürüp

In this column, some words are Arabic in origin. The meaning of these Arabic words is different when
using it in a Persian phrase.
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Ezafe phrase

Ezafe phrase

Word
Word + Ezafe
phrase
Ezafe phrase

Conjunctive phrase

Word

Word

Ezafe phrase

Word

munaräi’ näqš mä’m ä’muräi

‘aziz älghädr

Ning

šahinšah ‘ali miqdar

šärayäṭin

Yolida

bärḫordar

Ävväl

tab yaḫši

yä’ni pädär buzrukvar

Niyyät

Birlä

luṭf inayät elahi

‘ali himmät

Qilip

ṣeḥät vä ‘afiyät

tariḫ

Ming

šükürkäẕarliq

tä’mir

yüz säksän

‘ali däräjat

ḥärj

birdä vilayät

ṣäliqä’ jariyä

moṣṭäfävi

Hisabida

ḥangah

muš yili

Qilğan

öz dästidin
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yättä ming

sär kümüš

Lagan

CONCLUSION
As one of the most important sites facilitating the exchange of culture and traditions
of Eastern and Western societies, the Silk Road provides a rich field for historical and
social studies. Located in the heart of the ancient cultures of China, India and Persia, the middle part of the road, now in the Xinjiang Region, is especially important.
Buildings, inscriptions, texts and paintings in this area are all representatives of cultural confluence on the Silk Road, a manifest example of which is the Turfan Minaret
inscription. Built in the second half of the 18th century as a memorial for the madrasa
and its tremendously beautiful Islamic minaret, the inscription holds a mixture of Persian, Arabic and Chagatai words. The intersection of these words and phrases in the
inscription shows that these works are of utmost importance as symbols of cultural
confluence on the Silk Road. Having introduced some linguistic and textual features
of the inscription, this paper has presented the inscription as a symbol of cultural
confluence. This inscription in terms of both artistic and decorative structures can
potentially serve as the subject matter of further examinations which the authors
hope will be undertaken by scholars active in the field within the domain of the Silk
Road.
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EXPEDITION SILK ROAD: ART AND TRADE
IN THE DUTCH GOLDEN AGE
By CHAEKI FREYA SYNN*

During the seventeenth century, Amsterdam experienced unprecedented growth
and affluence, and the city developed into the world’s staple market playing an indispensable role in Silk Road trade. This era, which coincides with post-reformation
Dutch society, also allowed artists to produce art works depicting objects from everyday life, moving away from the earlier religious subject matter. This paper intends
to look into seventeenth century Dutch paintings from their social setting, especially
focusing on the influence of the Silk Road in the art making process. The paper
also looks into the Chinese side of Silk Road interaction and discusses how Chinese
porcelain reflects cultural influence from the Dutch. The paper incorporates Silk
Road as a methodology to discuss art works departing from earlier practices in art
history. This approach allows us to understand art as a product of multi-disciplinary,
multi-cultural experience. The methodology invites more discussion on numerous
art forms which emerged along the Silk Road trading route to expand and explore
the history of East-West cultural exchange.
Key words: Silk Road, Art, Trade, Porcelain, Dutch Painting, Landscape, Still Life,
Seventeenth Century
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INTRODUCTION
In the academic discipline of art history, research into the art of the Silk Road has
remained marginal for numerous reasons. Art history (with its primarily Eurocentric
viewpoint) has traditionally been divided into two primary areas of specialization,
Western art history and Asian art history. As a cultural activity taking place between
the East and the West, the study of the Silk Road fit into neither of the two disciplinary areas. It was viewed as an in-between subject matter leaving the area in an academic blind spot. In addition, the concept of the Silk Road itself has always been a bit
of a misnomer. Its geographical boundaries, its historical time frame, and its cultural
influence was vast, vague, and always in flux. Such conditions left the study of this
cultural activity relatively scarce.
This study intends to reveal the often overlooked significance of the Silk Road
in Western art history by particularly drawing attention to seventeenth century Dutch
paintings and Chinese porcelain reflecting the cultural influence of the Dutch. During this century, Dutch society experienced unprecedented growth and affluence due
to Silk Road trading. The era, coinciding with the post-Reformation, also brought
about dramatic changes in the art world. The Protestant Reformation destroyed religious icons and other images and monuments, and medieval churches in Holland
were stripped bare of their original decoration. As illustrated in The Interior of St. Bavo,
Haarlem (Fig. 1), painted by Pieter Saenredam (1597-1665), altarpieces and statuary
were removed, and the walls and ceilings were whitewashed. As the Reformation suppressed the creation of religious imagery, it triggered new ways of artistic expression
in Holland. The new form of art was concerned with the realistic depiction of the
world the Dutch people were experiencing at the time.

THE SILK ROAD IN 17TH CENTURY DUTCH PAINTINGS
Former religious images gave way to new art forms, such as landscape paintings depicting actual typographical surroundings, still-life paintings describing actual objects
with minute attention to detail, and genre paintings recording unpretentious scenes
from daily life. These paintings were often discussed for their perceptual realism and
exactitude, and it may also reflect the development of the new world view. As Smith
has insightfully noted:

Synn: Expedition Silk Road

51

Indifference and constancy arose from the exercise of the reason; the individual
must learn to judge things according to their true worth. Self-knowledge, insight
into the deceptive essence of the world, and the abandonment of transitory things.
To be in the world, but not of the world to learn the meaning of “Vanitas vanitatum
et omnia vanitas” was thus the common personal and didactic exhortation. The
significance of knowing oneself, of leading a moderate life.1

Such a change in thinking, along with the superior prosperity and economic growth, is
well reflected in the paintings of the time including those of Vermeer. About a dozen
of Vermeer’s paintings include an image of a map hanging on an interior wall. Of
the paintings, five illustrate the provinces of the Netherlands including The Officer and
the Laughing Girl (Fig. 2) and the Love Letter (Fig. 3). Astronomer shows a scholarly figure touching the celestial globe. Apart from being stimulating compositional features,
maps offered a form of conceptual window onto a bigger world separate from the
quiet familiarity of the home setting. Alpers, in her seminal study The Art of Describing,
mentioned the mapping compulsion as a distinctive feature of the visual and scientific culture of the Dutch.2 Map makers were referred to as “world describers” of the
time. Both the Dutch map makers and painters possessed a determination to capture
abundant information and understanding of the world on a two dimensional surface.
Following the same line of thought, we can explain the emergence of seascapes
and still-life paintings. It is interesting to note that we find many seascape paintings in
the interior scenes depicted by artists at this time. Vermeer’s Love Letter, Dirck Hals’
Seated Woman with Letter (1633) and Hals’ genre scene of Gentleman Smoking and Playing Backgammon in an Interior (Fig. 4) all include seascape canvases on the wall of what
appears to be a home or a tavern. Israel provides a good explanation of the general
reception of such paintings among the common people at the time.
Life in Dutch society was very different [than other parts of seventeenth century
Europe], for the Republic was the entrepot of world trade, with evidence of ships
and the sea everywhere … [I]t was a society in which no one could live without continually sensing the interaction of land and sea, town and country, one town with
1

Pamela Smith, “Science and Taste: Painting, Passions, and the New Philosophy in Seventeenth-Century
Leiden,” Isis -A Journal of History of Science Society , University of Chicago Press, Vol. 90, No. 3, Sept.
1999, p. 438.

2

Svetlana Alpers, The Art of Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century, University of Chicago Press,
1983.
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the next, soldiers and seamen with burghers, the exotic with the mundane, and the
foreign with the local. Art, by encompassing all of this, and reflecting it on everyone’s walls, and in every tavern and public building, made explicit, and heightened
awareness of, what everyone saw and felt.3

Such a strong international mindset was a natural response to the global trade the
Dutch people enjoyed during the Golden Age. The trade brought home many exquisite objects including the oriental rugs we often find in Vermeer’s paintings. Walter
Denny notes two specific paintings featuring oriental carpets: While A Maid Asleep
(Fig. 5) portrays two dissimilar seventeenth century Turkish Anatolian mats, Young
Woman with a Water Pitcher displays a densely textured carpet of Persian origin.4 The
continued reappearance of oriental carpets in Dutch interior paintings of the time allows us to speculate over whether they were a fundamental part of the Dutch lifestyle.
However, we find Vermeer himself utilizing at least one of the carpets in more than
two paintings. Since oriental carpets were one of the most outlandish commodities at
the time, it is more likely that the painters provided customers with the carpets they
owned for image-making purposes.
If carpets in interior paintings reflect the trading items of the time, it is logical to
look more deeply into Dutch still life paintings. Still-life motifs occur fairly frequently
from the Middle Ages, but several objects portrayed in the early artworks are figurative of some superior religious meanings. For instance, the lily symbolizes the purity
of the Virgin Mary, while a skull or a watch signifies mortality. Food decays and flowers wither while silver is useless to the soul. As we can see from the vanitas imagery,
many items may function as a visual reminder of worldly vanity. Seventeenth century
Dutch still life paintings may not be completely devoid of such religious connotation or moralizing meaning, but they nevertheless had literal significance celebrating
the material pleasures of luxury items as they were. Still life paintings indeed were a
convenient opportunity to show off the manual dexterity of the master painter by
realistically depicting diverse textures and light effects. Initially, the items illustrated
were almost always ordinary and mundane, as we can see from Pieter Claesz’s minimal depiction of a piece of meat (Fig. 6). Nonetheless, around mid-century, when

3

Jonathon Israel, The Dutch Republic: Its Rise, Greatness and Fall, 1477-1806, New York: Oxford University
Press 1998. p. 563.

4

Walter Denny, “Islamic Carpets in European Paintings.” Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History. New York:
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000.
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Amsterdam became the sociopolitical and economic capital of the Netherlands, a
category called “ostentatious still life” emerged. This portrayed affluent and exotic
items and was advanced as a subgenre of still life. Willem Kalf (Fig. 7-1) and Van Beyeren became prominent artists in the field. The paintings highlight trade in fruits and
luxurious items such as Venetian glassware, Chinese pottery (Fig. 7-2)5, and silver-gilt
utensils. These imported objects, faithfully documented in the art of the era, show the
cosmopolitan trace of luxury in the households of the traders who had wagered their
wealth to import them. Besides ceramics, there were satin fabrics, exceptional woods,
fine silk, and oriental carpets.
The artwork painting of a turkey pie and oysters by the Dutch still-life artist
Pieter Claesz is a good example of an “ostentatious still life (Fig. 8).” The individual
objects placed on the table are literal depictions of seventeenth century trade items.
The oysters might have originated in Holland, but olives and lemons must have come
from a place of warmer weather. Other “fruits” of Dutch achievement in trade are
the Chinese ceramic Kraak and the Persian table weave. The rolled printed paper from
the almanac is used to wrap pepper and salt, which were expensive commodities at the
time.6 The pastry which has been broken open with a silver spoon may have contained
expensive overseas spices. Soaring above the rest of the items is the extraordinary
turkey dish, a huge meat pie decorated with the head of a wild turkey from the New
World. The meaning of the turkey and the opulent nautilus wineglass would have
been obvious to contemporary Dutchmen. In 1626, only a year before the painting
was completed, Peter Minuit bought Manhattan, and New Amsterdam rose across the
Atlantic. The overall meaning of the painting is clear: it is a celebration of seventeenth
century Dutch internationalism, trade and affluence.
Lastly, I would like to mention the floral still life paintings of the time. At the start
of the 1600s, we see the emergence of floral still life with exceedingly sophisticated
and accurate representations of flowers. Painters such as Jacob Vosmaer are known
for their “bouquet” images (Fig. 9). Just like the ostentatious still life, we find such
bouquets showing rare flowers from diverse continents in a single vase. It is more
interesting to note how the artist showed all the flowers in a single moment of blooming. It may seem like just a vase of pretty flowers, but it carried a code of power and
5

We see the continuous appearance of Kraak porcelain. Kraak ware is almost all painted in the
underglazed cobalt blue style that was perfected under the Ming dynasty.

6

The most important goods of all were spices, which were highly valued by people across Eurasia.
These spices were cultivated in Arabia (cinnamon and frankincense), in India (pepper and sugar) and
in the islands of Indonesia (nutmeg, mace, and cloves).
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wealth as we can see from the earlier still life paintings.
As such, seventeenth century Dutch paintings can be explained as a reflection of
Silk Road trade in many aspects. The emergence of seascape paintings, the appearance of map images in art works, genre scenes containing the images of everyday life,
still life or flower paintings carefully depicting the highlights of global trade, all are
indebted to the Silk Road culture. Not only the emergence of particular genres (such
as seascape or still life), but also the strongly realistic character prevalent in the art
works can be explained in terms of a more pragmatic world view influenced by the
trade and commerce that flourished through the Silk Road. In this sense, the cultural
context of the Silk Road can provide a more holistic understanding of the entire
artistic phenomenon of the time compared to the limited approaches based on strict
formalism or religious iconography.

CULTURAL INFLUENCES REFLECTED
IN CHINESE PORCELAIN
Cultural exchange is always a two-way process, and it is necessary to mention the other
side of the story to complete the whole picture. In this section, I will draw attention
to some individual pieces of Chinese porcelain which testify to the influence of their
Dutch counterpart. These are the works of art that lie at the periphery of art historical studies as they belong to neither Western art history nor Chinese art history. For
this reason, the research draws information mainly from non-traditional sources including auction house sales records and museum collection lists. The works are small
in number, and it is difficult to find individual records pertaining to individual pieces.
One of the first examples is a plate (Fig. 10) bearing the Dutch East India Company’s VOC (Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie) logo.7 The plate is painted in
Kraak style in cobalt blue and white, and is estimated to have been made around the
1660s. The work shows that the ceramic artist started to incorporate the special requests of the Dutch buyer and a Dutch symbol is being used to make a unique product. Another plate (Fig. 11), in the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York, illustrates a storm scene, which is assumed to be the storm which took

7

“Plate with Monogram of the Dutch East India Company” Heilbrunn Timeline of Art History, New
York: Metropolitan Museum of Art. Accessed November 5, 2016. http://www.metmuseum.org/
toah/works-of-art/2002.447.40/
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place on October 4, 1690. The plate was made for the Dutch market around 1692,
and the plate is known among scholars to be the earliest topical subject dealt with in
export porcelain.8 The scene is depicted in three dimensional space, as opposed to the
more two dimensional design of the typical Kraak decoration.
Another collection in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, is a candlestick made of porcelain (Fig. 12).9 As such utilitarian European candlestick forms
were unknown in China at the time, it is speculated that the wooden models were
sent to Chinese potters to make the porcelain versions. It is likely the candlestick was
made around 1700-1710. Christie’s auction house sales catalogue records an image of
a Chinese Dutch-decorated “Crucifixion” saucer dish.10 We also find a similar plate
with the Crucifixion image in the collection of the British Museum. The museum records that the saucer was collected by Mr. Andrew Franklin, a career diplomat whose
time in China and Taiwan bred a life-long fascination with Chinese art. The saucer was
made in China around 1740, probably for the Dutch market. We can confirm that the
Chinese artist who made the saucer managed to incorporate Christian iconography to
satisfy Mr. Franklin’s appetite.
A plate in the collection of The Victoria and Albert Museum is worth mentioning for it is inscribed with the specific names and dates of the owner.11 The plate is
decorated with a Dutch East India Company ship with a Dutch flag waving at the top.
The inscription says that the plate was made for Jacob Ryzik, captain of the ship Vryburg, in the year 1756. The porcelain is painted in polychrome enamels with gold and
demonstrates the highly skilled craftsmanship of the time. It would be the Chinese
equivalent of the Dutch seascape painting which we saw earlier in this paper.
A unique punch bowl (Fig. 15) is interesting for it shows the port of Canton with
flags from around the world, including Dutch, American, British, and Swedish.12 The
8

Le Corbeiller, Clare, & Frelinghuysenm, Alice C. (2003). “Chinese Export Porcelain” The Metropolitan
Museum of Art Bulletin. Winter. p. 21. Accessed Sept. 24, 2016. https://www.metmuseum.org/pubs/
bulletins/1/pdf/3269266.pdf.bannered.pdf

9

Ibid.

10

Christie’s, “A Chinese Dutch-decorated ‘Crucifixion’ saucer dish” The Decorative Arts Sale, March
22-23, 2011, Amsterdam. Accessed September 5, 2016. (sales catalogue) http://www.christies.com/
lotfinder/Lot/a-chinese-dutch-decorated-crucifixion-saucer-dish-mid-5414450-details.aspx

11

Victoria and Albert Museum internet archive. Accessed November 3, 2016. http://collections.vam.
ac.uk/item/O74921/plate-unknown/

12

Fuchs II, Ron (2014). “The Reeves Collection of Ceramics at Washington and Lee University”
Incollect. Accessed September 20, 2016. https://www.incollect.com/articles/the-reeves-collection-ofceramics-at-washington-and-lee-university
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scene depicts trade offices located at Canton harbor. The multi-story buildings are
adorned with classical columns and the architectural structure indicates three dimensionality with diagonal lines moving into space. It is known that paintings of similar
port views replaced Hong bowls as souvenirs of the Chinese trade13. Bowls of similar
design are currently in the collection of the US Department of State reception room,
as well as at the Metropolitan Museum.
In later years, we find more significant results of cultural exchange. As opposed
to typical Chinese paintings using ink on paper, an oil painting created in the mid1800s has an eye-catching composition reminding us of the earlier Dutch paintings.
Dutch painters, such as Jacob van Ruisdael, would fill two thirds of their canvas with
sky (Fig. 17), and we see a Chinese painter named Youqua (active 1840-1879) painting a panoramic view of the waterfront at Canton in a similar composition (Fig. 16).14
Such examples show that not only particular symbols or topical scenes but also certain
kinds of aesthetics were also transmitted through the Silk Road. Here the painter,
free from any need to satisfy his client, is incorporating foreign aesthetics for his own
interest and purpose. The process involved him taking a more active role in cultural
translation.
There are numerous examples scattered around museums, private collections
and auction houses worldwide showing such cultural influences. These works deserve
more scholarly attention as they illustrate the cultural link between East and West. I
would like to wrap up the chapter by mentioning a bigger picture that connects the
seventeenth century trade to the modern era. The seventeenth century porcelain trade
led by the Dutch continued for more than 200 years, and VOC monopolized the
tea trade with Japan until 1854. The Japanese traders would wrap porcelain with tea
wrapped in paper to prevent breakage. Japanese woodblock prints used to decorate the
wrapping papers caught the eyes of many artists, and among them were Vincent van
Gogh. We can see that van Gogh made a copy of Utagawa Hiroshige’s Ohashi Bridge,
Sudden Shower near Atake in 1887, indicating his interest in simplified color planes, flat
space, and unique perspectivalism. Such interest, which was later known as Japonism
in the 19th century, played an important role in inspiring many modern artists to paint
more simplified forms aligned with twentieth century modernist reductionism.
13

Le Corbeiller, Clare, & Frelinghuysenm, Alice C. (2003). “Chinese Export Porcelain” The Metropolitan
Museum of Art Bulletin. Winter. p. 48. Accessed Sept. 24, 2016. https://www.metmuseum.org/pubs/
bulletins/1/pdf/3269266.pdf.bannered.pdf
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CONCLUSION
The current study focused on clues suggesting artistic interaction between East and
West, using art objects as empirical proof. It brought to attention cases from seventeenth century Dutch and Chinese art to show cultural interaction along the Silk Road.
Seascape paintings, map images, and still life paintings depicting various trade items
such as oriental carpets, Kraak porcelain, and many agricultural items bear witness to
the specific results of Silk Road trade. The Chinese porcelain at the time shows how
Chinese potters accommodated the needs of the Dutch market by including various
texts or symbols originating from Dutch culture. They also made objects which were
then foreign to the Chinese.
This study shows that the Silk Road as a methodology can bring socio-political
context into our discussion of art and can lead us to a multicultural, interdisciplinary
study not only in discussing seventeenth century Dutch art but many, many more. As
mentioned earlier in this study, the historical, geographical, and cultural boundaries
of the Silk Road are so vast that the current paper is only a small specimen which
requires further exploration. The topics and stories to be revealed are endless, and the
discoveries will contribute to a more balanced view than the Eurocentric tendencies
prevalent in current scholarship.
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Fig 1. Pieter J. Saenredam,
Interior of Saint Bavo, Haarlem, 1631

Fig 3. Vermeer,
The Love Letter, c. 1666

Fig 2. Johannes Vermeer,
Officer and Laughing, c. 1655-1660

Fig 4. Dirk Hals, Gentlemen Smoking and
Playing Backgammon in an Interior, 1627
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Fig 5. Johannes Vermeer,
Maid Asleep, 1657

Fig 7-1. Willem Kalf,
Still Life, 1660

Fig 6. Pieter Claesz,
Still Life with a Piece of Meat, 1635

Fig 7-2. ‘Kraak’ porcelain dish
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Fig 8. Peter Claesz,
Still Life with Turkey Pie, 1627

Fig 10. Plate with a VOC logo,
c. 1660

Fig 9. Jacob Vosmaer,
A Vase with Flowers, 1613

Fig 11. Chinese plate for the
Dutch market, c. 1692
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Fig 12. Porcelain candlestick,
c. 1700-1710

Fig 14. Chinese porcelain plate for a
Dutch sea-captain of the ship
Vryburg, 1756.

Fig 13. Crucifixion saucer,
c. 1740

Fig 15. Chinese punch bowl,
c. 1785
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Fig 16. Youqua, A Panoramic View of the Waterfront at Canton, c. 1845.

Fig 17. Jacob van Ruisdael,
View of Naarden with the Church at Muiderberg in the Distance, 1647

Fig 18. Vincent van Gogh’s copy (right, 1887) of Utagewa Hiroshige’s
Ohashi Bridge, Sudden Shower near Atake (left, 1857)
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WHEN SHAKESPEARE TRAVELS ALONG
THE SILK ROAD: TARDID, AN IRANIAN
ADAPTATION OF HAMLET
By AZRA GHANDEHARION*, BEHNAZ HEYDARI JAGHRAGH**, and
MAHMOOD GHORBAN SABBGH***

Media has become an inseparable companion of 21st century culture, exerting
immense influence on our daily lives. This article aims to reveal how cultural aspects
and media in a particular part of the Silk Road have adapted Western cannons. Iran
has redefined and transformed Western culture through the modern Silk Road by the
method of cinematic adaptation. Karim-Masihi employs the general plot of Hamlet,
the well-known drama by William Shakespeare (1564-1616), in his movie Tardid
(Doubt 2009); however, he transforms some of the characters to reflect the current
socio-cultural aspects of Iranian society. One of the characters is named Siavash,
whose life is similar to Hamlet. In passivity, he awaits his imminent death and other
tragic consequences. Yet, the movie ends differently. It is not an Elizabethan tragedy
in a strict sense, although the final scenes abound with corpses. This article aims
to find the similarities and differences between the two works, while reasoning the
significance of the alterations. It concludes with how different cultures react to the
same themes.

* AZRA GHANDEHARION is an assistant professor at Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Iran.
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INTRODUCTION: THE ADAPTATION OF
HAMLET IN IRAN
The ancient “Silk Road has seen precious goods and philosophical ideas travelling
between Asia and Europe” (Dang 107). Today, media, especially cinema, can play
the same role. The significance of this research lies in the fact that a film adaptation
of Shakespeare’s Hamlet in Iran can serve as an effective instance of transcultural
production along the modern Silk Road. Adaptation studies have generated intense
interest in the realm of cultural studies because of taking movies, video games and
other leading proponents of popular culture into account. Some adaptations of
literary cannons do not live up to all the hype. On the other hand, there are many
unknown sources that have become famous through their movie adaptations. It is
worth mentioning that many of Shakespeare’s own dramas, which have been adapted
all around the world, are adaptations of older stories.
Hamlet is not new to the modern Silk Road. It has been adapted and appropriated
in Korea (Lee 129-38) and China (S. Liu 411-429). In Iran, Hamlet was brought to
the realm of cinema by Karim-Masihi in 2009. Iran in the twenty-first century has
a large population of youth who are attracted to movies. The reason that canonical
texts, like those of Shakespeare, are adapted in cinematic forms in such an episteme is
controversial. Though unaware of its details, many Iranians know the plot of Hamlet
or are at least aware of its existence. After eighteen years of silence in the realm of
Iranian cinema, Karim-Masihi attempted to direct Hamlet. He had considered the idea
of adapting Hamlet for a long time (Raziyifar), since doubt (i.e. tardid), as the title of
the movie suggests, has been a matter of supreme importance in his life.
One can trace the significance of doubt not only in Karim-Masihi’s adaptation
of Hamlet, but also throughout his whole life. He went to medical school in Germany,
but he quit after a year. He also registered in the College of Dramatic Arts in Tehran,
but again he abandoned his studies (Molla Hosseini). Therefore, doubt is woven into
Karim-Masihi’s personal life and the process of Hamlet’s adaptation. He formed the
new setting and characters in his mind for seventeen years (Mehr News Agency). The
outcome of this endeavor won the highly acclaimed Simorgh-e Bolorin [Crystal Phoenix]
for the best film and adapted screenplay at the 27th Fajr International Film Festival in
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2009 (Mehr News Agency ). He had received another Simorgh for best director for his
previous movie, Pardeye Akhar (The Last Act 1990), eighteen years before producing his
second movie. Although winning the Simorgh at the Fajr Festival enjoys a high level
of credibility, this movie has been the target of scarce research. Hence, this article
attempts a comparative analysis of self-doubt through the setting and characters of
Tardid and its source, Hamlet.
Shakespeare’s Hamlet is a revenge tragedy that narrates the story of Hamlet, the
Prince of Denmark, who plunges into despair after encountering his father’s ghost,
who reveals that he was murdered by his brother, Claudius. Claudius brings corruption
to Denmark by marrying his sister-in-law and assuming the throne which was Hamlet’s
right. Hamlet feigns madness as a strategy to reveal his uncle’s dishonesty. His doubt
over taking revenge causes the death of many characters, including his own mother,
his beloved Ophelia, her father, her brother, and Claudius. Though Karim-Masihi
transforms Hamlet’s princedom to Siavash’s aristocracy in modern Iran, the plot of
Tardid has some similarities.
Tardid is the story of Siavash, who is from a rich aristocratic family with a lavish
lifestyle. His deceased father had been in charge of a high-profit business until his
recent death. Siavash’s villainous uncle wrests control of the household, replacing his
brother both in his financial and familial role. He plans to marry his brother’s widow
in order to gain ultimate control of the whole business. These events happen in the
absence of Siavash, much like in the plot of Hamlet. His mother’s consent to marriage,
his father’s suicide, and his uncles’ corruption force Siavash to become an introvert.
He doubts the reliability of the news of his father’s suicide, due to his long-term plans
for his business. In the first half of the movie, bewildered by the hasty wedding party
succeeding the funeral, Siavash attempts to make sense of the events.
Encountering the spirit is the main difference between the plots of Hamlet and
Tardid, since it happens in the initial scenes of the former, but almost at the end
of the latter. However, this switch in plotline of the adaptation is not justifiable to
some critics (Hosseinioun). After hearing the ghost’s assertions about the murder
and betrayal, Siavash initiates a full-scale inquiry by meeting different people. He
consults his intimate friend, Garo (Horatio), to find out the accuracy of these claims.
As Siavash realizes that his life is similar to Hamlet’s story, he succumbs to his fate. It
is his fiancée, Mahtab (Ophelia), who reproaches Siavash’s passivity and resolves to
change their fate. They manage to survive, while the death of Siavash’s mother and
uncle, some of the servants, Mahtab’s father, and her retarded brother end the movie.
This short story line reveals Tardid’s similarities to and deviances from Hamlet’s plot.
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Shakespeare is a colossal name in the realm of adaptation (Leitch 3). Most
Shakespearean adaptations do not mimic the setting of the Elizabethan era, nor do
they conform to the time and setting of that specific play (Leitch 30). It is because
the universal themes of such canonical works can be employed in any place or time.
However, the change of culture in the process of adaptation needs more adjustments
(Hutcheon 28). Thus, this innovative production can fit the new values it represents.
In other words, the work is re-contextualized, since culture is the factor that forms the
way “people habitually think” and “perceive the world” (Zhang and Lauer 663). The
same idea is applicable to Hamlet in the process of its appropriation in Iran. After a
review of the literature, the Iranian adaptation of Hamlet will be discussed in terms of
setting and characters to demonstrate the alteration and re-contextualization.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Some critics have discussed the evolution of institutions and technologies in the
industry of the modern Silk Road (Ma 330-335; Kuchins, Sanderson, and Gordon
35-40). The role of the Silk Road in the exchange of ideas between Asia and Europe
has also been studied (Dang 107-110). However, how these ideas are reformed in the
realm of art is still an academic gap. The cinematic adaptation of Western canons
along the Silk Road is a fertile land for academic endeavors. In the past, adaptations
were considered an inferior art where “the virtues of both film and literature [were
sacrificed] for the sake of a cheap reproduction” (Cartmell 1154). In order to categorize
Hamlet, Andrew Sanders suggests that it is a revenge play in which “Claudius destroys
his brother, marries his sister-in-law, assumes the throne, and introduces a rot into
the state of Denmark” (154). Bloodshed on stage serves as the standard of revenge
plays. This is because “Shakespeare’s tragic world is uncertain, dangerous, and mortal,
and the catastrophes to which all his tragic dramas inexorably move are sealed by the
deaths of their protagonists”, resulting from “the violence of contemporary political
life, both at home and abroad”, making “an uneasy society, haunted by ideas of
treason and assassination” (A. Sanders 156). Claudius is the tactful, usurping king: he
is “manipulative, calculating, smooth, secretive, suspicious, and generally well-served
by malleable courtiers” (A. Sanders 157).
The setting of Hamlet is Elsinore, which ironically reminds the audience of
Elysium, the paradise in Greek mythology. Elsinore with its lack of “innocence” and
myriad “eavesdroppers”, “note-takers”, and “double agents” becomes “a tortuous,
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patriarchal maze for Ophelia who fails both to negotiate its pitfalls and to understand
the cynical logic of its twists and turns” (A. Sanders 157). For Hamlet, it seems like a
“prison”, in which he “multiplies its complexities while ostensibly attempting to purge
them” (A. Sanders 157). Hamlet cannot accept his father’s death, Claudius’s accession,
and his mother’s involvement in the crimes leading up to her hasty remarriage. That
is why, although he is hesitant about revenging his father’s death, this drama becomes
a revenge play at the end. Although different elements of revenge tragedy like seeing
a ghost and madness exist in Tardid, the revenge theme is not a main concern in
this movie. This alteration creates a drastic change in the process of adapting an
Elizabethan drama in modern Iran.
There are also alterations regarding characterization. In Shakespeare’s tragedy,
although “Hamlet can play mad, Ophelia must go mad”, because “she lacks Hamlet’s
mastery over reflexive role-playing”, which is partly inappropriate for “female roleplaying” (Gorfain 162). Mahtab, as Ophelia’s counterpart in Tardid, is portrayed
differently. She does not go mad, since she possesses intelligence, flexibility and the
ability to improve the situation, at least to some extent. Therefore, unlike Ophelia, who
serves as the shadow of Hamlet, Mahtab does not comply with Siavash’s passivity and
contradictory performances.
Nowadays, Hamlet is still read, played, and adapted all around the world. The
drama itself and its adaptation have also been the subject of literary criticism. The
reason behind this can be “the influence of Freud and theories of psychoanalysis”
(J. Sanders 54). Because this drama highlights the exploration of mental crisis and
doubt, it has attracted many critics of the modern era like the forefather of Modernist
poetry and criticism T. S. Eliot (1888–1965). Later, Eliot's “Hamlet and His Problems”,
Hamlet found a new dimension in the realm of adaptation in its first post-war theatrical
release by Laurence Olivier during the 1940s. Eliot and Olivier show the panoramic
process of perceiving and adapting Hamlet in modern times. That is why Julie Sanders
notes that “one of the fundamental effects of adaptation is to mobilize a reader’s or
audience’s sense of similarity and difference” (106). These similarities and differences
are of great importance in the process of studying the cinematic adaptations of
literary works.
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CHARACTERIZATION IN TARDID
Most of Hamlet’s characters have counterparts in Tardid. Karim-Masihi weaves the
history of the Silk Road into the fabric of modern Iranian culture by choosing the
name Siavash for the protagonist of Tardid. Siavash is an Iranian mythical figure in
Shahnameh (The Book of Kings) written by Ferdowsi around the 10th century. Ferdowsi’s
tomb is situated in Tous, a city near Neishabour that had an influential role in the history
of the Silk Road (Thubron 276-277; Misra 402). The story of Siavash is narrated in the
epic genre, which, like tragedy, recounts the life of nobles. Siavash manages to survive
after passing through fire to prove his integrity, pride, and guiltlessness. Although
there are many admirable heroes in Iranian mythology, the reason for choosing the
name of Siavash can be found in the Persian folklore gathered, revised and modified
by Ferdowsi. Siavash is a prince with whom his step-mother, the queen of Persia, falls
in love. Queen Sudabeh tries to seduce him in various ways. Nevertheless, Siavash is
so virtuous that he cannot accept such a shameful offer to become the lover of his
father’s wife. Because Sudabeh finds him stubborn, she accuses him of seduction
and reckless behavior. As a result, he was sentenced to cross fire, the test of virtue,
innocence and truthfulness at the time. Tested by fire, Siavash is proved to be honest
and innocent. Because of all the complications in his family and country, he decides
to travel along the Silk Road. He chooses Turan in Central Asia, Iran’s enemy, as his
destination. After making peace between the two countries, he lives eternally in Turan
while he is continually bothered for being a stranger. Ultimately, he is killed since
some Turanians are envious of his success. His murder is followed by acts of revenge
which build the link with Hamlet’s revenge plot.
The legend of Siavash has some similarities to the story of the Prophet Joseph
as narrated in the Quran. The story of Joseph has been popular among Persian poets
since the Middle Ages. One can mention Jami’s recounting of Joseph and Zolaykhā’s
love story in Haft Awrang (Seven Thrones) (1468-1485). Ferdowsi intentionally chooses
Siavash’s legend not only because he is Muslim, but also because Tous is in the
vicinity of Mashhad, a religious city where Imam Reza’s holy shrine is situated. In
fact, Siavash in Tardid is called Joseph once to remind us of this implication, in the
sense that Joseph has been far from his family for a long time. Similarly, Siavash in
Tardid avoids meeting his family members. Similar themes can also be found in the
myth of Phaedre and Hippolyte, or Desire under the Elms (1924) by Eugene O'Neill.
Although these stories connote love of mother for the son, Hamlet and Tardid mostly
highlight a Freudian Oedipus complex. The parallels between legendary Siavash and
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Karim-Masihi’s Siavash are revealed in the presentation of marital infidelity and lust.
Siavash of Tardid is also disgusted by all these flaws in his family, intending to leave
after bidding farewell to Mahtab. Unlike Hamlet and Ophelia, Siavash and Mahtab’s
temporary emotional separation has happened before the first scenes of the movie.
Since Siavash of the mythology survives fire and Siavash of the movie also
survives, in spite of the fact that he must be murdered, based on the resemblance of
his fate to that of Hamlet, this choice of name is significant. Karim-Masihi tries to
transfer this sense of survival to the audience throughout the movie. By considering
the mythical Siavash, the audience knows that Karim-Masihi’s Siavash will also
survive in the movie, even when all the evidence suggests his life’s exact resemblance
to Hamlet. As there is no rhythmic similarity between Hamlet and Siavash, KarimMasihi could choose other Iranian names that sound similar to Hamlet, for instance,
Hamed, Hamid or Homan, as the protagonist. With this in mind, he aims to remind
the audience not only of Hamlet but also of a Persian hero to bridge Europe and
Asia. He intends to introduce his own version of Hamlet. On the other hand, by a
smart choice of name, he proves how Hamlet could have a different fate if he were
in contemporary Iran. That is how the modern Silk Road plays an influential role in
portraying an effective instance of transcultural adaptation.
The fundamental element of alteration in this adaptation is Siavash’s fiancée,
Mahtab. Karim-Masihi redefines Ophelia in modern Iran. Although Ophelia is ready
to surrender when she loses her father and fiancé, Mahtab discovers her potentiality
and strength at a time of loneliness and loss. While she seems as innocent as a child
in the first scenes, she appears firm enough to save her life and Siavash’s from a tragic
end. In the beginning, Mahtab is obsessed with her appearance. On the other hand,
this seemingly flat character changes after her father’s death. Unlike passive Ophelia
who plunges into depression, Mahtab attempts to save her family. When she realizes
how Siavash and Garo are passively awaiting the tragic end, she inspires them. Her
endeavors motivate Siavash and Garo to change their fates.
The significance of Mahtab’s name, which means moonlight, is revealed in the
last scene. When she finds Siavash alive, she stands by a pond, so that she is reflected
in the water. This reminds the audience of a famous Farsi sonnet by the contemporary
poet Fazel Nazari: “Resembling the image of moonlight’s face in the water / You are
in my heart, though you are far away” (qtd. in Morshed). It seems that Karim-Masihi
had the same line of poetry in mind when choosing the name of Mahtab for this
character. At the same time, this scene reminds the knowing audience of Ophelia’s
death in water or as Gertrude puts it, “[w]hen down her weedy trophies and herself
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/ Fell in the weeping brook” (4. 7. 176-177). Ophelia’s corpse in the pond stands
in sharp contrast with the reflection of Mahtab in the pool while she is helping the
wounded Siavash.
Siavash’s family is not aristocratic. However, he comes from a rich family. He
is busy with a family-owned business and lives in a luxurious house, similar to a
palace, full of butlers and maids. Siavash’s mother, Mahtalat, who is attired in widow’s
garments throughout the movie, orders those around her in a queen-like fashion. Not
surprisingly, Siavash’s uncle is similar to a king in behavior.
The role of Garo, Siavash’s friend, is akin to Horatio in Hamlet. Much like Horatio,
Garo is an intellectual. However, Karim-Masihi modernizes and indigenizes this
character by showing that Garo has studied engineering in an Iranian university. What
seems remarkable is that Garo and his mother are the only Christian characters in the
movie. Since the majority of the population of Iran is Muslim, audiences rarely see
Christian characters in films. Because Karim-Masihi is Christian himself, the presence
of characters with a marginalized religion is justifiable. Though these Christian
characters do not play the leading roles, their significance lies in their influential role.
Modeled after Shakespeare’s play within the play, they direct the play Hamlet in the
movie Tardid. They introduce the culture and tradition of Persian Christians. They
always help the protagonists, further the plot and amend the relationship between
Siavash and Mahtab. Though Christianity might be marginal in Iran, the characters and
their roles in this movie are not marginal at all. Therefore, the director adds another
dimension to Shakespeare’s characters in the form of the collaborations between
Muslims and Christians to highlight the pluralism of a transcultural adaptation on the
Silk Road.
In one of his interviews, Karim-Masihi justified his choice of Garo: Garo is
Christian in contrast to the other Muslim characters in the same way that Horatio
is from Rome and is different from others in Hamlet. That is why both Horatio and
Garo are trusted by the protagonists. In Shakespeare’s drama, Prince Hamlet’s social
status is higher than that of Horatio. Of course, the culture of Elizabethan times and
the dominant discourse of the Great Chain of Being dictate this social stratification.
In Tardid, although Siavash is very rich, his relationship with Garo is not that of a
superior to an inferior, as these matters have been rather obviated in contemporary
Iran. That is how the culture of the modern Silk Road redefines and challenges the
historical hierarchy of Europe.
When Siavash informs Garo of his doubts, he attempts to help him by arranging
a meeting with Samsami, the family’s enemy, who has no counterpart in Hamlet. More
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facts are revealed to Siavash in this meeting, since he discovers that Mahtab’s father,
Anvari, remarried after his first wife’s death (Mahtab’s mother). His second wife is
the daughter of the same enemy, Samsami. The word Samsami, which literally means
sword, is an appropriate name for a business rival. Anvari, Mahtab’s father, is a schemer
as well as an accomplice in the family’s corruption. Like Polonius, he is considered
injudicious and thus is occasionally belittled by Siavash. He is forced to divorce his
pregnant wife in order to stabilize his position in the family’s business, despite his love
for the woman. Anvari’s second wife, Sarvar, does not have a counterpart in Hamlet.
In Hamlet, there is no reference to Polonius’ second wife or mistress. His first wife
was Siavash’s paternal aunt. In his second marriage, Anvari’s offspring is a mentally
handicapped son, whose name is Daniel. His counterpart in Hamlet, is Laertes, who
is a well-educated man. Laertes means avenger, which suits his role in avenging his
father’s murder. Siavash tries to treat Samsami, who has been paralyzed because of
a heart attack, with respect. His sickness is a result of the pressures of business and
the rivalry between him and Siavash’s father. Importantly, it seems that Siavash, unlike
his family, prefers peace and negotiation. This deviation which challenges the rules of
revenge tragedy tries to redefine Senecan plays on the modern Silk Road highlighting
the peaceful nature of Iranians. That is how Karim-Masihi utilizes the Silk Road to
transfer culture rather than commence.

THE GHOST: FROM ELIZABETHAN TIMES TO
PRESENT-DAY IRAN
Shakespearean adaptations mostly use other contexts rather than the Elizabethan era
(Leitch, 30). In the same vein, Tardid employs another setting, which results in myriad
alterations. Shakespeare initially presents an apparition in Hamlet, which determines all
the subsequent events. Nonetheless, current trends in Iranian cinema frown on nonrealistic scenes and ghosts. Culturally, it is not the public taste since all Fajr Festival
winners are realistic films. Majid Majidi, Ebrahim Hatamikia and Daryoosh Mehrjooi,
who are the top Fajr Award winners for best director, are known for their realistic
masterpieces (Entekhab News). Karim-Masihi alters the apparition scene to satisfy
his Iranian audience and the traditional society (Tajvidi). His audiences are generally
familiar with name of Shakespeare, though they may be unaware of the details of
Hamlet. To indigenize the ghost, he uses an Iranian custom instead. This local color is
represented in the ceremony of the Govati dance or Zaar ritual, which is customary
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in southern parts of Iran. The ghost of Hamlet’s father is replaced by the ethereal
Govati dancer. This is a type of holy healing that extricates evil souls from the body
(Karim-Masihi 16). Though the relevance of the Govati dance to the history of the
Silk Road is obsolete, ritualistic dance plays an important role in the Silk Road (X.
Liu 55-81). Karim-Masihi notes that he could have used any other ritual; however,
he chooses to portray Shakespeare’s ghost in 21st century Iran differently (17). He
utilizes a southern ceremony since Iranians associate the south with fantasy and
exoticism. This representation of the ceremony makes the movie more tangible to
an Iranian audience. To present a successful transcultural adaptation, Karim-Masihi
builds a bridge between Iranian tradition and British culture. At the same time, Tardid
introduces Iranian ceremonies to people all over the world. It transfers culture through
the modern Silk Road by the method of adaptation. Bahram Beyzai, an eminent
Iranian director, had previously used the same Zaar ceremony in his acclaimed movie
Bashu, Gharib-e Koochak (Bashu, the Little Stranger 1986). Interestingly, Karim-Masihi
has been an assistant director in most of Bahram Beyzai’s movies including Bashu
(Cinemakhabar).
The presence of the ghost in Tardid is more rational than in Hamlet, since an
intermediary, a dervish, summons the apparition. A southern Iranian dervish, Caliph,
is the one through whom Siavash communicates with his father. His father’s spirit
forces Caliph to come to Tehran to meet Siavash by reciting a line of poetry from
the Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam (1120): “And this was all the harvest that I reap’d – /
I came like water, and I go like wind” (couplet no. 28, 10). Interestingly, Khayyam
is tightly linked to the Silk Road since he is originally from Neishabour. Known for
its high quality turquoise, Neishabour is a significant town in the history of the road
(Misra 402). As Caliph cannot be healed, he comes to Siavash, at the behest of the
ghost. Siavash has met Caliph previously because of his research in Persian rituals.
By taking over Caliph’s body, Siavash’s father reveals the mischievous events in the
family indirectly. From then on, Siavash’s manners become rather odd. Even Mahtab
calls him mad. Hamlet’s irrational behavior is one of the causes of Ophelia’s anxiety.
Therefore, she consults her father about it. Mahtab and Siavash’s relationship is much
closer, resulting in Mahtab’s direct accusation of madness and her struggle to help
Siavash.
For Karim-Masihi, the ghost does not initiate the conflict. In contrast to
Shakespeare, he presents the apparition in the latter part of the movie, when Siavash is
already suspicious of his family’s hypocrisy through other evidence. The spirit provides
only one item of proof. His father’s apparition is the last piece that completes the
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image of truth for Siavash. His father appears to him in Caliph’s body in the form of
an uncanny dance. The first scene of the movie is Siavash’s nightmare about Caliph.
There is also a book in his room with Caliph’s picture. The dervishes’ leader, Caliph,
gazes at Siavash in rage, resulting in his waking up with fear. Almost at the end of the
movie, the audience understands the significance of Siavash’s nightmare. Therefore, in
Tardid, there is also a reference to the spirit in the first scene. In contrast, his presence
is delayed until much later. Nevertheless, Garo’s trust in Siavash when he narrates the
illogical story about the ghost is partly criticized and hence considered as a weak point
(Hosseinioun). Furthermore, the role of Horatio in delivering the message of the
ghost to Hamlet is replaced by Caliph. In other words, a group of indigenous dancers
and healers replace the apparition. Karim-Masihi has re-contextualized Hamlet with
such an alteration to show the significance of Shakespeare along the modern Silk
Road.

THE TRANSCULTURAL ADAPTATION:
REVISIONS AND RECREATION
Tardid is an Iranian adaptation of an English Elizabethan drama, Hamlet. Therefore, it
is a type of transcultural adaptation. These adaptations include “a change of language”
and also “a change of place or time period” (Hutcheon 145). Many cultural alterations
can be seen from the very beginning of the movie. In addition, recreations are seen
vividly in the ghost scene to represent Iranian culture. Karim-Masihi adapts the plot
to the new culture, which inevitably leads to deviations and a new interpretation of
self-doubt. The purpose of adaptation is “to shorten the gap between works created
earlier and contemporary audiences” by updating the work (Hutcheon 146).
Tardid’s title sequence contains a floating doll on the water, which reminds us of
Ophelia’s committing suicide in the water (Act 4, Scene 7). This different beginning
and the assertiveness and central role of Mahtab challenge the knowing audience. Of
course, she does not replace Siavash’s central part, but she stands beside him. Likewise,
Mahtab plays a vital role in changing the ending of Tardid which is in contrast with
Ophelia’s passivity in Hamlet.
The beginning of Hamlet represents the guard soldiers’ caution, as they have seen
the dead King Hamlet’s ghost twice before. Only the logical and educated Horatio does
not accept the apparition’s existence before seeing it. Horatio is brought to converse
with the spirit because of his knowledge and education. In Tardid, the beginning of
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the movie introduces Siavash’s nightmare which is not resolved until the end of the
movie and Govati’s scene. The unrest that is associated with Siavash continues until
the end of the movie. It is foreshadowed by his nightmare and many gothic elements
like the mysterious noises from a TV set, the wind’s howl, the presence of rain and
sudden lightning.
From the very beginning, Siavash avoids meeting his uncle, who is now his stepfarther. Siavash is surprised by what happens around him, specifically his mother’s
haste in marriage to her brother-in-law. At the beginning of the movie, Siavash seems
preoccupied since most of the time he is silent or shocked. Not only does he remain
inactive in the first part of the movie, but also his gloom for his father’s death is
complicated by his mother’s hurried marriage.
The relationship between Siavash and Mahtab in the adaptation is that of a
couple who love each other more affectionately than what one witnesses in Hamlet.
Their forthcoming marriage has been influenced by the recent events in the family,
the merging funerals and marriage ceremonies. That is why Mahtab’s father attempts
to soothe Siavash, remedy the situation and improve his bond with Mahtab. There are
other conflicts in this family. The first tension between Siavash and his mother can
be seen in the decision about keeping Siavash’s father’s picture on the wall. Siavash
is offended when it is removed, since he insists on keeping it against his mother’s
decision. This conflict reminds the knowing audience of Hamlet requesting his
mother to “[l]ook here upon this picture and on this, / The counterfeit presentment
of two brothers” (3. 4. 55-56). This implicit clash over the picture in Tardid does not
take place in a conversation. Yet, the mother and son command the maids based on
their own wishes. Karim-Masihi re-contextualizes the anger, hatred, and revenge of
Act 3, Scene 4 to a comic situation.
Siavash has been so shattered by the recent events in his family that he is even
afraid of mice, the animals that are seen throughout the movie. The mice are present
in the movie to refer to Hamlet’s moles. To give an illustration, their presence at the
wedding party, coupled with Garo’s puppet mice, serves as links to Hamlet (Tebyan).
While Siavash is joking with Garo, he claims that today he is a different person
because the sun has risen in the south. The key sentence that shows a turning point
in Siavash’s behavior signifying his madness is “sun has risen in the south”. This is
when Siavash begins his game of madness. He leaves his phone calls unanswered,
avoiding contact with his family. Siavash doubts the obligation of the immediacy of
his mother’s marriage four months after her husband’s death. He believes his mother
could have postponed the marriage. During his feigned madness, he starts searching
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for the reasons for his father’s death. This marriage results in his cold relationship
with his mother whom he used to adore.
During his search for the truth, Siavash claims that the explanations provided by
others relating to his father’s suicide are irrational. Firstly, his father had plans to live for
a hundred years with his expertise in business. Secondly, his father’s chauffeur, Khosro
Afrasiabi, has just died in an accident. In addition, the conspicuously suspicious actions
of his family members augment his doubts, since they are constantly murmuring on
the phone or whispering together. He cannot understand why they pay large sums
of money probably as bribes. Indeed, what adds to Siavash’s doubt is that Anvari has
forced Afrasiabi to work for them instead of Samsami, the family’s business rival.
While Hamlet’s doubts are mostly originated from seeing the spirit, Siavash’s doubts
are based on rationalizing the inconsistencies he finds in the events around him and
the responses of others to his father’s death.
A foreshadowing of the tragic end is seen in both works. In Hamlet, it is a play
within the play. In Tardid, it is when Siavash and Garo fight humorously, imitating
shooting with guns and pretending to be wounded. They seem to be soul-mates,
having a mutual interest in antiques. However, throughout the movie, until the last
scenes, Garo believes that Siavash’s taking account of the similarities between his
life and Hamlet’s is only an illusion. Another foreshadowing of the tragic ending is
portrayed in the inner play; it is when Anna is practicing Hamlet in Armani language
on the stage. Anna, Garo’s mother, is Mahtab’s piano teacher and is Christian. The
piano is an important instrument in Christian rituals. While Karim-Masihi puts great
emphasis on the influential role of Christians like Garo and Anna in the movie, he
also stresses the role of the piano both in Christianity and in the course of the film.
Anna’s acting group later performs Hamlet at the wedding party, leading to Siavash’s
uncle’s anxiety. The piano is also the instrument which is given to Mahtab as a gift to
improve her relationship with Siavash.
Siavash, in a message to Mahtab, writes a note on the mirror using Mahtab’s
lipstick. He writes Hamlet’s letter to Ophelia which centers around doubt:
Doubt thou the stars are fire,
Doubt that the sun doth move,
Doubt truth to be a liar,
But never doubt I love. (2. 2. 115-118)

This demonstrates how Siavash is beginning to suspect what is happening around him
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in his family.
Mahtab and Siavash are depicted as agile youths. Siavash climbs the walls in
many scenes, connoting the ups and downs of his life. Siavash’s mother, Mahtalat, is
interested in magic. The matter of pouring poison in drinks is implied by the potion
she prepares for her new husband secretively. It is mentioned that these acts are related
to the past to connote how Tardid is a new reading of an old story, Hamlet. It is also a
code to remind us of the poison that kills the queen in Hamlet.
Siavash’s stance on his mother’s marriage has not been that of objection in
the first place, as he has been too shocked to do so. Nonetheless, after some time,
he doubts the reasons for the immediacy of this marriage. Unlike the respect for
Hamlet’s father, everybody reminds Siavash of his father’s affairs and flaws to distance
him from this thought. They talk about his financial support of Afrasiabi’s wife after
her husband’s death or his affair with this woman. That is why Afrasiabi disapproves
of the presence of his wife in Siavash’s father’s workplace. The reasons they provide
for his father’s committing suicide is his flop in business, which could have led to his
execution. However, Siavash is not persuaded. At first, Siavash exploits Mahtab in
order to know more about Anvari.
The first signs of his madness are revealed when Siavash acts as if he were
catching fish without a fishing net in a small pond. He believes that the creatures in
the pond are all crabs that pretend to be fish. The negative interpretation of crabs
implies his view toward family members. They have murdered his father, based on
the apparition’s story. Siavash changes subjects in the middle of conversations. He
refrains from answering Anvari’s questions. Hamlet uses the same strategy in his
conversation with Polonius. The odd manner of Siavash is reflected in his speech
about crude books and lascivious thoughts, while he was famous for respect, manners
and a sense of decorum in his words. He claims to prefer horses’ neighing to sinful
people’s laughter. While he is acting as if he were mad, he can easily understand the
hypocrisy in Afrasiabi’s wife’s behavior when she visits him in his father’s workplace.
Since Mahtab is strong and stubborn, Anvari exploits Afrasiabi’s wife to understand
Siavash’s motivation. At the same time, Mahtab, harassed by Siavash’s aloofness from
her, summarizes his personality in a few offensive characteristics. That is how the
passive Ophelia is redefined as the assertive Mahtab in the modern Silk Road.
In order to solve the mystery, Siavash meets his father’s friend and employee
in the company. Siavash’s doubt is portrayed in the scene of papers flying in the
wind to symbolize his restlessness after hearing the spirit's news. On the wall of
Siavash’s company, Karim-Masihi hangs the Persian calligraphy of “To be or not to
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be, that is the question”. Furthermore, Siavash constantly draws an analogy between
his fate and Hamlet’s destiny. These allusions look ingenious to some critics while
others disapprove of Karim-Masihi’s explicit references to Hamlet (Ghoreishi).
Karim-Masihi himself justifies his direct references by mentioning that the majority
of moviegoers are not aware of the details in Hamlet’s story line (Raziyifar). Attracting
both the knowing and unknowing audience to Shakespearean adaptations has always
been a dilemma (Camp 109), since the adapter must be careful about how much s/he
includes direct references to the adaptation.
After the inner play, while the mother and son are arguing about the mistake
Siavash has made by arranging such a play in the middle of a wedding party to spread
rumors, Anvari is eavesdropping. When Siavash opens the window, Anvari accidentally
falls, leading to his death. In this scene, Siavash is more naive than Hamlet, since
Hamlet, in contrast to Siavash, is determined to kill somebody. This event exacerbates
the tragic end for most of the characters in Tardid. As a result, Siavash’s relationship
with Mahtab deteriorates. His father’s ghost is linked to Anvari’s funeral, since the
audience sees southern rituals of mourning. The south plays an important role in the
characterization of Mahtab since she is originally southern.

WHY DIFFERENT ENDINGS FOR
HAMLET AND TARDID
Most of the characters in Hamlet have counterparts in Tardid; nevertheless, KarimMasihi alters some of the main characters to adapt the movie to the modern Silk
Road, which is current Iran. Mahtab is always worried about her brother, due to his
mental condition. When Garo reveals the resemblance of their life to the story line of
Hamlet, the ominous revelation makes her nervous. Siavash’s relationship with Mahtab
is recovered. She forgives Siavash, attempting to save her family first by saying prayers
and asking God for help, then by acting against the plots of Siavash’s family. In the
morning, they dash off to go after Daniel to save him, in light of their knowledge
of the ending of Hamlet. Yet, Daniel is abducted to practice shooting so that he
can kill Siavash at Anvari’s funeral to avenge his father. While Laertes’ intellectuality
is converted to Daniel’s mental problem, their similarity in avenging their fathers is
undeniable.
To her chagrin, Siavash’s mother, whether an accomplice in the family’s corruption
or not, hangs herself after discovering that her husband plans to kill her son. In
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contrast with the plotting of Siavash’s uncle, Daniel shoots Siavash, but is unable to
kill him. Siavash’s uncle and some other minor characters are slain by Daniel. Then
he is led to a car, which is to be blown up. Some critics consider this hasty death of
all the antagonists and minor characters who acted as Siavash’s adversaries one of the
weak points of the movie (Ghoreishi), although financial problems are also influential
in the rapid ending (Raziyifar). Mahtab, who is happy to see Siavash alive but gloomy
because of her brother’s death, stands near the pond. Her image in the water reminds
the viewers of Ophelia’s suicide. While Siavash has been more like a quitter in his lack
of determination, Mahtab is a contemporary Iranian woman who can change her fate.
In contrast to Hamlet, who postpones revenge through his indeterminacy, Siavash
seems paranoid about his own life. His paranoia leaves little space for avenging his
father’s death.

CONCLUSION
The modern Silk Road is a path for exchanging ideas between Asia and Europe. The
adaptation of a canonical European writer in Iran serves as an example. Hamlet’s
cinematic adaptation in Iran introduces an instance of transcultural production on
the modern Silk Road. Karim-Masihi redefines Hamlet’s doubt in his Tardid. He recontextualizes and indigenizes Hamlet in terms of characterization, plot, setting and
ending. He redefines Shakespeare’s ghost and introduces Persian culture to the world.
The importance of the Silk Road is augmented because of Karim-Masihi’s allusions
to Persian poets like Ferdowsi and Khayyam. They lived in Tous and Neishabour, two
influential cities in the history of the road.
In conclusion, the different ending might surprise the knowing audience
(Taherkhani). Nonetheless, adaptations are always concerned with recreation. Due to
the preference of the majority of Iranian audiences (Brown 340-341), the ending is
happy since the antagonists are murdered and the lovers are united. How characters
are privileged or punished for their behavior reveals Karim-Masihi’s poetic justice
that is added to the story line. It must be mentioned that although all the immoral
antagonists die, Daniel, an innocent mental retard and the counterpart of Laertes,
is killed. Both Hamlet and Siavash depict doubt, but their beloveds are portrayed
differently. Ophelia’s passivity contrasts with Mahtab’s assertion and zest for life.
While Ophelia commits suicide, Mahtab saves Siavash’s life.
Karim-Masihi has adapted Hamlet in the form of a movie to reflect the same
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themes and notions in a new context and episteme, the modern Silk Road. That is
why re-contextualization is inevitable in such a recreation. This consolidation of the
analysis of setting and characterization has illuminated how the alteration of such
elements can create a new work with another denouement. Karim-Masihi adapts the
plot of Hamlet to the new socio-economic episteme to attract an Iranian audience. By
presenting Iranian rituals like the Govati dance, he also introduces Iran to viewers all
over the world through the modern medium of the Silk Road.
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THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES OF
MUSLIMS AND THE HUI HUI COMMUNITY
OF KOREA IN MEDIEVAL TIMES
By HEE SOO LEE*

This paper details the advance of the “Hui” (回) people to Korea and their socioeconomic activities in forming their own community during the late Goryeo and early
Joseon period. Hui (回) or Hui Hui (回回) is generally recognized as representative
of Muslim culture in Chinese and Korean sources.
From the 8th century, Korean-Muslim cultural relations accelerated as an
outcome of ancient Chinese-West Asian commercial transactions along the Silk
Road. These contacts between Muslims and Koreans on the Korean peninsula are
borne out by references to Korea found in 23 Islamic sources written between the
9th and 16th centuries by 18 Muslim scholars, including Ibn Khurdadbih, Sulaiman
al-Tajir, and Mas’ud1i. Ibn Khurdadbih was the first Arab who wrote of Muslims’
residence in the Unified Silla Kingdom (661-935CE). However, in the period of
Silla, we could not find any reliable written documents in Korea to show encounters
between Korea and the Muslim world. In the Goryeosa (GS) chronicle, Muslim
merchants who came to Korea were described as “Daesik” (大食: Tashi). Daesik
* HEE SOO LEE is a professor in the Department of Cultural Anthropology at Hanyang University,
Korea.
1

Chung Kei Won and G.F. Hourani, “Arab Geographers in Korea”, Journal of American Oriental Studies.
58, no. 4 (1938): 660.
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(Tashi) is most probably derived from “Tajir”, which means “trader” in Muslim
language.2 Muslims’ mass influx and their wide ranging influence on Korean society
manifested from the late 13th century when the Goryeo Dynasty first came under
Mongol control and afterward in the early 15th century with the new dynasty of
Joseon in Korea.
Keywords: Mongol, Muslim in Korea, Goryeo, Joseon, Yuan, Hui Hui, Silk Road

INTRODUCTION
With the advent of the era of “Pax-Mongolica” in the early 13th century, cultural
and economic confluence between the East and West along the Silk Road reached its
utmost level, enabling men to travel in comparative safety from the Crimea to Korea,
permitting ideas and inventions as well as merchandise to pass from one end of the
known world to the other. The contacts between the two far flung regions of the
Islamic world and the Korean Peninsula led to prosperity as a result of a wide range
of cultural exchanges. In particular, from the period of Mongol-Yuan (1260-1368)
dominance of Korea as a vassalage, which was completed in 1270, many Muslims
called Hui Hui came to the Korean Peninsula as traders, migrants, and officials of the
Mongol regime.
In the Hui Hui community located near Gaegyeong, Muslims enjoyed commercial
profits and political privilege at the Goryeo court. During the Joseon dynasty,
beginning from 1392, the scientific knowledge and transnational business knowhow
of Muslims in Korea was widely utilized by the new dynasty.
It is particularly interesting that in court ceremonies, Muslims were allowed to
give a glorification message to the king and to pray for his long life and the country’s
prosperity in accordance with Islamic rites. However, the continuation of Islamic
religious activities faced a serious threat posed by the issuance of a royal decree in
1427 which prohibited the performance of Islamic rites and the wearing of traditional
dress and headgear. Afterward, the Hui community in Korea was rapidly assimilated
into Korean society under a new policy emphasizing homogeneity in society. Few
documents on Hui Hui in Korea were found until recently.

2

At the same time, “Tajir” is used in other languages of Muslim peoples - in Arabic, Turkic, Urdu.
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WHO WERE THE HUI HUI IN KOREA?
With Yuan dominance of Goryeo starting from 1270, many Muslims from Central
Asia and Persia came to Korea as interpreters, officials and bodyguards of Mongol
masters and chamberlains of Mongol princesses. The Muslims were generally known
as “Hui Hui” in China, Korea and Japan. The historical documents of Korea say that
some of the Hui Hui made permanent settlements and were steadily absorbed into
Korean society through marriage with local women and joining the civil service under
the Goryeo court.
The religion of Islam probably began to be called and known to the Chinese in
these times as Hui Chiao (回敎) or Hui Hui Chiao (回回敎), whose meaning is the
religion of the Hui-hu (回鹘) or Hui-ho (回紇). Both represent Uighurs. In history, the
title “Hui Hui” was introduced in 1124. According to Edward H. Parker, a Western
orientalist, Hui Hui (Muslim) history begins with 1124. History makes no record prior
to that.3 He writes:
The Cathayan, Nohen, and Mongol Tartars in succession governed as rival emperors
north of the Yellow River. . . When the Cathayans lost their empire in North China
to the Nohens, one of the Cathayan princes mustered all his forces, and determined
to found an empire in Persia. On arrival at Kan-chou, he reminded the Hweihuh (Uighur) king reigning there that for over ten generations he had enjoyed the
patronage of Cathayan Suzerains: “I am now about to proceed to the Tazih and
want a road through your dominions.” Bilga Khan offered him every hospitality.
Then he went on to Samarkand, fought various battles, and after subduing several
states received at Samarkand the submission and tribute of the Hwei-hwei (Muslim)
King.

The word of “Hwei hwei” used by Edward Parker does not create the word Muslim
directly, but means exclusively Muslim.4 Parker at no point attempted to explain
the etymology of Hwei-hwei, but only established the earliest date at which it was
probably in circulation.
Chang Ch’un (長春),5 a Taoist monk, in his travel account titled Hsi-yu-chi (西遊記)
3

E.H. Parker, China and Religion, New York, 1905, pp. 144-145.

4

Ibid, pp. 144-145.

5

Chang Ch’un was a Taoist author, reputed to have great wisdom and sanctity. He was born in 1148 in
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describes the Islamization of the Uighur as follows:
The city of Samarkand lying more than ten thousand li6 to the south-west, was built
in the best place in the country of the Hui-ho (Uighur). It must be observed that the
country from this place, stretching to the east, belonged to China at the time of the
T’ang dynasty. West of it there are neither Buddhists nor Taoists. The Hui-ho only
worship the west.7

Bretschneider, a Sinologue, assumes that the “Hui-ho” or “Hui-hu” of the early
thirteenth century were Muslims, since Muslims always turn toward Mecca when they
pray, and Mecca is of course located west of China.8
To sum up, the term Hui Hui was used for the first time in the early twelfth
century for Central Asian Muslims. Afterwards, the term was used for the Uighurs
by the Chinese since they accepted Islam and Islam was introduced to China through
Muslim Uighurs. Furthermore, in the Yuan period following the influx of many
Muslims from the western region (西域) to China, Hui Hui became a more generalized
term, not used to point out any specific races or countries, but used for Muslims in
general including Uighurs and Persians. In particular, some Yuan historical sources
like Yuan Sa (YS) used the terms “Hui-ho” or “Hui-hu” (Uighur) for Muslims.9 In my
opinion, the etymology of Hui Hui, therefore, is most probably derived from “Huiho” or “Hui-hu”, the Chinese reading for Uighur. The Hui Hui appellation spread
widely to the whole of China during the Yuan dynasty. The claim of M. Harmann that
‘The Islamic spread to Inner China would not have been possible without the Mongol
Empire’, can be generally accepted in this context.10 Now, the term Hui Hui is still
widely used for Muslims in contemporary China, Japan and Korea.
Without doubt, the newly founded Yuan Empire needed a wide range of
administrative organizations and staff. To control the Chinese population with Chinese

Si-hia, Shantung. In spite of his old age, he made a long journey through Central Asia to Persia and
the frontiers of India. The journey took three years, 1221-1224. The travel record was written by his
disciples with the title of His-yu-chi.
6

10 li is 4 km.

7

E. Bretschneider, Notes on Chinese Mediaeval Travellers, Shanghai, 1875, p. 20.

8

Ibid, p.31.

9

M. Broomhall, Islam in China: A Neglected Problem, London, 1910, p. 171.

10

M. Hartmann, Zur Geschichte des Islam in China, Leipzig, 1921, p.83.
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customs and practices, the Mongol leaders appealed to the Islamic-Turkic peoples
for assistance, as they had experience in administrative and financial affairs. Many
Muslims and Turkic nationals, therefore, played a significant role in the Yuan court.
They served in general as interpreters, royal guards, teachers, diplomats, secretaries
and financial experts.11 A great opportunity was presented to the Uighur-Turkic
peoples, too, because they had long-standing experience in financial and commercial
affairs, and more importantly, they had their own alphabet, from which the Mongols
could write their Mongol language. Therefore, it is not surprising that the majority of
clerical and administrative officials in the Yuan court were Uighur, as Luc Kwanten
has confirmed.12
In this connection, GS also writes that the Uighur language spread widely in the
Goryeo court. High ranking Korean officials and court servants had to learn and speak
the Uighur language for more effective correspondence and to keep good relations
with Mongol officials and their deputies. Many Uighurs served in the Goryeo court.
Moreover, the Uighur language became one of the court languages in the Goryeo
dynasty, controlled by Mongols for some period of time.13

THE ADVANCE OF MUSLIMS HUI HUI TO KOREA AND
THEIR POLITICAL ACTIVITIES
Under the Yuan regime, as has been noted, Muslims from Central Asia played an
influential role in the national economy as well as local and central administration.
As policy-makers, scientists, professors of civilization14 or experienced merchants,
they could secure important positions in almost every field of Yuan society. In these
circumstances, it is quite natural that many Muslims extended their roles in Korea
under Mongol domination.
The famous Mongol general Sartai, who had made a military expedition into
Korea twice in 1272, was most probably a Muslim from Turkic tribes. Other versions
of Sartai in Chinese and Korean sources are Sa-li-t’a (GS 23, 1a, GS 23, 5b, YS 208,
11

For more details, see B. Ogel, Sino-Turcica, Taipei, 1984.

12

L. Kwanten, Imperial Nomads (Korean Trs.), Seoul, 1984, p. 100.

13

Go Byeong-ik, “Han’guk-gwa Sŏyŏk”, Tong Asia-ŭi Chŏnt’ong-gwa Kŭndaehwa, Samjiwŏn, 1984, p. 89.

14

This term (professeurs de civilization) was used for the Uighurs who contributed to the progress of
backward Mongol culture by Rene Grousset. (See Extreme Orient. Vol. Ⅱ. p. 428).
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2b), Sa-li-ta (GS 23, 4a), Sa-erh-t’a and Sarta’ul (MGT 152). The word Sart (Sartha in
Sanskrit) means trader. With a Mongolian suffix (-ul), Sart became Sartha’ul, which
was used by the Mongols for the Kharezm Shah, Central Asian Turks or Iranian
Muslims. Accordingly, the Sartai (Sart-ai), thought to be a variant of Sartha’-ul, could
be a Central Asian Muslim Turk.15
Since Chingis Khan, Central Asian Turks and Muslims had joined the military
campaigns of the Mongols. A significant number of Muslims were to be found
under the command of a Muslim general who was sent on a military expedition into
Korea.16 An event to support this fact happened in 1270, when a committed group of
the Goryeo army who had refused loyalty to the Goryeo court and rebelled to fight
against the Mongol troops killed Muslim soldiers affiliated with the Mongol army.
The Goryeo-Sa states:
At the beginning of the anti-Mongol rebellion, Yi Baek-gi (이백기), a Korean general,
refused to join the rebellion in spite of a strong request from Korean rebels. At this
point, they beheaded general Yi in the street as well as the Muslims (Hui Hui) whom
the Mongol had sent.17

When the Goryeo court fell under the vassalage of the nomadic Mongol regime, a
group of patriots from the Goryeo army called Sam byeol cho (三別抄) rose in revolt
against the Mongol army. The anti-Mongol rebellion under the leadership of Bae
Jung-son continued until 1273.18 In the course of this, the Sam byeol cho army killed
Muslims who were staying in Korea under Mongol patronage. However, this doesn’t
imply that Sam byeol cho’s hostility to Muslims arose from any religious reason. It merely
indicates the firm determination of anti-Mongol resistance. By serving as agents of
the Mongol rulers, like the Muslims in China, the Muslims performed significant
services but at the same time provoked the wrath of the conquered.
From the above quoted document of Goryeosa it is clear that with the Mongols’
initiation of expeditions to Goryeo in the 1230s, many Muslims were already stationed
15

W. Barthold, Four Studies on the History of Central Asia, (trs. T. Minorsky), Vol. І. Leiden, 1956, p. 31 / І.
Kafesoglu, Harezmsahlar Devleti Tarihi, Ankara, 1984, p. 246, n-83. / W.E Henthorn, Korea: The Mongol
Invasions, Leiden, 1963, p. 79, n-1.

16

E Schuyler, Turkistan, London. 1876, p. xiii.

17
18

GS 130, 38b/ GS 43, Yeol-jeon, Bae Jung-son, chapter.
Kim Sang-gi, Dong Bang Munhwa Gyorusa Nongo, Eulyumunhwasa, 1884, pp. 202-204 / W.E. Henthorn,
op. cit, pp. 173-193
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in Gaeseong, the Goryeo capital. With the normalization of Mongol-Goryeo relations
after 1270, Muslims became immigrants in increasing numbers. Prospering from
the special “master-subject” relations between the two courts, the Muslims threw
themselves into political affairs. Sometimes they abused their powers. As Mongol
officials or chamberlains of Mongol princesses who later became queens of the
Goryeo court, they exerted great influence upon the court.
Two good examples of Muslims’ progress in the Goryeo court can be found
in the cases of Samga and Min Po (閔甫). Both came to Korea in the 1270s and
became naturalized Koreans, gaining high ranking posts. Samga (三哥), described in
the GS as a Hui Hui (Muslim), was sent to Korea in 1274 as a chamberlain for the
princess Je-guk, daughter of Kubilai Khan (Shih-tsu). She soon married the Goryeo
king Chung-yeol and was known as the first Mongol princess to be a Goryeo queen.
Samga was given the Korean name Jang Sun-ryong (張舜龍) by King Chung-yeol, and
became a naturalized Korean through marriage to a Korean woman. He was gradually
promoted until he reached the rank of senior official. From time to time, he was sent
to Ta-tu on special missions for the Goryeo king and Princess Je-guk.19
Another Hui Hui (Muslim) named Min Bo also became a naturalized Goryeo
citizen and was promoted to the rank of Dae-Jang-Gun (大將軍: Great General) of
the 3rd military degree. He was sent to the Yuan court five times as special envoy of
King Chung-yeol. Whenever he went to Ta-tu, he always took falcons with him. He
was appointed by King Chung-seon to the post of mayor20 of Seogyong (西京) as Jonmu-sa (Special Envoy for the Pacification of District Disputes).21
For the most part, the political influence of Muslims in the Goryeo court was
considerable. Many of them became Korea nationals through marriage. Under the
protection of their Mongol masters, they became high ranking Goryeo officials.
Meanwhile, the Goryeo court was under strong pressure from Mongol-Muslim
political groups. The Muslims packed their own communities with important members
who were connected closely to the Goryeo royal family or Mongol princesses. The GS
contains information on the influence of Muslims:

19
20
21

GS 36, Jang Sun-ryong chapter.
The second big city of Goryeo after Gaegyeong. Modern Pyeong-yang, the capital of North Korea.
GS 33, Se-ga, the 10th month, the 2nd year of King Chung-seon chapter (1310).
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All Muslims invited the King22 and held a banquet in the New Palace. They held
privileged political status in the Goryeo palace. In great numbers, they could invite
even the King and hold an exclusive banquet in the palace.23

The Goryeo dynasty came to an end in 1392 when the Joseon dynasty was established.
Political confusion in the period of the changeover, however, did not seriously affect
the status of Muslim residents who had settled during the period of the Goryeo
dynasty. Their privileges in many fields continued until at least the early fifteenth
century when a considerable number of Muslims lost their places in the hierarchy of
administration and social life. The JWS (Chronicles of the Joseon Dynasty)24 gives us some
information to show the social status of Muslims in the Joseon dynasty.
In 1407, when the Muslim priest Doro (都老) and his family wished to live in Korea,
King Tae-jong gave permission and ordered the authorities concerned to grant them
a house.25

Again in the Chapter of the 5th month of 1416, JWS mentions:
The Minister of Finance requested that the stipends paid to Muslim (Hui Hui) and
Japanese residents should be reduced so as to economize in future budgets, and this
request was granted by the king.26

It is clear from these references that at the beginning of the Joseon dynasty, there
were still many Muslim residents in Korea and they were even receiving stipends from
the court. As the number of Muslims was quite large and the total amount of their
stipends high, the Ministry of Finance was hard pressed to budget for them and had
to request to the king that the stipends be reduced. Muslims were also invited to such
regular court occasions as the enthronement ceremony, New Year greetings and royal
ancestral worship held in the palace.
The JWS records Muslim participation in the enthronement ceremony of King
22

The event happened in 1279. The King may be Chung-yeol.
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GS 48, 29, Se-ga, the 10th month, the 5th year of King Chung-yeol chapter (1279).

24

This is the official chronicles of the Joseon dynasty compiled between 1413-1865.
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JWS, the 7th day, 1st month, 9th year of Tae-Jong Silrok chapter 13 (1407).
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JWS, the 5th month, 16th year of Tae-Jong Silrok chapter 16 (1416).
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Se-jong in 1418.
The royal family and all the high officials with ceremonial costumes stood in the
courtyard of Gyeong-bok Palace in accordance with their ranks. When the King in
ceremonial costume appeared in the courtyard with his crown prince, all the subjects
offered their loyal greetings in accordance with ceremonial protocol. Muslim leaders,
Buddhist monks and students of Seong-gyun-guan27 also attended the ceremony.28

In addition to this, Muslims were regularly invited to the year-end and New Year
ceremonies or annual ancestral rites of worship right up to 1427.29 The record of
January 1, 1425, of the JWS says:
The annual ancestor worship rites were performed at In-jeong Pavilion in the
presence of the crown prince and high ranking officials. Soon after, King Se-jong
along with the crown prince received New Year greetings from his subjects with
Muslim monks being among these.30

Again, in another part of the JWS we find:
King Se-jong together with the crown prince and high officials celebrated the
year-end party on the day of the winter solstice. The King continuously received
congratulatory greetings from his subjects in the court garden. Muslims, Japanese
and Khitais were also among these.31

It was an exceptional honor to be invited to attend these official court ceremonies.
The Muslims who had been resident since the late Yuan period enjoyed certain
privileges in the political sphere. As high officials of the Goryeo court, most of them
concentrated their efforts and abilities in the diplomatic area in particular because this
offered more advantageous positions for negotiating with the Yuan court.
27

A national university. The graduates of this university in general were appointed to important posts in
the court.

28

JWS, the 8th month, 1st year of King Se-jong Chong-seo chapter (1418).

29

JWS, the 7th, 8th and 9th year of King Se-jong chapter.

30

JWS, the 1st day, 1st month, 7th year of King Se-jong chapter.

31

JWS, the 15th day, 11th month, 8th year of King Se-jong chapter.
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES OF THE
HUI HUI IN KOREA
The Muslims in Korea took up positions not only as officials of the Goryeo court,
but also as private traders or immigrants in almost every corner of the country. These
Muslim immigrants, who mostly came from Central Asia through Yuan-China, were
absorbed into Korean society and benefitted from a lot of attractive conditions.
They engaged in various occupations. They mainly preferred, however, to conduct
commercial business in which they had the experience of generations. Without doubt,
as in Yuan-China, Muslims in Korea played a great role in financial and commercial
affairs. Their experience in these fields helped the Goryeo court. Benefiting from
privileged positions, Muslims were also connected with the royal family of the Goryeo
court and conducted business on their behalf. GS tells:
King Chung-hye32 distributed linen to Muslim households and later took a high
profit from the business.33

The King needed more income to cover increasing court expenses for luxurious
banquets and entertainment. Sometimes the King was forced to do business with
Muslims whose experienced business skills always satisfied the King because of the
high returns on his investment.
Muslim merchants from Central Asia co-operated very well with Mongolian
leaders during the period of Mongolian rule. They dominated East-West trade along
the Silk Road. Furthermore, they were experts, in particular, in the matter of taxcollection and conducting business monopolies. They organized Ortaq, an association
of merchants, through which they enjoyed extraordinary privileges, together with
high rates of interest on their investments. Much of the commerce of North China
unquestionably was in the hands of these Ortaq merchants, who were, for the most
part, Muslim Uighurs. It is quite possible that they played some other commercial role
in Goryeo.34
According to Korean sources, some Muslims opened shops in Gaeseong, the
32

He was in power twice, between 1330-1332 and 1339-1344.
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GS 36, Se-ga, the 5th year of King Chung-hye chapter.
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H. F. Schurmann, Economic Structure of the Yuan Dynasty, Cambridge, 1967, p. 214. Go Byeong-ik, Donga
Gyoseopsa ui Yeongu, Seoul National University Press, 1980, pp. 362-364.
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Goryeo capital, in which they dealt with the products of Muslim countries.35 Another
source informs us that Korean traders might have known the Ortaq system, which
was a monopolized and syndicated business system of Muslim traders in Central
Asia. The GSYP introduced the origins of a system of civil monopoly and warned
of the bad impact of the civil monopoly system of the Sung and early Yuan periods.36
Moreover, the Mongol princess Je-guk herself engaged in Korea in the trade of
ginseng and pine nuts. Muslim merchants from Southern China often worked on
behalf of the princess and made large profits from this work.37 Besides Muslim
merchants, a few non-Muslim Central Asian merchants were also found in Goryeo
either carrying out business or living as permanent residents.
Muslims’ commercial activities continued up to the early 15th century without
any major hindrance. The newly established Joseon dynasty (1392-1910) of Korea
did not at first show clear antagonism to Muslims. As under the Goryeo dynasty,
they still had a close connection with the new ruling party. The new dynasty also
needed Muslims’ commercial experience and scientific technology. It is clear that
some naturalized Muslims still engaged in intermediary trade business between
Korea, China, and Central Asia. They brought their own products to Korea and
exported Korean products such as silk, cloth, ginseng, gold and silver. To guarantee
the security of their profitable business activities, they sometimes supplied their own
rare products to the court. The JWS reads:
Abdullah Chiwi, Bayan Timur and Doro came and presented their native products
to the king, and at the audience the king ordered these be accepted and for them to
be entertained at dinner.38

Abbdulah Chiwi and Doro were Muslims. Bayan Timur might well have been a
Central Asian Turk or Muslim. In return for their friendly present, the king showed
his appreciation. The JWS says:
The king ordered that five ‘seok’ of rice should be given to the Muslim priest,
35

Go Byeong-ik, “Goryeo wa won”, Dong Asia ui Jeontong gua Geundaehwa, Samjiweon, 1984, p. 128. /
Choi Sang-su, Korea and Arabia, Eomungak, 1981. p. 57.

36

GSYP 10, 3-86.
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Go Byeong-ik, “Goryeo wa won,” p. 135.
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JWS, the 10th month, 2nd year of King Se-jong chapter (1420).

96

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 1, June 2017

Doro.39

Doro, the Muslim priest, and his family, along with other naturalized Muslims,
engaged in acquiring a collection of jewelry in Korea. Doro was mentioned frequently
in Korean sources. The JWS mentions:
A Hui Hui (Muslim) priest by the name of Doro was ordered to collect pure crystal
on Mount Geumgang in the Sunheung and Gimhae areas. Doro once won the
praise of King Tae-jong when he offered him a hat decorated with a crystal crown
produced in his native country. Doro also proposed to the king that he should be
sent on a mission to search for rare jewels throughout the country. He explained to
the king that Korea might possess rich veins containing precious stones because of
its topographical structure.40

Upon his request, King Tae-jong appointed him to search for and collect jewels
or precious stones. He collected 300 keun (180 kg) of crystal, which he offered to
the king. The next year (1413), he was again sent to the county of Sun-heung to
collect crystal.41 Korea abounds in crystal and pearls, which were very attractive to the
Mongols. The Yuan court periodically sent special missions to Korea for the purpose
of collecting jewels and pearls. According to the GS:
In March 1276, the Yuan court dispatched Yim Yu-gan and the Hui Hui (Muslim)
Asilmiria to Goryeo to collect pearls in Tamra island. Yim Yu-gan came to Tamra
to collect pearls, but on his failure to find enough pearls, he returned to Yuan taking
about a hundred pearls that had belonged to individual citizens.42

The Muslims certainly had an eye for the beauty and quality of jewelry while also
possessing excellent craftsmanship in making jewelry. Some Muslims like Doro, who
had an appreciative eye for craftsmanship in jewelry, supplied jewelry or precious
stones with a high quality finish to the royal family of the Goryeo and Joseon courts.
Because of this, they gained certain privileges in Korea. The Muslims in Korea were
39

JWS, the 2nd month, 4th year of King Se-jong chapter (1422).

40

JWS, King Tae-Jong Silrok 23, 14b (1412).
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Ibid, 21a (1413).
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GS, the 3rd month, 2nd year of King Chung-yeol chapter. GSJ Ⅲ, 19 (1276).
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scattered all over the country. Most of them preferred to stay in Gaeseong, the capital,
and its outskirts, where they could more easily make contact with the royal court for
business or social involvement. Sometimes, the king himself visited the Muslims. The
GS notes:
King Wu (1375-388) once visited a Hui Hui named Kim-hu to take one of his girls,
but she was not at home, so he gave a saddle and horse to the Hui Hui’s son and
allowed him to attend the king as a chamberlain. Afterward, he did take the girl and
permitted her to be his chamberlain and dressed her up in men’s clothes.43

Even ordinary civilian Muslims were selected from time to time as chamberlains
so that they could serve the Mongolized kings more effectively. In particular, many
Muslims worked in Ung-bang, an office for falcon collection which was established
by the Yuan court to collect falcons and hawks, so popular among the Mongols as
hunting companions. The officials were usually dispatched by the Yuan court, and
they were given extraordinary power in Goryeo.44
The Goryeo king granted houses and servants to M’zar and seven other Yuan
officials upon their arrival to manage the Ung-ang.45

M’zar, the head of the Eung-bang, was most probably a Muslim. Angered by his
Korean ministers, the King invited Muslims who were trusted by the Yuan emperor as
being capable of controlling the Ung-bang to become officials. In this way, he hoped
to limit the power of his Korean ministers. Jo In-Gyu,46 however, and the Mongol
princess appealed to him to cancel plans to invite Muslims.47
From the above source, we can see that Muslims played an important role in the
affairs of the Ung-bang and they exercised political influence over the Goryeo court.
Muslims’ abuse of power, however, raised serious political issues. Certain yardsticks
were therefore adopted by the Yuan court to prevent Muslim officials from abuse of
43

GS 4, 19, the 4th year of Sin U (1378).
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Yi Gi-baek, Hanguksa Sinron, Seoul, 1976, p. 190.
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GSJ Ⅲ. 19 (1276).
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Jo was a Korean interpreter of the Mongolian language. He was promoted to the position of Chan
Seong-sa, a 3rd degree official, under the patronage of the Mongol princess Je-Kuk.
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GSJ 20, the 6th year of King Chung-yeol chapter. GS the 6th year of King Chung-yeol (1280).
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power or unlawful behavior. The GSC states:
The Yuan court sent Manja Kaya (Hai-ya)48 to prohibit Muslims from excessive
unauthorized animal hunting.49

Their excessive abuse of power and retention of social and economic advantages
caused Korean people to describe Muslims as bad people. One of the popular poetic
songs extant in the late 13th century explains that some Muslims became a target of
reproach by Koreans.
When I (a girl) went into the Hui Hui (Muslim) store to buy ssang-hua50
The Hui Hui shook my hands
If this rumour should spread outside
Dorro-reo-beo-diro (refrain)
I am sure that you (a small crowd) are to blame (refrain)
I would go to sleep there (refrain)
Dorro-reo-beo-diro (refrain)
When I slept over there,
No place was so rough and dirty as there.51

Some of the Muslims stationed in Gaeseong City opened their own shops and
introduced their own culture into Korean society. They married Korean women, but
for a certain period, they usually continued their traditions and culture, which was a
mixture of Islamic and Central Asiatic Turkic ones. The above song, which seems
to be a type of popular ballad which originated in Gaeseong City and its outskirts,
signifies the corrupted social ethics of the Goryeo dynasty. The Muslims were just
mentioned there as scapegoats52 to satirize the immoral Goryeo society in which
48

Man-cha has the meaning of barbarous people and is used for Southern Chinese. Hai-ya is sometimes
transcribed as Gaya (stone), a Turkic name. Therefore, Mancha Gaya might be a Central Asian Turk
in South China.
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GSJ 20, the 6th year of King Chung-yeol chapter (1280).
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Ssang-hua is regarded as a kind of mandu, made of wheat flour by Central Asian Muslims (Central
Asian origin)
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GS 71, Ak-ji 2. GS 125, Yeol-jeon 38.
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Apart from Muslims, representatives of various circles of Goryeo society like Buddhist monks or
charcoal dealers also became targets of the song.
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national ethics and fine customs were seriously downgraded by the influx of foreign
culture and heterogeneous customs under nomadic Mongol occupation. At times,
as a section of the ruling class, the Muslims were regarded as negative figures who
abused their power in order to break down the traditional customs of Goryeo. Their
unfamiliar costumes led them, however, to be presented as the symbol of Shaman,
whom Korean peoples worshipped to cure illness and protect them from unexpected
disasters.53
One noteworthy event concerning a Goryeo immigrant was the coming of a
Muslim prince to Goryeo from Su-ch’uan Province in China during the turbulent
transition from the Yuan dynasty to the Ming dynasty of China.
A man dubbed the “Prince of Muslims” came to Korea from China. He had
been exiled by the founder of the Ming dynasty in 1373 along with other Chinese
politicians.54
A Muslim prince lived in Cheongdam-dong in Gaeseong. His grandson, Mun Chisang (文致祥), who had passed the Chin-shih (high civil officials) examination,
became a high official in the Goryeo court.55

Even though the fate of their descendants is not known, they are believed to have had
permanent residence in Gaeseong for many generations. At the time of the Joseon
dynasty, statues of the Muslim prince became the object of civil worship among
Korean people and there was even a popular song concerning him.56
At this time, some other Central Asian Turks who could not be clearly identified
as Muslims were active in Korea. Some of them came to Korea through their very
close acquaintance with the Goryeo king and royal family, and having been sent to
Ta-tu, the Yuan capital, as hostages or students, were brought up there as pro-Mongol
intellectuals. In Ta-tu, people from every part of the world gathered for various
purposes. The majority were, without doubt, Central Asians who were serving as
assistant administrators for their Mongol masters. In particular, the residence of a
large number of Uighurs in Ta-tu gave Korean aristocrats the opportunity to establish
53

Go Byeong-ik, Hanguk Gua Seo-yeok, p. 87.
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Jung Gyeong Ji (JGJ) Vol. 3. The book was written by Kim Yu-Jae (1767-1847).
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close relations with the Uighurs.
When King Chung-hye ascended the throne, the dethroned King Chung-suk was
sent to Ta-tu as a hostage. Chung-suk made friends with some Mongol nobles
and the Uighurs there, and roamed around with them. He once fell in love with a
Uighur girl and frequently stayed away from his residence.57

Another person who came to Korea thanks to the result of close friendship with
Goryeo princes in Ta-tu was Seol-son (偰孫). The DSGM says:
An Uighur named Seol-son had the rank of Jeong-ja in the Yuan court. When the
Goryeo king was in Ta-tu, Seol-son had many friendly meetings with him. Upon
the arrival of Seol-son in Goryeo, on his escaping from political disturbances in the
Yuan court, the king58 accepted him very politely and conferred on him the title of
Bu-won-hu.59

Significantly, Muslims in Goryeo extended their commercial activities to the major
ports of Southern China. In July 1985, a tombstone was found near the Muslim
cemetery affiliated to an old mosque in Guang-chou, China. The tombstone has been
confirmed as belonging to a Korean Muslim named Ramadan, buried in Guang-chou
in 1349. The original tomestone can be found at the storehouse of the Hui Seong
Mosque in the same city. The size of the stone is 64cm in height, 42cm in width, and
6.2cm in thickness. Arabic is inscribed on the front face and Chinese is written on the
back. The full text is as follows:
God, there is no God,
God says, “Those who died in a remote area while traveling are already martyrs.”
This tomb belongs to Ramadan, a son of Aladdin. God forgive and bestow His
blessing upon him.
Ramadan is a Goryeo citizen and owner of Ching-hyun-guan Pavilion in Ta-tu
(Beijing). His age is 38, now appointed Darugachi of Young Chou County of Guang
57
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Xi Province. He died on the 23rd of March, 1349, and was buried in the garden in
Guang-chou on the 18th of August and a tombstone was erected for him.

The key issue is who Ramadan was. Was he an ethnic Korean or an immigrant
Muslim settler from Central Asia? The answer becomes clear when we consider
the condition of Muslims in Korea in medieval times. In the Goryeo dynasty under
Mongol occupation in the 13th and 14th centuries, there were a lot of Muslim settlers
from Central Asia who were involved in active transnational trade from Gaeseong to
Southern Chinese ports.
Muslims in Goryeo survived in the new Joseon dynasty due to their expertise
in business and technology and their administrative experience. There are some
references to close relations between Korean kings and Muslims.
After hunting at Seosan near Geum-gyo-yeok town, the king arrived in Gaeseong
in a parade of horse-carriages. Han Ong, the district chief, and Yi Jeok, the deputy,
with village elders and Muslims, received the king and his entourage in front of the
guest house.60

We can therefore understand that many Muslims not mentioned in official documents
lived in various parts of the country, mostly in Gaeseong and its outskirts, and had
formed to some extent their own communities. In particular, during the reign of
the King Se-jong (1418-1450) of the Joseon dynasty, prominent Muslims attended
official court ceremonies, where they congratulated the king and read passages from
the Quran and prayed in the Islamic way for his long life and the prosperity of his
kingdom.
The master of ceremonies explained to the king that when congratulations were to
be offered at court after the worship at the ancestral temple, first the officials had
to bow twice. Then the Buddhist priests and the Hui Huis (Muslims) were to enter
the courtyard and pay their own respects and offer their good wishes and generally
convey greetings in their own way. Once the king was seated, the music started, and
it finished when the king went to his room.61
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JWS, Chong-seo (1418).

61

JWS, the 9th month, 1st year of King Se-jong chapter (1419).

102

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 1, June 2017

This occurred during the reign of the great king Se-jong, who is regarded as the
most eminent king in Korean history. During his reign, the Korean alphabet called
Han-geul was invented, and Korea enjoyed the highest cultural prosperity as well as
political stability and economic equilibrium.62 It is particularly interesting that in court
ceremonies, the Muslim were honored to give glorification to the king and to pray for
his long life and the country’s prosperity in accordance with Islamic rites. On these
occasions, some verses of the Quran were most probably recited and certain Arabic
rites were carried out in the court in front of the king. These ceremonies (回回禮訟:
Hui Hui Ye Song) continued to be carried out up until April 1427, when a decree
was announced to prohibit Islamic rites. In other words, it shows that the Islamic
religion was officially approved and ordinary Muslims could continue their religious
duty with full freedom. In court ceremonies, the Muslim representatives were given
almost the same status as Buddhist priests, despite the majority of Korean people
being adherent to Buddhism during the Goryeo dynasty. The status given to Islam by
the Joseon dynasty in the early fifteenth century was to ensure the continuation of
Muslim privilege in the late Goryeo period under Mongol dominance.

RELIGIOUS COMMUNITY AND ASSIMILATION
Muslims in Korea maintained their own customs and religious rites for some time,
forming their own communities in several districts near Gaeseong, the Goryeo
capital. In their communities, they celebrated their own festivals, put on national dress
and headgear, spoke their own language and performed Islamic religious rites. It is
believed that they even built a Mosque called Ye-gung (禮宮).63 Yi Neung-hua (李能
和), a well-known Buddhist historian, wrote:
It is recorded that at some date unknown, Muslims came from a part of China
under the domination of the Yuan to Korea and settled in one town, where they
remained until the time of the Joseon dynasty. They wore their own type of dress
and headgear and maintained their religion unchanged. They built a Ye-gung and
observed the Muslim festivals.64
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A group of the Muslim came to our country from the Yuan. Their generation
formed a town.65

In the Muslim communities, most probably they had religious leaders to administer
Islamic matters and to lead regular prayers and rituals. Doro was mentioned in Korean
sources as a Muslim priest (Hui Hui Sa Mun: 回回沙門). Sa-Mun is a religious term
which means a respected religious leader. Therefore, Hui Hui Sa Mun might well have
been a religious leader. However, the continuation of Islamic religious activities faced
a serious threat posed by the issue of a royal decree in 1427, which prohibited the
performance of Islamic rites and the wearing of traditional dress and headgear.
The master of ceremonies explained again that the fact that the Hui Hui (Muslim)
wore headgear and dress, being different from everybody else, was causing
embarrassment, and since they had become part of Korean society, they ought
to wear the same as we did. This would also facilitate wedding rites. He further
asked that the special offer of congratulations at court by the Hui Hui should be
discontinued. The king granted this appeal, and afterward, the Hui Huis performed
the same rituals as other Koreans.66

With the establishment of a new dynasty based on neo-Confucianism, national identity
was emphasized and national customs and conservative morality were strengthened
to regenerate Korean culture, which had been repressed under Mongol dominance.67
Korean people were shy of marrying Muslims because of their heterogeneous
dress and headgear. As Korean citizens, Muslims were thus forced to follow Koreanstyle dress and behavior, to facilitate assimilation through inter-marriage. With the
enforcement of this decree, no more records of naturalized Muslims in Korea sources
can be found until the initiation of the period of modern Islamic immigration in
the 1900s. However, certain diplomatic contacts of Korean emissaries with Muslims
sometimes occurred in the Ming court of China. According to Korean sources, these
kinds of contacts continued until the late 17th century, even though the direct entry
of Muslims during this period was not recorded any longer. Incomplete though these
references may be, they include mention of some Muslim missions (Hui Hui Sa Sin)
65
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dispatched to the Chinese court. These are to be found in the reports of Korean
missions that visited China during the Ming and Ch’ing dynasties, such as envoys of
thanks (謝恩使: Sa-eun-sa), congratulatory missions (송절사: Song-jeol-sa) or envoys
for communication (通信使: Tong-sin-sa), which were regularly dispatched to China
for the promotion of mutual relations.68 The JWS records69:
A Korean envoy named Yi Seok spoke of his observations in the Ming court. He
said that the Ming emperor, when seeking diversions in the open-yard, used to take
two or three foreigners selected for the time from among missions of the Tatar,
Muslims (Hui Hui), French, Champa and Lama to learn their languages or watch
their specific arts.

Again the JWS reports on Muslims of a Korean mission:
An envoy of thanks, Kim Geuk-bok, who had been sent to the Ming Court, told us
that the Ming emperor appeared at the Hui T’ung Kuan Pavilion and whiled away
the time in company with some foreigners of Tatar and Muslim origin (Hui Hui).
The emperor asked the Muslims to prepare their own dishes. On these occasions, he
would himself put on foreign costume and learn their customs. Any courtiers who
railed against him for this frivolity would be whipped.70

Another record in the JWS informs us of the observations of a Korean emissary at a
Chinese court ceremony. According to the Korean envoy, named Jo In-deuk, when he
attended the court ceremony celebrating the emperor’s birthday in 1586, he noticed
that the Chinese ceremonial officers let him stand in the eastern line for the civilian
officers, while envoys from Muslim countries and Siam, not in court dress, had to
stand well behind in the western line for military officers.71 In those days, civilian
officers were superior to their military counterparts, even though they were of the
same rank. Apparently, Muslim countries often dispatched diplomatic missions to the
Ming and Ch’ing dynasties, but we understand those Muslim missions were assigned
somewhat lower positions than Korean envoys in accordance with court protocol.
68
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JWS, the 12th month, 15th year of King Jung-Jong chapter (1520).
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JWS, the 9th month, 14th year of King Jung-Jong chapter (1519).
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JWS, the 1st month, 21st year of King Seon-Jo chapter (1588).
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The descriptions in the JWS show that even in the second half of the 17th century,
Korean envoys to China left reports on Muslims. The JWS says:
Min Jeong-chung, who had been sent to the Ch’ing court as the winter solstice envoy
(冬至使: Dong-ji-sa), answered the king’s question as to whether other countries
had also sent their missions, that only three Muslim envoys were present and their
dresses were like that of the Mongols, and their eyes were blue.72

CONCLUSION
The Muslims in the Yuan period flowed into Korea in great numbers from the second
half of the thirteenth century up to the late fourteenth century. Engaging in various
occupations, most of them became Korean by virtue of the inducements arising from
their privileged political social status as a semi-ruling class in the Goryeo dynasty,
seasonable weather and excellent environmental conditions, high profit derived from
their commercial business inside and outside the country, Koreans’ generosity and
positive attitude toward Muslims and the attraction of the high culture offered by
Korean society. Even though Koreans were in intermittent contact with Muslims
outside Korea, under the assimilation policy of the Joseon dynasty, Muslims settlers in
Korea gradually shed their native attire, customs and rituals to which they had adhered
for some 150 years.
What were the general catalysts in the political and cultural fields affecting Muslims’
existence inside and outside Korea? With the downfall of the Mongol-Chinese regime
of the Yuan, the new Chinese dynasty, the Ming, was established in China. The Ming
dynasty emphasized the revival of Chinese cultural origins and ideology which had
degenerated for a century as a result of the heterogeneous culture of the nomadic
settlements of the Mongol conquerors. The main policy based on neo-Confucian
ideology, therefore, came to oppose any policy of “laisser-faire”. All foreign trade
was banned except official tribute trade. The founding emperor, Tai-tsu of the Ming,
proclaimed a decree in the first year of his reign (1368) expressing his intent to reject
foreign influence. The favoritism shown by the Mongols to Muslims, therefore, was
considerably damaged. Many pro-Mongol Muslim administrators were replaced by
Chinese Confucian scholars. The new changes in China had a direct influence on
72
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Korea, where for a century Mongol dominance was also to be found in every area of
Korean society.
When the Joseon dynasty was established by Yi Seong-gye in 1392, overthrowing
the declining Goryeo dynasty, a wide range of reforms were initiated, as was not
uncommon in other newly established dynasties. As a basic national ideology, the
ruling elites of the new dynasty adopted neo-Confucianism instead of Buddhism.
As Confucian cultural influence increased, there was a growing tendency for
Koreans’ outlook to become more and more conservative. Emphasis was placed on
the observance of traditional customs and the reinforcement of Confucian ethical
principles in every area of society. They were not very receptive of foreign culture
unless it was Chinese. Foreign culture, including that of Islam, which had continued
to exist in Korea, lost its distinguishing characteristics as a result of assimilation.
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BASRA AND IKHWAN AL-SAFA SCHOOL OF
THOUGHT AS REPRESENTATIVE OF SILK
ROAD CIVILIZATIONS
By BURHAN KOROGLU*

The city of Basra, established on the shore of Basra Bay in the south of modern Iraq,
played an important role in agriculture and trade for centuries, with its geography
and its position where two great rivers of Mesopotamia flow.
Before being established with its current name by the Muslim Arabs, the
city was known as Teredon in the Chaldean period and Vehiştebad Erdeşir in the
Sasanid period. It was reestablished with the name Basra in the early period of
Islam by Arabs between Hijri 14-16 (635-637 CE). Afterward, the city became
one of the most important centers of trade, science and thought; had a perfect
cultural diversity; and hosted important schools of Arabic language and thought for
centuries. Besides the commercial effects of its being a transfer point on the axis of
Europe, Mesopotamia, Iran, and India, the schools of thought which emerged here
were affected by this mobility.
In this paper, we try to reveal the philosophical-religious approach which the
Ikhwan al-Safa school of thought in Basra, one of the most important cities of the
Silk Road, created in parallel with the characteristics of this city. Shiite Ismaili beliefs
and thoughts in the region and its characteristics which feed different religions
* BURHAN KOROGLU is an associate professor in the Department of Philosophy, School of Humanities and
Social Sciences, at Ibn Haldun University, Turkey.
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and traditions emerging from Egypt and with the scientific approach of Greek
thought; with Indian-Iranian teachings that merge Greek thought and Neoplatonic
philosophy, give us the summary of Silk Road civilizations.
Keywords: Basra, Ikhwan al-Safa, Silk Road

The Silk Road, passing through the whole of Central Asia, starting from China and
finally reaching Europe, has been a vehicle to transfer culture, religion and civilization
as well as commercial goods. China, trading goods like silk, paper and spices from
different regions of East Asia, played an important role.
The paper aims to show various characteristics of Silk Road and Ikhwan al-Safa
thought in terms of politics, administration, culture and religion. Since most of Arabia,
where Islam emerged, was not suitable for agriculture, trade was an essential part of
economic life and very developed. There were cities where markets were set up in
every part of the peninsula. Traders from Mesopotamia to Abyssinia and from Egypt
to Oman were able to talk to each other easily without any translator. The people of
Mecca were able to trade comfortably with “eman,” which was a document of trust
given to them. The prevalence of trade in Mecca could easily be seen in the life of
Prophet Muhammad. It is understood from the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad,
who conducted trade in his youth with the ambassadors of Abd-i Kays, that he knew
the market places in the east of the peninsula.1
After the conquest of Iraq, Iran, Syria, Azerbaijan, Egypt and most of Anatolia,
nearly all routes of the Silk Road were controlled by Muslims. In the Umayyad and
Abbasid periods, this trade route continued to work. Moreover, importance was given
to the shipping trade; its reflections can be seen in the stories of Sinbad the Sailor
and 1001 Nights. In the Abbasid period, Muslim sailors went beyond Ceylon, where
only Persian and Indian ships had gone previously, to fill the stores of big traders in
Baghdad with Chinese silk and Indian spices and perfumery. The Chinese entered
the Persian Gulf via the route of India’s Malabar coasts, especially during the Tang
dynasty. They generally anchored in the cities of Sirat and Kishon on the eastern coast
of the peninsula. There, they loaded goods from Basra, Oman and other places onto
their ships. After that, they followed the Arabian coast until Muscat and then reached
Quilon on the Malabar coast in four weeks. Following that, they passed Ceylon and
1
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the Malaka Strait and reached their own country. The road from the Shatt al-Arab
delta, starting from Ubulle, extended to Hangzhou City near Shanghai.2
As mentioned above, with the rapid spread of Islam in Asia and Africa, the flow
of history and the character of the Silk Road changed. The domination of Islam in
Central Asia reached its peak with the victory of Ziyad ibn Salih’s Islamic army over
Kao Hsiang-che’s army in the war of 751 in Talas, Central Asia. Silk weavers taken
as captives in this war were sent to Kufe. Silk weaving factories were established in
Samarkand. Moreover, Chinese paper first came to the Islamic world and from there
spread to Europe. Thus, Samarkand paper also became popular and more factories
were established in other Islamic countries. Chinese artisans were brought to Baghdad
by Harun al-Rashid.3

SPREAD OF RELIGIONS OVER THE SILK ROAD
One of the permanent things carried through the Silk Road was religion. For example,
Buddhism entered China and Japan via the northern route from India in the Northern
Wei dynasty period in the 4th and 5th centuries. It is generally accepted that the spread
of Christianity in Anatolia became possible with the starting of the Sassanid Empire.
Although Christianity was never the dominant religion in Central and East Asia, it
reached the borders of China via the Silk Road. In the Mongolian period, Dyophysite,
a theological ideology in Christianity which goes back to the Greek theologian
Nestorius, was one of the prominent cultural weapons of Christianity.
The spread of Christianity was more limited than the spread of Islam, which was
dominant over other religions. After the death of the Prophet Muhammad in CE 632,
Islam rapidly spread over the Arabian Peninsula, and in the following century, it began
to settle in old Roman cities in Syria, Egypt and all of North Africa. In a very short
time, the western part of the Silk Road and thus the trade in Asia were controlled
by Muslims. With the conquest of the Persian Empire, enlargement continued to
the east. Islam first became popular in the city centers along the Silk Road and then
moved to rural areas. Without any political or military attempt, Muslim settlements

2

W. Heyd. Yakın-Doğu Ticaret Tarihi (trl. Enver Ziya Karal). Ankara 1975, p. 31-35. Nebi Bozkurt,
a.g.m, p. 370
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W. Barthold, Moğol İstilasına Kadar Türkistan (H. Dursun Yıldız), Istanbul 1981, p. 233-283. Prof. Dr.
Ahmet Taşağıl, İpek yolu tebliği. www.ayk.gov.tr İpek Yolu Paneli Sunumu, alıntı tarihi 18 Ekim.
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were created in Central Asia, China, Bengal and Indonesia. Zoroastrianism and the
Mani religion, which had Persian backgrounds, also spread over the Silk Road.4

BASRA GAINS IMPORTANCE
Since the 1st century BCE, Rome had wanted to do business with the East by land
and sea and to reach China, motherland of silk. However, Rome had to pass its road
through the Persian lands in Parthia in order to do business with the East. For the
first four centuries CE, the northern and eastern parts of the Silk Road were blocked
partly or completely by Parthians and Sassanids Kushans and Huns (Xiongnu) and
Hephthalites.5
Firstly Rome and then the Byzantine states, so as not to crash into these land
route barriers, tried to make the sea silk trade routes over the Persian Peninsula and
the Red Sea more active. Parthians, who were dominant in Iran and the biggest barrier
to Silk Road trade for the Romans, gained great amounts of profit by controlling
the Chinese silk trade and collecting trade taxes. As such, they tried to block direct
connections with China. Their intermediary role was highly profitable. At that time,
neither Western traders reached the East, nor did Chinese and Sogdian traders reach
the West.6
With the aim of gaining dominance over this route, a few great wars occurred
between the Roman Empire and Parthians just before Christ. In the 1st century CE,
with the weakening of the Parthians, the two empires made a peace. In this period,
Rome gained power, while the Parthians were defeated by the Kushans in the east and
weakened. They signed a peace treaty with Rome for a fifty year period in 66 CE. In
this period, Iran gained important profits through its position on the Silk Road.7
Rome under the leadership of Trajanus in the beginning of the 2nd century
conquered the areas ranging from Petra in today’s Jordan to the Parthian centers
Ctesifon and Susa. With the advantage of spreading to the east, Trajanus, who created
4
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a fleet of fifty ships on the Tigris, dreamed of connecting Egypt and Nabataea
Arabia, Syria and the Persian Gulf, Syria and the Euphrates, and the Euphrates and
the Black Sea and to extend trade relations with the East.8 He increased naval activities
in the Persian Gulf, and he tried to do the same in the Red Sea. He tried to create a
naval force and dreamed of building a new canal with military ports on every side of
the canal and connecting the newly established Arabian state. He also dreamed of
connecting Egypt and Arabia and reopening the old trade routes to the Red Sea and
Indian Ocean.9 Thanks to the discovery of monsoon winds, which facilitated sailing
from the Gulf of Aden to India and from the Gulf of Aden to the Red Sea, sailors
preferred these routes. This also made the removal of the Iranian barrier possible.10
However, in later periods, Iranian-Roman rivalry continued increasingly. In this
rivalry, the Tigris-Euphrates basin and Basra continued to have strategic importance.
In different periods, Rome-Byzantine or the Sassanid Empire in Iran governed this
region or taking Tigris as the border, divided the region. The Sassanids generally had
the advantage in this period and this continued until the collapse of the Sassanid
Empire in the 7th century. Even after this period, having control of Silk Road trade
was the main strategy of states and empires in the region. This situation continued
until the victory of Emperor Heraclius over the Sassanid army in 627 in front of
Nineveh.
The Sassanid Empire collapsed in 651, after the coming of Turks from east over
Transoxiana and after the defeat of the Sassanid army by the Islamic state army in
the Qadisiyyah War. The Islamic army gained control of Iran. After the Qadisiyyah
War, the Islamic army defeated the Byzantines in the Yarmouk War. Thus, Byzantines
started to retreat from the region. As a consequence, all the Byzantine lands along
the Silk Road in the east like Antioch, Alexandria, Armenia, Syria and Egypt were
taken by Muslims. In the 9th century, the Byzantines, who conquered Macedonia,
some parts of Syria, a great part of Armenia and even the Lake Van basin, could no
longer sustain its military supremacy in the region and no longer gained its previous
powerful position in trade. Seljuk Turks coming from the east at the beginning of the
11th century again removed the Byzantines from the east in a short time. Trade routes
changed hands again.11
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Thus, Islamic dominance starting from the first Islamic conquests continued
through the Umayyad, Abbasid, Seljuk and Ottoman Islamic states from the 9th
century. Trade and civilization activities on the Silk Road came under the control of
Islamic states and cultures in the coming centuries.

10TH CENTURY BASRA AND THE THOUGHT
OF IKHWAN AL-SAFA

In the previous section, we briefly mentioned the role of Basra in the Silk Road sea
trade and its interactions with trade and culture in the East and in the West. For
centuries, this city, over which Roman and Iranian civilizations and Arabic elements
contended, always protected its importance both in the Umayyad and Abbasid periods
and in the periods of later Islamic states and even during the British invasion.
The Abbasids established a strong government in the 8th and 9th centuries,
provided stability in the conquered lands and gained dominance on the Arabian
Peninsula and in Mesopotamia and Iran. With this dominance, the Silk Road brought
prosperity to the region, and science and cultural activities increased in parallel with
trading activities.
In the 10th century, Abbasid magnificence declined and its authority started to
weaken. At the end of this period, Abbasids lost their strength. Turkish tribes came
and Shiite movements dissented with Abbasid’s Sunni understanding. Thus, many
small governments which were previously loyal to the caliphate center in Baghdad
declared their independence. This situation brought the establishment of many new
states in the large Islamic civilization. The Caliphate of Cordoba on the Iberian
Peninsula; Ubeydogullari in Africa; Ikhshidids and Fatimids in Egypt; Hamdanids
in Aleppo; Shaybanids in the Euphrates region; Qarmatians in Oman, Bahrain and
Yemen; Samanids in Horasan and Transoxiana; and Ghaznavds and the Buyid dynasty
in Afghanistan and Punjab are some examples of this situation. This chaotic situation
weakened the Abbasid Caliphate, and in the 10th century, Andulusian Umayyads and
the Fatimids in Egypt asserted their claim to the caliphate, and the Abbasids were
seriously threatened by these two states.12

12
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Political chaos unavoidably brought chaos in the intellectual area and a search for
different approaches. As a result of the weakening of the Sunni Abbasid Caliphate,
Shiite Fatimids and the Buyid dynasty gained power. This gave way to the support
of Shiite intellectuals for Hermetic traditions because of the affinities between some
Shiite thinkers and Hermetic tradition. Shiite radicals and parties like Rafida and Jahmi
and more independent thinkers who approached Hermetic thoughts with sympathy
found the opportunity to freely express their thoughts, which they had concealed
before, in the regions where Abbasid authority weakened and small states declared
their independence. Thanks to Hisham bin Hakem, who aimed to indoctrinate Shiite
thought, the Shiite movement increased its secret activities during the Al Ma’mun
period. Hattâbiyyah developed and turned into Ismailism, and Batiniyya emerged.
With the participation of Meymânal-Kaddâh and his son Abdullah, Hattabiyyah
prepared the ground for the emergence of the Ismaili movement. This movement
was compatible with the Qarmatian movement in terms of its beliefs and esoteric
aspects, which emerged at the same time during Al Ma’mun’s reign.13 Against this
rapidly increasing esoteric Shiite tendency, on the one hand Ma’mun applied some
political tactics, while on the other hand, he assisted the spread of Greek thoughts with
rational characteristics all over the Islamic world by starting a translation movement.
Shiite sources at that time criticized the political actions of Ma’mun and accused
him of spreading Greek thought and of destroying the science of prophethood. Same
sources present compilations of Ikhwan al-Safa epistles as a Shiite-Ismaili reaction
against this culture policy of Ma’mun. Yemenite historian Idris Imaduddin, who died
in Hijri 872, said that Ma’mun tried to change the laws of the Prophet Muhammad
to base humans upon Greek philosophy and science. Therefore, Imam Abdullah
b. Muhammad compiled Ikhwan al-Safa because he worried about people’s leaning
towards Al Ma’mun’s vain promises and rejecting his grandfather’s law.14
The reign of the Fatimids is accepted as the golden age of Ismailites politically
and intellectually. Latest studies on Ismailite cultural heritage and written materials
even took Massignion (1883/1962) to name the 9th century CE as the “Ismailite
Century”. There is no doubt that Ikhwan al-Safa had relations with Ismailites and
they wrote epistles which reflect the knowledge of that time.

13
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THE AUTHORS AND SOURCES OF THE IKHWAN
AL-SAFA EPISTLES
Emerging in Basra during the Buyid dynasty in the 9th century CE, they named
themselves Ikhwan al-Safa and Hullanul Vefa and Ehlul Adl ve Ebanul Hamd (Brothers
of Pureness and Friends of Fidelity, Party of Justice and Children of Gratitude) but
they chose to conceal their names. The identities of this group of scholars, when and
where they lived, their religious or intellectual schools, and the exact time of their
compilation have kept researchers busy for a long time.15
Since they preferred to be secret because of their philosophy of life and because
of the fragile conditions of their time, they concealed their names, but we can find
some more information about the writers of the Ikhwan Al-Safa epistles in Islamic
sources. Classical sources mention five names. They are Zeyd b. Rifâa, Ebû Süleyman
Muhammed b. Ma’şer el-Büstî el-Makdisî (el-Mukaddesî), Ebü’l-Hasan Ali b. HârunezZencânî, Ebû Ahmed el-Mihricânî and Avfî. There is no certain information about
the emergence of this society, but from Beyhakî’s and Şehrezûrî’s statements, it can be
understood that these writers were the group who wrote the Ikhwan al-Safa epistles.
However, it is also understood that the real words in the epistles belonged to Makdisî.16
Basra, where Ikhwan al-Safa and other parties emerged, also created a rich
atmosphere in terms of intellectual debate. The thoughts of this society, through
the epistles, spread to different regions, starting with Baghdad. Ikhwan said that
its brothers spread to different places in the region and that there were noblemen,
princes, amirs, viziers, workers and traders among the people who adhered to them17.
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AIMS OF THE COMPILATION OF THE EPISTLES
AND THEIR CONTENTS
The aim of the compilation of the Ikhwan al-Safa epistles can be deduced from the
statements in the work called “Ikhwan al-Safa Creed Epistle Number 44”. In this
epistle, they are mentioned as a group of friends who underestimated the world and
its charms, adopted the science of God as their primary area of interest, dedicated
themselves to the truth regardless of its source and sought the truth.18
According to these definitions, Ikhwan aimed to approach its members with a
method which took mental and spiritual nurturing as its basis and to make those people
perfect by revealing their secret capabilities to reach salvation and free their spirit.
Epistles told that men could escape this worldly prison only by finding knowledge
and reminded people that men are prisoners in this world. Sciences like astrology,
angelology or embryology were dealt with not only for their theoretical and mental
or practical applications. These sciences, by informing the reader about the beauty
and harmony of the universe and about the need to pass beyond material beings,
were written to help solve the nodes in their souls. To reach this aim, Ikhwan al-Safa
composed different world views and sciences in their philosophy with harmony.19
The sources which they used were books on mathematical and natural sciences
written by scholars and philosophers; holy books such as the Old Testament, the New
Testament and the Quran and pages brought to the prophets by angels; movements
of stars; parts of horoscope; and books on astronomy, geology and botany. Ikhwan
al-Safa, who used these sources freely in epistles, describes the ideal type of people.
The ideal and perfect person in terms of morality should be like an Iranian in his
lineage, an Arab in his creed, an Iraqi in his morality, a Hebrew in his cunningness, a
Christian in his behaviors, a Syrian in his praying, a Greek in his knowledge, an Indian
in explaining the secrets, and eventually and especially be like a sufi in his all spiritual
life.”20
Ikhwan al-Safa’s ideas on these different religions, sects and philosophical systems
as the source of their philosophy caused them to be evaluated as thinkers with eclectic
characters. However, when the epistles were examined in depth, their selections from
18

İhvân-ı Safâ, Resâilu İhvâni’s-Safâ ve Hullâni’l-Vefâ, Ed. Butros el-Bustânî, Dâru Sâdır, tsz, Beyrut.
IV., Epistle 44.
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Seyyid Hüseyin Nasr, ibid., p. 41.

20

Burhan Köroğlu, ibid, p. 186
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scientific literature and holy books and the traditions related to these books and other
mystical traditions show that they had an aim of creating a Hermetic-Gnostic centered
mystical thought system.
The person that they regard as a perfect person was a synthesis of an Iranian
carrying traces of Iranian religions, a Hebrew of the Jewish Cabbala, a Christian of
the Hellenistic period, a Syrian raised by New Pythagoreanism and Eastern New
Platonism, a Greek who learned Hellenistic Greek sciences with hermetic characters,
an Indian of mystical Indian wisdom and a sufi carrying Gnostic knowledge. It is not
a coincidence that the eclectic ideas of Ikhwan al-Safa such as their view of the ideal
person emerged in a culturally rich and diverse region, i.e. Basra and the Silk Road.
Ikhwan al-Safa considered all these elements and wrote epistles like Hermetic, New
Pyhthagorean and New Platonic compilations. In their epistles, they often referred
to Hermes, Agathadeimon and Pythagoras, adopted the theory of an unidentified
almighty God, believed in an infinite mind which governs the universe, and referred
to the book of Athulucya which they thought of as a work of Aristotle. All these
show the effects of different intellectual sources. Their interest in Hermetic-rooted
esoteric sciences shows another aspect of these effects. Ikhwan al-Safa’s emphasis on
the godly nature of the self and self-need for asceticism and nurturing the self with
science and asceticism and making it return to its godly nature also show the Hermetic
effects which were mixed with other trends in the Hellenistic age.
Pythagorean philosophy, which was common in the Hellenistic age, was also
among the sources of Ikhwan al-Safa. Until the emergence of Ikhwan al-Safa in the
Islamic world, Pythagorean philosophy had a limited effect, but with Ikhwan, it started
to be used on a bigger scale. The members of Ikhwan also stated that their roads
were the roads of Pythagorean philosophers and that it was the most correct road.
Especially while explaining the relation between numbers and the cosmological order,
they often referred to Pythagorean theories and used their theories in explaining the
cosmological system.21 They expressed this position in the epistle “The Creed of
Ikhwan al-Safa and the Road of Godly People” as such:
In summary, our brothers should never approach a science with hostility, should
never reject a book and should never oppose a sect with bigotry. Because our view
and sect cover all sects and contain all sciences, their method is listened to and
questioned. It is required to examine all beings from the start to the end, with
21
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apparent and esoteric, with obvious and secret, by means of accepting that each of
them came from one principle, one reason, one self, various substances, covering all
different types, and different kinds and by covering the changing parts.”

This position, which can be understood as establishing an eclectic philosophical
system at first sight, when examined carefully, can be seen as catching the integrity
which exists in all Hermetic traditions.

CONCLUSION
It is not a coincidence that the philosophical system of Ikhwan al-Safa emerged along
the axis of Basra and Baghdad in the 10th century and later spread over that region.
The region of Basra, one of the most important routes on the Silk Road for centuries,
was a place where both Islamic culture and universal thought expressed themselves. It
was a place where Persian, Arabic, Roman, Indian and Chinese goods were traded and
many religions, philosophical systems and theories of science found the opportunity
to express themselves. Baghdad lived its golden age especially during the Abbasid
period. Similar to Islamic cities in Mesopotamia and Anatolia, Samark, and Bukhara,
Tashkent and other Islamic cities in Central Asia became the leading places where
science and thought developed along with commercial and industrial activities.
Ikhwan al-Safa produced an eclectic and original system of philosophy by melting
this blend of religions, philosophies and cultures in Islamic thought. In addition to
the views of Neo-Platonists, the most typical representatives of Greek and Hellenistic
thought, and by means of reaching a synthesis of rational knowledge and mystical
knowledge, they tried to formulate a system in which they gathered the elements
of Manichaeism, Mandaeism, Zoroastrianism, Hermeticism, Gnosticism and Indian
culture to gain a true knowledge of humanity, the universe and God, for them, the
highest bliss that people aim to.
This paper has shown how effective culture and geography are in the making of
thought and that the Silk Road had infinite opportunities in offering people not only
material wealth but also a wealth of thought.
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BOOK REVIEWS

The Music of Central Asia. Theodore Levin, Saida Daukeyeva, and Elmira
Köchümkulova, eds. Indiana University Press. 2016. 703 pp. (ISBN-13:
9780253017512)
How central is the music of Central Asia? Before discussing the music of Central
Asia, we need to raise an epistemological question: whose perspective makes it central? Reaching almost 700 pages and trying to be politically neutral, The Music of Central
Asia first debates the history of the name and the geographical control practiced by
Russia, China and Great Britain, reminding the reader of colonial studies. The colonizers, especially the Russians during the 19th century, tried to homogenize the region.
Central Asia embraces overlapping identities: 90% of the inhabitants associate themselves with Turkic and 10% with Iranian ethnicity. The collaborations of three editors
and twenty four contributors with different ethnic, religious and cultural backgrounds
help The Music of Central Asia to celebrate and discuss the diversity of Central Asian
culture, which is an amalgamation of Iranian, Turkic and Mongolian traditions. The
book is divided into four parts: “the Music and Culture of Central Asia”, “The Nomadic World”, “The World of Sedentary Dwellers”, and “Central Asian Music in the
Age of Globalization”. The musical productions of nomads and sedentary inhabitants are meticulously explained in 27 chapters. The remaining 5 chapters elaborate on
the effect of globalization.
The fifteen chapters of “The Nomadic World” are centered on epic, a popular
narrative genre, with a complex plot that highlights the nomadic tradition of Central Asia. After general information regarding epic backgrounds, heroes and themes
(chapter 3), different epic traditions are introduced. “The Kyrgyz Epic” (chapter 4)
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highlights Kyrgyzstan’s trilogy of Manas, its historical significance, geographical scope
and influential poets like Sayakabay Manaschy, titled by his countrymen as the Homer
of the 20th century. “The Oral Epic in Kazakhstan” and “Music of the Karakalpaks”
(chapters 5-6) introduce and fully elaborate jyrau and baqsy bards, their transcendental
qualities, shamanism, incentives, performance, stylistic conventions, and vocal charms.
The lullabies, written and oral literature, origins, influence of Ferdowsi (Persian epic
poet), genre, musical setting, and epic practices of the pre-Soviet and Soviet eras are
traced until the decline of epic recitation in the 1980s with the collapse of qyssakhan
master-pupil lineage. “The Art of the Turkmen” (chapter 7) illustrates the inseparable part of Turkmen’s social life, bagshy (the combination of bard and shaman). It
covers bagshy performance, different types, styles and schools characterized by their
geographical regions like Ahal, Balkan, Dashoguz, Lebap, and Mary. The foci of these
schools are different, varying from the central role of epic narration to singing and
music. This part tries to create a balance between technical information on musicology
and musical instruments in “The Turkmen Dutar” (chapter 7), “Singing Traditions of
the Kazakhs” (chapter 11), “Narrative Instrumental Music” (chapter 14), and “Kyrgyz
Jaw Harps” (chapter 15); thematic factors in “Kyrgyz Wisdom Songs” (chapter 9),
“Kyrgyz Funeral Laments”, and “Wedding Songs” (chapter 12, 13); and ethnographic
issues in “Poetry Competitions among the Kazakhs and Kyrgyz” (chapter 10).
The influence of Islam is more vivid in the sedentary rather than the nomadic
settlers. The patterns of culture show that they are merged with pre-Islamic beliefs.
The Islamic tradition in the treatment of music is diverse. Two kinds of music are
introduced in the book: the desirable (mustahabb) and the forbidden (harām). The
chanting of the Quran (tajwīd), call to prayer (adhān) and any rehearsal that leads to a
mystical union with the Divine are considered desirable musical practice. It is claimed
that secular music is mostly considered a forbidden type. However, the book does
not mention that Islamic jurisprudence introduces a spectrum of musical practices
ranging from desirable and permissible (halāl) to undesirable (makrūh) and forbidden.
These musical patterns are explained in “Religious Music and Chant in the Culture of
Sedentary Dwellers” (chapter 22).
The unifying element in the culture and civilization of Central Asia is the predominance of Islam. The melodies in the songs and stories of public sermons, Quran
recitations, and call to prayer were heard everywhere. Popular Islam found its way into
the hearts of people through entertainment (tamasha), songs of religious story tellers and wandering dervishes (qalandars) advocating Islamic values. That is how music
has intermingled with official and popular Islam. Beside Muslim holidays like Rama-
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dan, Shi’itic traditions of mourning ceremonies in the first ten days of the month of
Muharram (Ashūrā) were popular among both Sunni and Shi’a. Mostly preserved by
Bukharan Iranians, taziyah is the narration of and mourning for the martyrdom of
the Prophet Mohammad’s son-in-law and his grandsons. Because of being one of
the most popular musical practices, the Soviet banning of taziyahs could only push its
performance from the public realm to private houses. Similarly, the Modernization
Movement in early 20th century Iran sponsored by the government could not terminate this artistic practice. In these cases, taziyah was sometimes interpreted as a political act of resistance. Different forms of religious chanting, spiritual gathering, Sufi
music, female practitioners of religious traditions, textual format and musical notes
are painstakingly introduced and discussed in 12 different chapters.
The social context plays an undeniable role in the composition of music and the
popularity of musical practices. Islamic influences are not limited to social traditions
and contexts since it is woven into the rhythm, theme, acoustics, and Islamic aesthetic
sensibility. “Maqom Traditions” and “The Uyghur Muqam” (chapters 18-19) show the
variety of one art in both popular and sophisticated urban art (i.e. “classical music” /
“court music”). Geographic diversity and musical brotherhood made maqom the transnational, one-millennium old musical tradition embracing different local and regional
dialects in Central Asia, the eastern Mediterranean, Azerbaijan, Iran, Iraq and North
Africa. Islamic visual arts portrayed in calligraphy and the symmetrical decoration of
carpets, minarets, and mosques are linked to the structural repetition and symmetry in
the sonic ornament of maqom. The expansion of maqom is rooted in the works of medieval polymaths like al-Farabi. Influenced by Plato’s model of liberal art and Greek
philosophy that viewed music as science, this Persian thinker contributed to different branches of science like metaphysics, epistemology, political theory, mathematics,
logic and musicology. Thus, in the Golden Age of Islam (8th-13th c.) the science of
music (ilm al-musiqi) was introduced.
Sufism serves as the most long lasting and wide reaching example of the music of Central Asia (“New Images of Azerbaijani’s Mugham”, “Religious Music and
Chant”, “Sufism and the Ceremony of Zikr”, and “Music in the City of Bukhara”
[chapters 20, 22, 23, 26]). The influence of Sufism, which was rooted in the 10th century, continued until the 21st century. That is why “Sufism and the Ceremony of Zikr
Ghulja” (chapter 23) is solely dedicated to the Sufi heritage in music. The effect and
popularity of Sufism in the Uyghur culture of northwestern China is discussed in the
ceremony of the Remembrance of God (zikr). The musical traditions were led by
Sufi masters in the centers of Islamic spirituality and culture such as Samarkand and

124

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 2, No. 1, June 2017

Bukhara. Like governmental prohibition in 20th century Iran and the Soviet Union,
the Cultural Revolution in China affected the Sufi brotherhood in so far as prayer
houses (khanaqas) were closed and religious practices, including music, were banned.
The traditions and practices of different zikr with the details of musical notes and
examples are explained.
The social marginalization of entertainers reveals the moral ambiguity in Islamic
culture to the extent that in some areas like Bukhara, public celebration and dancing
was prohibited. During the Taliban government, any musical performance met serious censure and punishment. Despite the negative attitude of early Islam (7th c.) or
hardline governments (20th c.) toward entertainment and music, pre-Islamic ritualistic
dance and chant were incorporated into Islamic practices. One of these social contexts is festive gatherings like a wedding, the birth of a child, a boy’s circumcision,
Muslim holidays and most importantly Persian New Year (Nowruz). Opposite in the
audience to popular music, music for the elite flourished under the patronage of the
aristocrats. The historical development of maqom, highlighting a long history of patronage, represents a good example. Some poets like Rumi are an inseparable part of
the Silk Road both in the popular and the elite realms. He is in the moqam traditions
of Tajiks and Uzbeks (chapter 18), gasoid-khonī of the Wakhan Valley (chapter 29) and
the maddoh tradition of Badakhshan (chapter 28). Falak, the spiritual songs of Tajikistan and Iran (chapter 30), and the popular music of Tajikistan (chapter 35), Iran and
Afghanistan all demonstrate the influence of Rumi’s musical style, philosophy and
mysticism. Because of cultural globalization, the social context of the 20th century
brought multidimensional practices to music.
Different interpretations of Islamic traditions brought different gender roles.
Thus, gendered festivity and assigning different social roles to men and women implies different musical practices. Some musical instruments have strong gender associations. While dutar (two-stringed lute) and doira (drum) are mostly played by women,
louder instruments which are used in public celebrations are typically played by men.
Gendered musical traditions are not similar among nomadic and sedentary dwellers.
The Soviet Union disrupted previously male-dominated musical traditions since it
integrated women into the work force and performing arts. The “Oral Epic of Kazakhstan” (chapter 5) well narrates how the apprentice/disciple (shākirt) learns from
her master (ustaz). “Female Musicians in Uzbekistan” (chapter 25) exclusively discusses the role of women in musical traditions. The multiplicity of women’s roles is
represented through diverse performances and performers: from Otin-oys to the divas
of maqom and from domestic to professional music. Otin-oys are middle-aged women
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who are the spiritual leaders within female communities.
The conquest of Central Asia by Russia in the 19th century and the absorption
of this territory into the Soviet Union during the 1920s brought inevitable changes to
local music, not only artistically but also politically and ideologically. Cultural continuities, ethno-linguistic and local identities were marginalized. Ambiguities were corrected and each musical tradition was assigned to one political boundary of five Soviet
republics: Kazakhstan, Kirghizia, Tajikistan, Turkmenia and Uzbekistan. A specific
role was assigned to art. Among different artistic genres and forms, only social realism could reflect the life of the proletariat. Thus, musicians adapted the local music
to express socialist themes like the glories of collective farms. The new lyricism of
music expressed the cultural enlightenment of the Soviet Union. The old instruments
and small groups gave way to systematic choirs, orchestras and pianos that were tuned
to play the more complex harmonies of the new system. European cultural models
of pedagogy challenged and destroyed the oral transmission of musical traditions
between the master and disciple (ustad and shogird) since the new musical notations
prevented the creative process of the performers. Musical scales that were the legacies of Persians and Arabs were labeled as feudal and religious. Interestingly, the new
artistic creation bridged East and West. In the post-Soviet Union era, Soviet-inspired
hybridity was promoted by state-sponsored apparatus. The new generation tried to
build a bridge between international artistic networks and their indigenized musical
practices. “The Popular Music in Uzbekistan” (chapter 33), describes the tricky and
illusive terminology of popular music, estrada. Terms like “national”, “world”, “Europeanized”, “foreign”, “wedding”, and “commercial” are added to estrada to explain
this type of public performance. Integrating diverse influences from Syrian, Persian
and Asian folk music to pop-rock, Uzbek estrada went beyond the Soviet Union and
found its way to independent Uzbekistan. The themes vary from unwanted chaos and
freedom advocacy to love and patriotism.
Different voices were heard in the 20th century in Central Asia, those who supported traditions and those who preferred modernization and globalization. Remarkably, the same trend can be found in the music of the 21st century. Non-governmental,
governmental, and intergovernmental organizations operate on different educational
and artistic levels. “New Images of Azerbaijani Mugham in the 20th Century” (chapter
20) discusses the East-West fusion in Azerbaijani cultural and musical performances.
Mugham opera narrates one of the most popular love stories of the Silk Road, Leyli and
Majnun, with the integration of Eastern and Western musical practices from Europe
to Persia, China and Japan. In Azerbaijan, symphonic and Jazz mugham and bastakor in
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Uzbekistan and Tajikistan combine classical lyrics with new melodies or old melodies
with newly written lyrics. Five chapters are dedicated to “Central Asian Music in the
Age of Globalization”, as the last part of the book. The flow of immigration after the
dissolution of the Soviet Union gave new meaning to the musical life of Central Asia.
Furthermore, diasporic music introduced the richness and complexity of Central
Asian music to the globe (i.e. Mongolian Kazakhs [chapter 17] and Bukharan Jews).
“The Cultural Renewal of Kyrgyzstan” (chapter 32), elaborates on examples of neotraditionalism and post-neo-traditionalism in different artistic domains, from musical
performance to instruments, theater and fashion. This trend tries to keep a balance
between the old and the new. “The Tradition-Based Popular Music in Contemporary
Tajikistan” (chapter 35) discusses the importance of wedding and family gathering
festivities (toy) in the amalgamation of traditional and popular musical consciousness.
While popular music was initiated in Soviet Tajikistan, it gradually emerged in unofficial settings like wedding parties. Benefitting from Iranian, Turkish and Arabic musical trends, the poetry and music of the Tajiks propagates ethical, social and religious
values.
The Music of Central Asia is embellished by lavish photos of setting, the natives,
rulers, musicians, musical instruments, dancers, fashions, customs and traditions, although it deprives its readers of the date and sometimes the place of the photographs.
Each chapter provides readers with colored “Examples” and “Study Questions” for
pedagogical use. The supplementary 50 pages narrate the story of its editors and
contributors to give the impression that they lived this book to the full. Furthermore,
it introduces other interesting information that will intrigue lovers of music. It gives
a complete illustration of instruments in “Musical Instrument Glossary”. The “Glossary of Terms” summarizes different traditions, musical genres, performances and
metrical feet. “Inventory of Audio and Video Examples” includes a rich archive of
records and films.
The high level of imports of North American, European, Russian and South
Asian music to Central Asia and the low level of export of Central Asian music
challenge the integrity and maintenance of this music. The small bulk of this book
dedicated to Central Asian music in the age of globalization can bear witness. Hopefully, canonical performances and musical heritage will be preserved with the support
of UNESCO. Programs like the Agha Khan Music Initiative attempt to introduce
this different musical trend to the world. Returning to the first question, this article
recounts how The Music of Central Asia tries its best to bring a marginalized trend into
focus. That is why we cannot answer if the music of Central Asia is central or not. In
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our globalized world of multinational consciousness, the melody of Central Asian
music is heard not in terms of yes-no questions but in a spectrum of different voices
perceived on the Modern Silk Road.
Azra Ghandeharion
Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Iran

Muslim Women of the Fergana Valley: A 19th-Century Ethnography from
Central Asia. Vladimir Nalivkin and Maria Nalivkina. Indiana University Press.
2016. 242 pp. (ISBN-13: 9780253021496)
This work offers readers a nineteenth-century ethnography focused on women in an
Islamic society. Originally titled A Sketch of the Everyday Life of Women of the Sedentary
Native Population of the Fergana Valley, it was first published in Russian in 1886 by the
Russian couple Vladimir and Maria Nalivkin, who lived in a “Sart” (Uzbek) village in
a territory new to the Russian Empire. Vladimir Nalivkin, a Russian military man, and
his wife were among the first group of Russians who provided precious detailed reports on Central Asia for the Russian Empire. Unlike other Russian scholars, Vladimir and his wife were not specialists in Oriental studies; therefore, their work provides
a new perspective on Central Asian Studies.
The book includes one introduction and ten chapters. The introduction by the editor, Marianne Kamp, provides a comprehensive introduction to the book. It provides
brief biographies of Vladimir and Maria, focusing on their intellectual formation, the
milieu within which they worked, and their scholarly production. Comparisons are
drawn between their ethnographic work and those of several of their contemporaries
in Russian Central Asia.
The first chapter, “A Short Sketch of the Fergana Valley,” deals with a physical
description of the Fergana Valley, from the plants, mountains, and valley to the streets,
mosques, and shops. It describes how Islamic religious ideas shaped the attitudes and
livelihoods of the people.
The second chapter, entitled “Religion and Clergy,” starts with a translation of
passages from the Qur’an, followed by a description of some beliefs and practices.
Then it elaborates on Muslim women’s religious practices like praying at home or going on pilgrimages. In addition, this chapter, points out Sart women’s lack of formal
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education.
The third chapter, “Houses and Utensils,” sheds light on Sart women’s daily life,
their means of earning a living, their houses, and food. After explaining how houses
were built, the authors refer to the construction of spaces meant to separate women
from namahram, the men who were not members of the family. It follows a theme of
class differentiation, illustrating the variance in wealthy and poor families’ consumption patterns.
Chapter four, “Woman’s Appearance and Her Clothing,” addresses women in
terms of dress and appearance. It deals with family life, birth, marriage, relations
within the household, holiday practices, and many other topics while repeatedly returning to sartorial details. This chapter moves from the description of clothing to
examinations of social class, stages of life, and work and leisure.
Chapter five, “Occupations and Food,” examines Sart women’s labor, their
sources of income, and the roles of older and younger women in an extended family
household. By observing women’s actions in buying and selling, it draws the reader’s
attention to poverty, wealth, and women’s efforts to overcome difficulties. It ends with
further details about expenditure and diet that Russian administrators collected for
taxation purposes and that social activists used to demonstrate that peasants were ill
fed and overtaxed.
Chapter Six, “The Woman, Her Character, Habits, Knowledge, and Behavior toward the People around Her,” is a close observation of women’s family interactions,
their festivities, customs, and child-raising practices. In this chapter, the authors take
a comparative approach to Sarts and Russians’ social behavior to make a more comprehensive picture for their intended audience, who were Russians. The Nalivkins
address men’s diverse styles of fighting, the morality of theft and waste, fears, folk
healing, and magic.
Chapter Seven, “Pregnancy and Childbirth: A Girl,” describes Sart birthing practices and their preferences for sons. It reports on how all children were exposed to
poor nutrition and some fatal diseases like smallpox, measles, scarlet fever, whooping
cough, flu, edema, and skin diseases. It also indicates how orphan children were raised
by their relatives and how the property they received was entrusted to a guardian.
Chapter Eight, “The Maiden: Marriage Proposal and Marriage,” explains how
women’s lives changed completely after their marriage: “All her street games with
friends and peers are ended. The maiden starts participating more and more in household activities such as cooking and cleaning” (p. 158). It also discusses polygymy and
marriage of young adolescent girls. A large part of the chapter is devoted to qalin, the
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groom’s wedding expenses, and also mehr, which was the money usually paid by the
parents of the groom to the bride. This chapter ends by indicating the varied reasons
for quarrels among spouses and the fact that a peaceful and quiet life was the lot of
very few families.
Chapter Nine, “Polygyny, Divorce, Widowhood, and Death of a Woman,” argues
that men and women obtained divorce easily and that being divorced posed no obstacle to remarriage.
Religion allows a Muslim man to have no more than four wives at the same time. If
he already has four wives but for some reason wants to marry a fifth one, he must
first divorce one of his current wives, and then religion does not prevent him from
replacing her with a new one. A woman who becomes a widow or divorces her husband can also remarry an unlimited number of times (p. 175).

It explains that if the husband initiated the divorce without valid cause, he had to give
the wife whom he is dismissing the promised mehr, and he lost the right to demand the
return of qalin. If such a divorce was initiated by the wife, she, on the other hand, lost
her right to mehr and had to also return the qalin her husband had paid for her. This
chapter ends with the common customs for the funeral and mourning of Sart women.
The most challenging chapter of the book is Chapter Ten, “Prostitution”. It
examines Sart social attitudes regarding prostitution in general and in particular Sart
women’s motivations for becoming prostitutes and means for leaving prostitution. It
explains how the owners of brothels, who were almost exclusively men, took three or
four legal wives and traded in them. In addition, it addresses the lives of prostitutes,
who were either women who were not able to divorce their husbands or girls who ran
away from their parents.
Muslim Women of the Fergana Valley illustrates the lives of Sart women in multifaceted ways. The Navilkins’ knowledge of language helped them to provide a vast
picture of Sart women’s everyday life in the nineteenth century. The military education of Nalivkin provided him with outstanding skills in mapping, analyzing and statistically categorizing the Sart women. They report various aspects of Sart women’s
lives; however, they rarely use examples to support their ideas, which at times makes
the book boring.
Applying a comparative approach, the authors examine Sart women through the
lense of Russians. They were Russian, and they were observing Sarts, and the two
belonged in utterly different categories. Therefore, the reader always recognizes a
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distance between the authors as Russians and Sart women. At times, the Nalivkins
consciously contrast their own Russian preferences with Sart preferences, though they
concede nothing at all about the ways their own class backgrounds shaped their view
of self or of Russianness. They consider some customs of the Sarts like sitting on
mats and eating from low tables or cloths spread on the floor as lack of civilization.
However, they were sometimes impressed by Sart women’s wit in conversation and
their ease in social situations, which the Nalivkins regarded as superior to Russian
cultural patterns.
This work provides us with an enduring portrait of a moment after the Kokand
Khanate was defeated, when its forms of Islamic rule were officially gone but before
Russian imperial law, administration, and culture had come to dominate rural Central
Asian communities. The Nalivkins’ attention to the details of customs, dress, food,
housing, and family relationships and their apparent appreciation of many aspects
of Sart life make this project more valuable as a source of ethnographic and cultural
information than most of the contemporaneous nineteenth-century Russian publications about the Sarts.
Maryam Kamali
Harvard University, USA

China’s Approach to Central Asia: The Shanghai Co-operation Organisation. Weiqing Song. Taylor & Francis. 2016. 182 pp. (ISBN-13: 9781138780781)
Some dramatic economic transformations and political intrusions affected China and
Central Asia in the final decades of the twentieth century. Currently, the economic rise
of China has attracted lots of attention and has been labeled a success story by the
Western world. On the other hand, the five newly independent Central Asian countries are struggling to rebuild their economic base in an era of globalization. China
and Central Asian countries have made some efforts to strengthen bilateral ties and
improve cooperation on different fronts. After the transitional years of the 1990s, the
Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) became an essential component of Eurasian politics to establish a new sort of cooperation between China and the former
Soviet Central Asian countries. To this end, issues related to geopolitics, security, the
economy and regional politics have been handled by the SCO member states.
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The SCO is an intergovernmental organization founded on June 15, 2001, in
Shanghai by China, Russia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. The
primary goals of the SCO are strengthening confidence and good neighborly relations
between the member countries. The ultimate goal is to make joint efforts to maintain
and ensure peace, security, and stability in the region. Consequently, it would be fair
to argue that the SCO has become an important part of China’s regional strategy towards Central Asia. Moreover, the development of the SCO is of wider significance
to global politics, security, and economics since the core member states form one-fifth
of the earth’s landmass with 30 million km², have one-fourth of the world's population and one-sixth of global GDP. Russia and China are two of the most prominent
states in the international system as permanent members of the UN Security Council.
This book by Weiqing Song delves into China’s foreign policy orientation towards
Central Asia via the SCO. It reviews the power and interests of the SCO member
states and their influence on the formation and evolution of the organization, concentrating on China’s leading role in this process, and covering a range of issues related to the SCO’s organizational development.
In the introductory chapter, the author highlights several primary objectives of
the book such as the identification of China’s strategic rationale towards Central Asia,
the trajectory of the evolution of the SCO and the description of the institutionalization process of the SCO. Moreover, the book provides the reader with a detailed and
well-rounded analysis from a Chinese perspective regarding not only the interactions
taking place between China and other SCO member states but also the relations between the SCO and some non-member countries.
The first part of the book introduces the reader to the broad context of China’s
strategic interests and motivations regarding Central Asia within the SCO framework
(Chapter 1). After establishing a framework for empirically analyzing the SCO process, the author provides the fundamental interests, motivations and power statuses
of the SCO members (Chapter 2).
The second part of the book attempts to scrutinize the internal and external
dimensions of the SCO, centering on the organization’s regional institutionalization
process (Chapter 3) and the interactions between the SCO and its member states and
other actors (Chapter 4). These other participants include observer states – Afghanistan, India, Iran, Mongolia, and Pakistan – and great powers with significant stakes
and leverage in the region – the United States, Japan, Turkey, and EU countries. The
author also elucidates the various roles played by international organizations such as
the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and the Association of Southeast
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Asian Nations (ASEAN) vis-à-vis the SCO.
Part three of the book provides detailed information on the SCO’s substantive
cooperation in three major areas: political and security spheres (Chapter 5), economic
and functional areas (Chapter 6), and cultural and educational matters (Chapter 7). By
focusing on those different aspects/cases, the author illuminates the usefulness of the
SCO framework for Chinese foreign policy in Eurasia.
There is no doubt that recognition of the importance of the region has culminated in the recent Chinese initiative of “One Belt, One Road,” which highlights Central
Asia as the essential link in China’s planned New Silk Road strategy. It seems that by
highlighting the strategic importance of China’s involvement in Central Asia, Weiqing Song is prescribing a new strategy and foreign policy orientation for the Chinese
government.
The book is a great addition to the fast growing field of Silk Road studies, and
it provides insights into how Chinese strategic thinking interacts with the goals and
actions of other countries in the SCO, and by doing so, it deepens the reader’s understanding of China’s foreign policy perceptions and priorities. The book has immense
value for China studies, and it will benefit academics and researchers as well as policy
makers and students focusing on Eurasian geopolitics.
Cagri Erdem
Keimyung University, Korea

The Captive and the Gift: Cultural Histories of Sovereignty in Russia and
the Caucasus. Bruce Grant. Cornell University Press. 2009. 216 pp. (ISBN-13:
9780801475412)
As a researcher of Russia who started the active phase of his academic career on the
eve of the collapse of the Soviet Union, Bruce Grant could not stay indifferent to
some of the catastrophic consequences that followed this seminal event. A series of
bloody clashes in the Caucasus in the early 1990s – the Armenian-Azerbaijani war,
the Georgian-Abkhaz war, and the Chechen war for independence – were the most
severe and violent manifestations of that process. The study of Russia’s penetration
of the Caucasus required the knowledge of local languages, familiarity with vernacular traditions and life style and creative imagination – the skills the author of the book
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possessed. Consequently, the topic of Russia’s penetration of the Caucasus and the
perception of the new dominance by local nations was an attractive field to which he
could apply his research skills.
Grant dedicated his book to the problem as old as the world is - the right of
more powerful states to subjugate weaker polities. It was the era of colonialism
that highlighted this problem in a new perspective, putting forward the concept
of Kulturtrager mission, which was called a “civilizing mission” in Europe after
Montesquieu, and the “cultural mission” in Russia. In other words, the conquest
and establishment of political domination offered not only political power, but also
imposed an equally heavy burden articulated as a “gift of civilization,” or in the
Russian case, the “gift of empire” (p. X). The issues that Grant placed at the heart
of his book are the way in which Russian political and artistic culture viewed the
relationship between Russia and the Caucasus, and how the local peoples perceived
their subordination to the empire.
First of all, the author ponders “how Russians gave of their own in a civilizing
cause to legitimate imperial, colonial, and later communist interventions” (p. XV).
As an anthropologist, he tried to analyze these basic concepts in several, sometimes
rather unexpected foreshortenings. The very name of the book shows that the author decided to search for answers to the questions posed through the discourse of
recognized archetypes of Caucasian life, namely, the models of the captivity and the
gift. He admits that “the case of Russian relations with the Caucasus is remarkable
for both the length and consistency of popular Russian acknowledgment of and
interest in the gifts and sacrifices made toward its stewardship” (p. 62).
Indeed, Russian literature from Pushkin to Tolstoy romanticized the Caucasian mountains and the glittering of highlanders’ daggers as being an inexhaustible
source of inspiration for poets. Many scenes praise the selfless love of proud and
beautiful Circassian girls and noble Russian officers, who sometimes fell captive
to the owners of independent high-mountainous villages. Grant makes abundant
use of examples from Russian classical literature to reflect the key moments of the
“early Russian ideology of rule in the Caucasus”.
The author found a successful canvas in the myth of Prometheus for the generalization of sometimes too diverse material, sometimes not too proportionally scattered in a fairly wide chronological framework. After all, the author wrote his book
as a combination of several disciplines – history, mythology, anthropology, history of
cinema, and literature. In fact, Grant’s book can be called a collection of essays that
are not always organically interlinked: a review of the history of the Russian conquest
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of the Caucasus is followed by the presentation of some rituals and legends of various Caucasian people associated with captivity and gift-giving, and an essay of the
Caucasian theme in Soviet cinema.
A short excursion into the history of the conquest of the Caucasus by the Russians is made against the backdrop of a number of vivid quotes from the statements
and memoirs of Russian military leaders like Ermolov and Madatov, and historians
and writers like Romanovsky, Dostoevsky, and Velichko, that perfectly reflect “famous archetypes of Russian character” (p. 50). Grant argues rather convincingly that
their stories about the Russian captivity reflected a rather wide range of political positions. However, it more often reflected a vision of the Caucasian peoples as some
ungrateful and belligerent subjects who could not appreciate the benefits that the
Russian Empire generously granted them. At the same time, he notes that although
there has been a rather violent historical relationship between these two regions,
they have also benefitted from each other in many ways.
No less interesting is the last chapter of the book, in which the author
enthusiastically and knowingly introduces the reader to the wonderful world of
Soviet cinema, in which no less attention is given to the topic of the Caucasus than
in classical Russian literature.
On the other hand, a couple of annoying blunders in the book are hard to explain for such a connoisseur of Caucasian life as Grant is. In particular, the author’s
remark that the Molla Nasreddin magazine was published in Baku (p. 129) is surprising, as it is well known that the bulk of this satirical Azerbaijani journal was published in Tiflis, which by the early 20th century was the number two cosmopolitan
center of the Caucasus along with Baku. In addition, the dedicated reader should
bear in mind that the author’s comments that Adler is located on the Crimean Peninsula (p. 110, 120) are not accurate.
In general, Grant’s book is a cognitive and vivid work, written in bright and lively language. It is quite easy to read, and illuminates the history of Russian-Caucasian
relations from a new angle.
Shahin Mustafayev
The Institute of Oriental Studies, National Academy of Sciences, Azerbaijan
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Iran and China: A New Approach to Their Bilateral Relations. Shirzad
Azad. Lexington Books. 2017. 109 pp. (ISBN-13: 9781498544573)
In a book of about 100 pages, Shirzad Azad takes us on a journey, rich in detail, into
the history of relations between Iran and China since the 1980s. The 1980s is taken
as a starting date since that is the date of the reestablishment of diplomatic relations
between the two countries.
The book is organized into 5 chapters which take a look at 5 different periods in
the two countries’ bilateral relations under changing leaders in both countries, which
mostly coincide with these periods. Chapter 1 highlights the relationship at the beginning of the 1980s and especially the period of the Iran-Iraq war. Chapter 2 addresses
Iran’s period of reconstruction after the war and China’s period of economic boom,
a period which also coincides with the end of the Cold War. Chapter 3 evaluates the
relationship mostly from a cultural nexus, while Chapter 4 addresses the peak period
of financial and trade relations between the two countries as well as the problematic
sides of the relationship during this period, demonstrating the complex nature of the
relationship. Finally, Chapter 5 tries to put together the most recent developments in
the two countries’ relationship with an eye on the aftermath of the nuclear deal between Iran and the West and the launch of the New Silk Road policy of China.
The last chapter also puts forward 3 different scenarios about the potential direction the relationship between the two countries may go in the future. While writing,
the author makes a visible effort to take into consideration the zeitgeist in each country in the particular period he talks about as well as the personalities and the ruling
styles or policy priorities of the leaders of the two countries during those periods. For
example, he often tries to explain under which circumstances particular Iranian decision makers arrived at their policies regarding their relations with China and the kinds
of reactions they faced as a result of their chosen policies.
At the beginning of the work, the author distinguishes two possible ways of looking at Iran-China relations, arguing that the two states are regarded either as “perfect”
or “limited partners”. The author skillfully shows that the truth is more complex than
this simplification of “this” or “that”, arguing that bilateral relations have been a ride
with ups and downs for both countries. Throughout the book, one finds the different
foci of their relationship which are sometimes contrasting yet at other times complementary: an oil rich Iran versus an energy hungry China, a sanctioned Iran versus a
booming China, an anti-Western Iran versus a China aiming at rapprochement with
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the West, a nuclear aspiring Iran versus an already nuclear China, a theocratic Iran
which embraces religious values in governance versus an anti-religious China which is
worried about the impact of religion on its own religious minorities.
Although not written on the basis of a theoretical perspective in international
relations, the book provides ample examples in support of the realist theory of international relations. It does this firstly by showing how the two countries define and redefine their relations with one another according to national interests that change over
time, and secondly by looking at the constraints each country has in approaching the
other given the position each country feels it should occupy within the international
system. The story of Iranian-Chinese bilateral relations is a great example of how
relations between two countries do not happen in a vacuum but are also affected, finetuned, and even reshaped, by how these countries define themselves vis-à-vis others,
especially vis-à-vis other major world or regional powers and how both countries
interact with the rest of the world while also interacting with one another. The author
even demonstrates how each country’s individual rapprochement with the West at different times is also perceived as a risk by the other party. The book also addresses the
issue of cooperation and its limits in an anarchic world.
The book may be on Iran-China relations by name. However, its content serves
anyone interested in international politics by going into detail on the intricacies of
sanction politics, costs of voluntary and forced isolationism, policies to remedy these
costs, and how countries which at some point find or position themselves outside
or on the margins of the international system such as Iran, China, Taiwan, and even
North Korea develop overlapping interests for survival and find areas of cooperation
despite their cultural and even ideological differences.
The 5 chapters of the book mostly follow both a chronological and a thematic
path, and they are each broken down into small thematic sections of 1-2 pages in
length which highlight important issues in each period. These small thematic sections
facilitate reading and understanding and shed light on interesting points such as the
military deals between the two countries during the Iran-Iraq War or the role played
by what the author calls the “Dubai factor” in the international trade of a sanctioned
Iran. The book is written using a rich and sophisticated vocabulary which makes it
an interesting and exciting read for language enthusiasts. However, it would surely
challenge non-native speakers or those who would only like to focus on the content.
The author is apparently well-positioned to pen a book on bilateral relations between the two countries since he seems knowledgeable about the political histories
and cultures of both countries, being originally from Iran and having lived in East
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Asia for more than a decade. Yet, the details in the book are often and unsurprisingly
richer when it comes to the Iranian side of the story. For example, he seems to provide a clearer picture of how the Iranian public perceives China than how the Chinese
public perceives Iran.
Overall, Azad’s work is a valuable contribution not only for understanding the
recent past and modern day in Iranian-Chinese relations, but also addresses some of
the larger issues in power politics as well as the opportunities and limits of cooperative behavior between states under pressure.
Itır Toksöz
Doğuş University, Istanbul, Turkey

Song Blue and White Porcelain on the Silk Road. Adam T. Kessler. Brill
Academic Publishers. 2012. 587 pp. (ISBN-13: 9789004218598)
Kessler’s central claim is that blue and white porcelain was produced during the Song
era, and did not first appear during the Yuan era as the currently accepted periodization
has it. He furthermore claims that the Yuan state did not produce the shufu (imperialmarked) wares, as the Mongol ruling class did not consider porcelain to be a proper
material for cups or dishes for people of high rank, and instead preferred gold and
silver (Kessler, 271). Kessler’s central claim has implications that extend beyond art
history to global cultural and economic history, as Chinese ceramics are widely used
for the dating of archeological sites, and thus also as an indicator of economic activity.
Kessler had previously argued for this dating of blue and white porcelain in an exhibition catalog, Empires Beyond the Great Wall (Los Angeles: Natural History Museum of
Los Angeles County, 1994) that presented objects from archeological sites he studied;
his dating of these finds was widely rejected (e.g. Suzanne G. Valenstein. “Concerning
a Reattribution of Some Chinese Ceramics,” Orientations. December, 1994, 71-74). In
Song Blue and White Porcelain on the Silk Road, he defends his claims with a great quantity
and variety of evidence. This book is intended for specialists and will prove largely
impenetrable to the non-specialist reader, as the author does not explain the stakes
of his arguments sufficiently to anyone not already familiar with the subject-matter.
The conventional dating of early blue and white ceramics has the new style being
developed by the Yuan dynasty during the second quarter of the 14th century under
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the influence of Islamicate ceramics and metalwork, which much early blue and white
porcelain is said to have imitated to suit the tastes of foreign, especially Muslim, recipients. Among the main evidence supporting the currently-accepted dating are the
Sinan shipwreck, which contained inscribed wooden tags with dates up to 1323 and
yielded a large quantity and variety of porcelain, but no blue-and-white wares, and
the Percival David vases, with inscriptions indicating that their year of production
was 1351. These two large vases represent a highly-developed state of technique and
decoration for blue and white porcelain. The art of blue and white porcelain is thus
held to have reached a high degree of sophistication within the space of a few decades
before the end of the Yuan dynasty in 1368. In fact, Kessler maintains that by 1352,
the region around Jingdezhen was experiencing turmoil that would have prevented
the kilns from being used by the Yuan government. Therefore, most of the Yuan
blue-and-white wares must have been produced in the space of about 25 years, during
which time its availability went from being poor enough that it was completely unrepresented in the Sinan shipwreck in 1323, to being available enough that it could reach
Africa and Western Eurasia, as attested by pre-Ming blue-and-whites in the Ardebil
Shrine and Topkapi Palace collections (Kessler, 320).
The principal evidence Kessler marshals for his central claim is a series of archeological digs – from a city at the Ejina River Oasis in Inner Mongolia and hoards from
Hebei Province in northern China and various regions in southern China - which are
interpreted in light of historical records about warfare, evidence for occupation of the
sites, and trade between the Xixia and Jin and Song states in chapters I and II. He also
discusses a number of other sites – Chapter III Section 14 has a table summarizing
42 different sites, comprising 79 hoard burials. He dates 53 of the hoards located in
northern China, which contain blue and white porcelain, to between 1211 and 1213
based on the theory that they were buried by Jin elites in locations safely removed
from the action as their states were conquered by the nascent Mongol Empire. By
conventional dating methods, the presence of blue and white porcelain necessarily
places these hoards within the Yuan period. Kessler offers a detailed discussion of the
history of the sites and establishes a terminus ante quem for each one based on historical sources and numismatic evidence from the hoards. Here, the author paints a clear
picture of the circumstances leading to the burial of treasure. Most of these hoards
contain coins, numbering all together in the high hundreds of thousands, and dating
to no later than the Southern Song and Jin periods (generally, up to 1189 AD). While
there are far fewer extant Yuan coins than Song, the Yuan did issue coinage starting in
the early 14th century (Nancy Shatzman Steindardt, “Currency Issues of Yuan China,”
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Bulletin of Sung and Yüan Studies 16, 1980: 70), so the complete absence of Yuan coins
from multiple mid-14th-century hoards each containing tens of thousands of coins
would indeed be improbable given that Yuan coins were in circulation for more than
ten years by the time blue and white porcelain is supposed to have become common.
(If Yuan-era coins constituted even a tenth of a percent of the coinage in circulation
in the region when a hoard was buried, the probability of their being omitted by chance
from a hoard containing tens of thousands of coins is quite small, a fortiori for multiple hoards). Kessler’s explanation for the absence of blue-and-whites from the Sinan
shipwreck – that the buyers simply had not ordered that kind of porcelain – is more
plausible. He also cites findings that much of the ship’s porcelain cargo consisted of
Song-era wares from China and Korea, which were sought as antiques by their Japanese buyers (Kessler, 321).
Kessler argues for reconsideration of the dating of a number of pieces of preMing blue and white porcelain and porcelain shards from a number of archeological
sites. He argues in Chapter II, Section 12, that the Percival David vases were commissioned by a private individual for a Daoist temple, and thus not evidence of Yuan
patronage of porcelain production. He rejects stratigraphic evidence for a Yuan-era
origin of blue and white porcelain from the waster heaps at the Jingdezhen kiln sites
on the grounds that these sites are not well-suited to stratigraphic analysis (Kessler,
361). He discusses shards of blue and white porcelain found in Aidhab (on the Red
Sea), East Africa, South Asia, Java, the Philippines, and the ruins of Hama and Fustat
(Kessler, Chapter III, Sections 39-45). Fustat was largely abandoned in 1168, whereas
trade with the Indian Ocean was especially promoted during the Fatimid period (9691171). Thus, porcelain shards found there are more consistent with Fatimid/Song
dating, although a later dating cannot be ruled out. He discusses a number of blue
and white porcelain objects dated to the Yuan period and argues for a Song-era dating
based on analysis of visual motifs and philological analysis of writing on the objects
(Kessler, Chapter III, Sections 25-38). The fourth and final chapter discusses chemical analyses of the cobalt pigments used in pre-Ming blue and white porcelain and
concludes that chemical evidence obtained so far indicates that the cobalt pigment
used in these wares came from Indonesia and Afghanistan rather than Kashan, Iran,
contrary to the conventional wisdom that cobalt blue dye was first procured in Iran.
One broader theory used to explain his Song-era dating of blue and white porcelain concerns an ideological and ethnological dimension of the objects. Kessler
argues that the Song court made porcelain replicas of Zhou and Shang ritual bronzes,
part of a larger trend of historically-conscious fascination with antiquity, and that
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the Mongol Yuan disapproved of porcelain tableware. He interprets the Ming court’s
production of blue and white porcelain as a self-conscious revival of a Song-era tradition. During the Song era, the Xixia and Jin valued porcelain as exemplifying Chinese
forms of aesthetic refinement. Given the Central Asian courts’ awareness of political
circumstances in China during the Timurid era (see e.g. Joseph Fletcher. “China and
Central Asia 1368-1884,” in The Chinese World Order, ed. Joseph Fairbank. (Cambridge:
Harvard U. Press, 1968), 209-211), his interpretation of the meaning of porcelain for
the Ming court may have important connections to the Islamic world’s memory and
reception of the Mongol legacy. The present reviewer agrees with Nancy Shatzman
Steinhardt (“Song Blue and White Porcelain on the Silk Road by Adam Kessler,” Journal
of the Royal Asiatic Society. 25/1, 2015, 184-7) that Kessler’s work merits careful consideration by scholars in the relevant fields. His central claims, if they turn out to be
correct, have great implications for global history.
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The Silk Roads: A New History of the World. Peter Frankopan. Bloomsbury.
2015. 672 pp. (ISBN-13: 9781101912379) [Translated into Korean by Lee
Jaehwang, Silkrod Segyesa, Chaekgwa hamkke. 2017. 1024 pp. (ISBN-13:
9791186293898)]
Peter Frankopan’s book The Silk Roads: A New History of the World has been translated
into Korean, and published just a month ago in a big volume of 1,017 pages from the
656 pages of the original. This has added fever not only to the academic arena but also
to the growing interest in the Silk Road in Korea. This eloquent translation provides
another advantage of enhanced readability.
The book is based on Frankopan’s basic understanding of the Silk Road that
“for millennia, it was the region lying between East and West, linking Europe with
the Pacific, that was the axis on which the globe spun”. This network of pre-modern
times became what it was as hundreds of ancient trade routes gradually connected
throughout history, but they turned into an image embracing many things at once,
a collective product of humanity and its past, and an outcome of combinations of
each and every human being’s intelligence. Thus, the plural form “Silk Roads” is
convincing. Frankopan tries to demonstrate this notion of diverse roads in twentyfive thematic chapters, correcting the imbalanced Eurocentric perspective that has
thoroughly dominated the writing of world history.
In such histories, the Middle hemisphere, in contrast to the Eastern and Western
hemispheres, is “orientalized” and “othered”, described purely to highlight the
dangers faced by traders from the West who wished to access Middle and Eastern
hemispheres. They are typically featured as a necessary line to get from ancient Greece
and Rome to the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the Industrial Revolution. This
perspective is a relatively recent development, however, a product of the colonial and
civilizing discourses of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.
In recalibrating the view of history and the world, Frankopan draws attention to an
oft-ignored corner of the world and turns it into a model for the writing of neocentric
historiography, focusing on inner Asia from the Aegean Sea to the Himalayas.
Frankopan makes the compelling argument that the interactions among peoples in
this core of civilization were far more central to global affairs than the developments
of their Eurocentric counterparts. In arguing that trade-based globalization has been a
reality since before the written record, Frankopan unfolds his narrative by highlighting
the multilateral nature of exchange within the region. He offers an account of the
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early interactions between European and Asian parties, one not based on domination
and subjugation, but rather, a mutually beneficial relationship between the participant
peoples, regions, nations, and companies.
As long as globalization is to be conceived as the transnational exchange of
people, goods and ideas, then, argues Frankopan, this took place long before the
maritime era of 1492 with the appearance of Alexander the Great in the fourth century
BCE. Alexander’s campaign in the East brought Greek culture to the Indus valley.
Christianity spread along the Silk Roads under the Romans. Islam more obviously
did, too. Scientific advances, philosophical ideas and much else was cross-fertilized by
exposure to ideas from both East and West. However, starting with a chapter called
“The Creation of the Silk Road”, and beginning with Alexander the Great hardly
makes sense. The Achaemenid empire, “the largest the ancient world had ever seen”,
is only superficially mentioned and its rulers are taken into consideration simply as
“enemies”. Also, the most ancient core of the Silk Road, lying in the heart of China,
during the two millennia before Christ, is totally absent.
The general perspective is also challenging. Despite Frankopan’s clear intention
to subvert Eurocentric historiography, the continent remains central in his narrative.
Throughout the book, the basic frame is us (the West) vs them (the East). When
indulging in this dichotomy, Frankopan is hyper-critical towards the “us”, but this
does not make the dichotomy less present. Indeed, Frankopan concludes his chapter
on the rise of Europe as the dominant global power through its “entrenched relation
with violence and militarism” by stating, “Europe’s distinctive character as more
aggressive, more unstable, and less peace-minded than other parts of the world now
paid off ”.
Given the history of their often violent involvement in the region, this highly
negative portrayal of Europeans by Frankopan is somewhat justified. However, his
attempt at writing a “Eurasian-centric” history ends up only replicating many of the
weaknesses associated with Eurocentrism. Additionally, despite claiming to write a
history of whole civilizations and continents, the roles of Africa, the Americas, and
even China and the Korean Peninsula in his world history are minor at best, entering
his narrative only when they have come under the influence of the Europeans. Equally
problematic is his representation of the diverse inhabitants of the Eurasian land mass
as a homogenous whole rather than as a collection of largely autonomous sub-regions
and peoples. There is, for example, no such place as the “Arab speaking-world” and
yet Frankopan consistently utilizes this as short-hand for the region.
Frankopan also seeks to soften the image of Genghis Khan and his Mongol
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armies. Wherever they established themselves, arts and crafts flourished. “Blanket
images of the Mongols as barbaric destroyers”, he writes, “are wide of the mark,
and represent the misleading legacies of the histories later which emphasized ruin
and devastation above all else”. From the Mongols, Frankopan moves briskly via the
Black Death, the voyages of Vasco da Gama and Christopher Columbus, and the
establishment of the great European empires, on to the modern period. By now the
book has lost focus. It was good to be reminded, early on, of Persia’s centrality in
a world gone by, when both the Greeks and the Romans cast a covetous eye on its
wealth and prosperity. However, suddenly Frankopan extends his discourse to the
Nazi-Soviet truce of 1939-41. Moreover, he explains Iran and Iraq as unstable or
violent places, a la George Bush’s “axis of evil”. In many ways, unlike his original
idea of “a new history”, this is an old-fashioned history, written from above, with an
emphasis on wars and conquests, and scant interest in the lived experience of the bulk
of humankind.
Frankopan’s approach is somewhat too wide, and the imbalance is visible in the
book structure: 14 chapters deal with the long period from Alexander the Great to
the 18th century. However, the connections between events are lacking in some cases
and important historical periods, such as the Enlightenment, the Renaissance, and
19th-century colonialism, are simply mentioned in passing. The second half of the
book turns rather rapidly to 19th-century Western imperialism and its consequences
in Asia. The canvas is too broad to be wholly satisfying, while the conclusion that
“new silk roads are rising again” is not really convincing.
Certainly, this book will give a catalyst to Korean academia, where cultural and
historical curiosity is on the rise from Gyeongju via Persepolis to Istanbul. However,
as for the Central Asia that Frankopan cites in his conclusion, the region of fabled
entrepots like Samarkand and Bukhara, it certainly has the attention of both Russia
and China. Far from being at the heart of a new Asia, sullen and misruled Central Asia
languishes, for now, on the periphery. The Silk Roads are still to be fully discovered, as
it was for Xuanzang, Hyecho, Marco Polo, Ibn Battuta and Zheng He.
Tschung-Sun Kim
Keimyung University, Korea
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