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Editor’s Note

The December 2019 issue of Acta Via Serica examines the flow and exchange along
the Silk Road of religious belief systems such as the Goddess Nana cult (Manya SaadiNejad), religious sculptures of giant Buddhas (Dorothy Wong) and the itinerant monk
genre of Buddhist painting (Kyong-Mi Kim), items such as alcoholic beverages and
their related customs and ceramic ware designs (In-Sung Kim), knowledge of science
and math related of astronomy (Rüdiger Lohlker) and the travel of individuals such as
the Franciscan Friar explorers Benedict the Pole and John of Pian de Carpine (Renata
Czekalska) and Korean emissaries and the Korean pilgrim monk Hyecho (Bakhrom
Abdukhalimov).
In her article, Dorothy Wong investigates the spread along the Silk Road of the
construction of colossal Buddha statues. She examines the religious, social and political
circumstances surrounding the building of these colossal statues during the first millennium
CE. Spreading from Darel in India to Bamiyan in Afghanistan, Yungang and Longmen in
China, Seokguram in Korea, and Nara and Kamakura in Japan. Professor Wong argues that
the enormous Buddha statues became a metaphor for the universal dimension of the Buddha
and came to symbolize the authority of rulers by linking temporal with spiritual rulership.
She concludes by briefly comparing the current wave of building colossal Buddha statues
with historical examples
In-Sung Kim explains how nearly five hundred years of constant and diverse contact
with foreign influence through the Silk Road produced a flowering of artistic creativity during
the Korean Goryeo Dynasty. Through the international intermediation of the Khitan Liao
and Mongol nomadic powers, Goryeo society came to embrace a medieval global culture,
which included a diverse range of foreign alcoholic drinks such as kumis, araq, and grape
wines. The change in beverages drinks led to an unprecedented proliferation of Goryeo

Editor’s Note

iv

drinking vessel forms and decorations, evident in ceramic ewers, pitchers, flasks, and bottles
which became so widely available and familiar that Koreans forgot their foreign origins. Dr.
Kim concludes that medieval Korean society was far more open to international art and
culture than is commonly understood.
Kyong-Mi Kim delves into the dissemination along the Silk Road from China to Korea
of the visual tradition of the itinerant monk and its transformation into an established
genre of Korean Buddhist painting, portraying a monk accompanied by a tiger. Professor
Kim shows how paintings of sacred monks first became popular in China with Xuanzang,
who was often shown accompanied by a monkey. In Korea, though, the popularity of
stories about monks who tamed and preached to tigers led to the prevalence of Buddhist
paintings portraying monks with tigers. Professor Kim shows how tigers came to occupy
pride of place as Buddhism’s chief guardian animal in Korea, and were frequently portrayed
as guardians for arhats (the highest level of Buddhist disciple) and the sansin (mountain
gods).
Rüdiger Lohlker explores the spread of astronomy related scientific knowledge from the
13 to 17th centuries from Samarqand west to Europe, as well as to South, Central and East
th

Asia. Professor Lohlker explains how advancements in astronomy were tied to developments
in Islamic theology, as scholars sought to check philosophical and theoretical knowledge
against an external material existence emanating from God and used mathematical proofs
as a methodological framework for all intellectual activity, including science, philosophy,
and theology. He traces the spread along the Silk Road in all directions of Islamic-based
scientific knowledge in the form of observatory design, astronomical instruments, scientific
manuscripts, and scholars.
Renata Czekalska reconstructs the historic journey from 1245-1248 of the two Franciscan
friars Benedict the Pole and John of Pian de Carpine, the first known Europeans after A.D.
900 to complete a successful return journey east of Baghdad along portions of the Silk Road
and provide accounts of their travels. Their reports describe the initial diplomatic dealings
between the Holy See and the non-Christian world and outline Church policy in Central
and Eastern Europe, while their travels opened the way for merchants and missionaries and
established political relations between the papacy and Mongol leaders. Their expedition
represented a milestone in geographic research by bringing awareness of Eastern lands
to medieval Europeans. Dr. Czekalska reviews Pope Innocent IV’s motivations for and
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organization of the Papal mission to meet the Mongols, reviews the traveler’s route, examines
the role of Benedict the Pole as the secretary and translator to the papal legate Pian de
Carpine, and appraises the outcome of the journey in terms of exchange between Europe
and Asia.
Bakhrom Abdukhalimov chronicles the long history of exchange along the Silk Road
between Central Asia and Korea. Professor Abdukhalimov discusses medieval wall paintings
showing visiting Korean emissaries from the Early Medieval Samarkand King’s Afrasiab
Palace in Varhuman, reviews records of Korean ambassadors on diplomatic missions to
the Turks, analyzes the important historical accounts of the Korean Silla Buddhist monk
Hyecho’s pilgrimage to India, and examines valuable Central Asian grave goods excavated
from Korean Silla Dynasty tombs, including glass bottles, Sogdian statues and items made of
Siberian birch.
Manya Saadi-Nejad offers forth a controversial proposition that cultural connections,
stemming from trade, spread the cult of Nana from the 1st to 4th centuries CE over vast
distances along an area that later became part of the Silk Road, from the Mediterranean
world and Mesopotamia to Iran, Sogdiana, Bactria, and the lands of the Kushan Empire.
Spurning critics, Dr. Saadi-Nejad draws parallels between the worship of the Goddess of
Nanai in the the Kušan Empire with the Armenian goddess Nane, Iranian River goddess
Anāhitā, the Sumerian goddess Inanna, the Greek goddess Artemis, and Babylonian goddess
Ištar.
The December 2019 issue marks a transition phase for us at Acta Via Serica. The
editorial board has invited Dr. James C. Schopf, a professor in the Keimyung University
Department of Political Science, to serve as new Associate Editor. After transitioning to
a new editorial team, we will continue efforts to improve manuscript management and
broaden our audience, both online and offline. We look forward to providing scholars
and readers with intellectually stimulating topics by introducing issues focused on themes
proposed by authors.
Finally, we would like to express our sincerest gratitude to each of this edition’s
contributors, to our in-house editorial team, to members of our editorial board and to each
of our external peer reviewers for all their effort. We would like to especially thank our
Managing Editor, Dr. Cagri Erdem, and Assistant Editor, Dr. Young Hee Kim, who will
be leaving Acta Via Serica after this issue, for all their hard work. We also would like to
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give thanks to our publisher, President Synn Ilhi, and to the administration of Keimyung
University, for their continued, generous support of the publication of this journal. Now we
turn towards the June 2020 issue.
The Editorial Staff
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Some scholars conjecture that the Celestial Hall, also called Fotang 佛堂 (Buddha Hall),
was probably a pagoda, or a multi-story wooden structure. At about 100 chi (approx. 30
meters) tall, it was built to house a colossal statue in dry lacquer. Apparently, the hollow of
its finger could hold dozens of people. In 694, at the suggestion of the controversial monk
adviser Xue Huaiyi 薛懷義, Wu Zhao added Cishi to her reign title and proclaimed herself
the Maitreya Incarnate.24 The monk also planned a three-day extravagant Dharma Assembly
without Hindrance in the first month of 695, but during the festivities a fire broke out and
destroyed the whole complex.25 After that, Xue fell out of favor and Wu dropped the Cishi/
Maitreya reign title. Since the making of the colossal dry lacquer statue was associated with
Xue, it most likely represented Maitreya Buddha. Subsequently, a smaller statue was made
and was placed in another monastery in Luoyang, but it was destroyed during the An Lushan
Rebellion in 762. In 700, Wu Zhao commissioned the making of another colossal statue.
It was to be cast in bronze and to be placed in the Buddha Shrine (Foci 佛祠) on the slope
of Baisima 白司馬, at Mangshan 邙山 to the northwest of Luoyang. The plan faced much
opposition and was never carried out, though it likely inspired the Japanese ruler Shōmu to
cast the colossal bronze Buddha at Tōdaiji (see below).
Because of the association of Wu Zhao with Maitreya Buddha Incarnate, dedication
of Maitreya Buddha images was prominent at Longmen, including the statue dedicated in
673 by Huijian 惠簡, one of two monk-supervisors who oversaw the great Buddha project
at Longmen (Fig. 11). Unlike the cross-ankled seated position for images of Maitreya
Bodhisattva in Northern Wei Buddhist art (see Figs. 4, 5), by Tang times Maitreya Buddha
was usually shown seated with both legs pendant.

Fig. 11) Seated Maitreya Buddha; Huijian
Cave, Longmen; Chinese, Tang dynasty, 673;
stone; H. over 3 m; from Wong, Buddhist
Pilgrim-Monks, Fig. 4.8
24

25

Wu adopted the following reign title from 694 to 695: Cishi yuegu jinlun shengshen huangdi 慈氏越古金輪聖神皇帝
(Saintly and Divine August Emperor of the Golden Wheel, Maitreya the Peerless).
Wong, Buddhist Pilgrim-Monks, 177–79.
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Apart from political and religious centers in Northern Wei and Tang capitals, a number
of colossal Buddha statues were made in China between the fifth and ninth centuries, as
shown in Table 1.
Subject

Location

Period

Height

Materials

5 colossal statues
both seated and
standing

Yungang Caves
16–20, Datong,
Shanxi

Northern Wei, 450s–
460s

13.5–15.5 m

sandstone

Śākyamuni,
standing

Maijishan Cave 98,
Gansu

Northern Wei, early
6th century

13.9 m

stone

Śākyamuni, seated

Meng Shan, Taiyuan,
Shanxi

551

61 m

Stone,
rock cliff

Seated Buddha
triad

Lashaosi, Shuiliandong, Tianshui,
Gansu

Northern Zhou
(557–581)

42.3 m

stone, clay,
pigments

Maitreya, seated

Maijishan Cave 13,
Gansu

Sui (581–618)

15 m

stone

Vairocana, seated

Longmen

completed 675

17 m; 20 m
with mandorla

limestone

Buddha
(probably Maitreya)

Luoyang

around 695, burnt

building 30 m

dry lacquer

Maitreya, seated

Tiantishan Cave 13,
Gansu

Tang, repaired later

26 m

stone

Buddha, seated

Dafosi, Fenxian,
Shaanxi

Tang

25 m

stone

Maitreya, seated

Xumishan Cave 5,
Guyuan, Ningxia

Tang

20 m

stone

Maitreya, seated

Dunhuang Cave 96

695

33 m

clay, pigments

Maitreya, seated

Dunhuang Cave 130

713–41

26 m

clay, pigments

Maitreya, seated

Binglingsi Cave 171,
Gansu

1st half 8th century

27 m

stone, clay

Maitreya, seated

Leshan, Sichuan

713–803

71 m

stone

Table 1) Colossal Buddha statues made in China between the fifth and ninth centuries

A significant number of colossal statues were concentrated in cave-temples in Gansu,
marking the traces of the transmission of Buddhism along the Silk Road from the northwest
into China proper. Maitreya statues in other regions, such as Sichuan in the southwest, attest
to the spread of the Maitreya faith to peripheral regions later in the Tang.
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During the Tang, Pure Land Buddhism prospered, focusing on devotion to Amitābha
Buddha, who presides over the Western Pure Land as a destination for rebirth. Nevertheless,
Maitreya promises the realization of a utopia in the human world, in the here and now rather
than in some remote region at a distant time. Technically, Ketumatī is still located in the
realm of desire and thus impure, but in competition with the popular Pure Land worship, the
abodes of Maitreya – Tuṣita Heaven and Ketumatī – were increasingly cast as “pure lands” in
Tang times.26 Below are some notable colossal Maitreya statues of the Tang period.
Two colossal statues were carved at the Xumishan 須彌山 cave-temple site, located in
Guyuan, Ningxia Province. The seated Maitreya image in Cave 5 is 20.6 meters tall. Together
with another colossal statue in Cave 1, both were carved in the mid-seventh century, dating
to the time of Gaozong and Wu Zhao.
Dunhuang 敦煌 Cave 96 was built in 695 by the monk Lingyin 靈隱 and the layman
Yin Zu 陰祖. The 35.5-meter tall Maitreya is made of clay over a sandstone frame and then
painted (Fig. 12). The Maitreya statue in Cave 130 dates to the first half of the eighth century,
with a height of 26 meters (Fig. 13).27

Fig. 12) Seated Maitreya Buddha;
Dunhuang Cave 96; Chinese,
Tang dynasty, 695;
clay with pigment; H. 33 m
26

27

Fig. 13) Seated Maitreya Buddha;
Dunhuang Cave 130;
Chinese, Tang dynasty, 713–41;
clay with pigments; H. 26 m

Dozens of murals from the Tang dynasty at Dunhuang depict the pure lands of various Buddhas such as
Amitābha or the Medicine Buddha; depictions of Maitreya’s Tuṣita Heaven and Ketumatī are also called Maitreya’s
pure lands. Eighth-century examples are in Cave 445, north wall (in Dunhuang Wenwu Yanjiusuo, Dunhuang Mogao
ku, vol. 3 [Beijing: Wenwu Chubanshe, 1987]), pl. 175), and Cave 148, upper part of south wall (Dunhuang Wenwu
Yanjiusuo, Dunhuang Mogao ku, vol. 4, pl. 28).
Discussion of the historical background of Dunhuang caves 96 and 130 is in De Ma, Dunhuang Mogaoku shi Yanjiu
(Lanzhou: Gansu Jiaoyu Chubanshe, 1996), 143–49.
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The cave-temples at Binglingsi 炳靈寺 were carved on a cliff in a canyon along the
Yellow River beginning in the fourth century. At 27 meters tall, the colossal Maitreya image
in Cave 171 was made in the first half of the eighth century and restored several times in later
periods (Fig. 14). The upper part of the statue is carved into the rock cliff and then molded
with clay on the surface, while the lower part is sculpted from clay. Binglingsi in Gansu lies
along the path of the Silk Road, which was important for the transmission of Buddhism.
During the Tang, it was also a key route between the Tang and the Tibetan Empire, which
was then expanding along Tang’s western borders. Through a study of inscriptional evidence,
the Chinese scholar Zhang Baoxi concluded that the statue began to be made in 731, on the
occasion of the return mission of the Tang official Cui Lin 崔林 and his entourage from Tibet
after seeking a peace treaty. The dedication of a colossal Maitreya statue thus commemorated
an aversion to warfare and expressed the desire for peace for the country. Unfortunately, by
762, the region had fallen under the control of the Tibetan Empire, which also took over the
Dunhuang region by 781.28

Fig. 14) Seated Maitreya Buddha;
Binglingsi Cave 171; Chinese,
Tang dynasty, ca. 730s, restored
later; stone and clay; H. 27 m
28

Fig. 15) Seated Maitreya Buddha;
Leshan, Sichuan;
Chinese, Tang dynasty, 713–803;
stone with pigments; H. 71m

Jingsong Shi and Lingxiu Wang, “Binglingsi di 171 kan Tangdai Dafo Shishi Gouchen,” Dunhuang Yanjiu 4 (2012):
55–60.
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The largest Maitreya image, in fact the largest of all colossi in pre-modern times, is in
Leshan 樂山, Sichuan (Fig. 15). Carved out of red sandstone on Mount Lingyun 凌雲山, the
statue is located to the east of Leshan City and sits at the junction of the Min River 岷江,
Qingyi River 青衣江, and Dadu River 大渡河, facing Mount E’mei 峨嵋山, a sacred Buddhist
mountain, across the rivers. The seated statue is 71 meters tall and 28 meters wide across
the shoulders. Initiated by the monk Haitong 海通, the project began in 713, but it took two
additional phases to finally complete the statue in 803. The latter phases were supported by
local officials, Zhangchou Jianqiong 章仇兼琼 (d. 750) and Wei Gao 韋皋 (746–805); they both
deployed substantial official funds for the project. Upon completion, Wei also composed a
dedicatory inscription, recording that Haitong had a Maitreya statue carved with the hope
that the Buddha would calm the turbulent waters that plagued the shipping vessels traveling
down the river.29
Turning to Japan and Korea, we have noted that at the height of Wu Zhao’s reign,
Avataṃsaka Buddhism was the principle form of Buddhist ideology informing the Buddhist
state. Inspired by her example, the Japanese ruler Shōmu tennō 聖武天皇 (r. 720–49) and
his daughter, who ruled as Kōken-Shōtoku tennō 孝謙–称徳天皇 (r. 749–58, 765–70) also
adopted Buddhism as the state religion. To a lesser extent, the notion of Buddhist kingship
was also experimented with in Korea.
I have argued elsewhere that the Buddhist art and culture associated with Wu Zhao
played a major role in shaping the development of Buddhism and Buddhist art in Japan
during the first half of the eighth century.30 The rise in the status of Buddhism in Japan led
to Shōmu’s declaration of Buddhism as a state religion, similar to Wu Zhao’s founding of
the Zhou dynasty as a Buddhist state. Following Wu’s establishment of the Dayunsi 大雲
寺 state monastery system in 690, Shōmu tennō also founded a network of state Buddhist
monasteries and nunneries, known as kokubunji 国分寺 and kokubunniji 国分尼寺, respectively.31
In 743, Shōmu issued an edict to cast a colossal Buddha statue of Vairocana. As in
the case of Wu Zetian, the transcendent Buddha overseeing a centralized, hierarchical state
church was likened to a temporal sovereign overseeing her/his earthly empire. The colossal
image was housed in the Great Buddha Hall (Daibutsuden 大仏殿) of the Tōdaiji, or Great
Eastern Temple, that he built (Fig. 16).
The iconography of the Tōdaiji Vairocana image is similar to that of the Longmen
statue, showing a giant Buddha sitting atop a lotus, with each petal engraved with a Buddha
presiding over numerous Buddhas and their sumeru worlds (Figs. 17, 18; see also Fig. 7).
When completed in 752, the Tōdaiji Vairocana statue measured about 16 meters tall, and
29

30
31

Zhen Ouyang, “Mile Xinyang ji Leshan Dafo Sanlun,” Fojiao Yanjiu 2 (2012): 172–76. A discussion of the dedicatory inscription is also in Dabin Wu, “‘Jiazhou Lingyunsi Da Mile Shixiang ji’ Lunlüe,” Zhonghua Wenhua Luntan 3
(2017): 140–44.
See Wong, Buddhist Pilgrim-Monks, chapter 5.
See Joan Piggott, The Emergence of Japanese Kingship (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1997), chapter 7.
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close to 39 meters from the base to the top of the mandorla. The bronze statue and the Great
Buddha Hall that housed it were both destroyed in later times; the current statue, at 14.7
meters tall, and the building are both smaller than the eighth-century originals.

Fig. 16) Tōdaiji (Great Eastern Temple)
built by Shōmu tennō as head of state
monasteries; Japanese, Nara; dedicated
in 752, rebuilt in 1709

Fig. 17) Vairocana Buddha; Japanese,
Tōdaiji, Nara, late Nara period, ca. 752
(recast in 1185, repaired in the sixteenth
century, and the head recast in 1692); gilt
bronze; H. 14.73 m above pedestal; from
Wong, Buddhist Pilgrim-Monks, Fig. 5.6

Fig. 18) Drawing of engraving on petal of
Vairocana’s lotus pedestal in Tōdaiji;
from Inamoto, “Tōdaiji Nigatsudō
honzon kōhai no ‘Senju Kannon
gojūni butsu zū,” Pl. 6
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When the colossal Vairocana statue at Tōdaiji was completed, an elaborate, eye-opening
ceremony was held in 752, officiated by the Indian monk Bodhisena, who first came to China
and was then invited to travel to Japan.32 Spectacular rituals and performances accompanied
the ceremony. In bringing together all his subjects to make obeisance to the Great Buddha
and to enjoy the performances, Shōmu invoked the power of the Buddha and the ritual not
only to protect his country but to bring about harmony for his subjects.33
In Korea, the emergence of Unified Silla in 668 saw a close alliance with Tang China. The
Avataṃsaka doctrine was also the predominant school of Buddhism in Korea and received
royal and aristocratic patronage, but it did not have the close ties with the central government
that it did in China and Japan. For example, there were no networks of state Buddhist
institutions. Nevertheless, the Seokguram 石窟庵 cave-chapel built in the mid-eighth century
is considered the ultimate expression of the Avataṃsaka doctrine, both architecturally and
programmatically. This cave-chapel and its art attest to the extension of the international
Buddhist art idiom that originated in Tang China to the far reaches of Korea.34
Located on Mount Toham 吐含山 on the eastern outskirts of Gyeongju, the
Seokguram cave-temple was dedicated by Kim Daeseong 金大城 (d. 774), a chief minister
for King Gyeongdeok 景德王 (r. 742–65), for his parents of former and present lives. He
also commissioned the building of Bulguksa 佛國寺 (Monastery of the Buddhist State, or
Monastery of the Buddha Realm) at the foot of Mount Toham. Work on both sites began in
751 and was completed after Kim’s death in 774, when the government took over the project.
The Seokguram cave-temple suffered damage in later times, and major restorations were
undertaken in the early twentieth century, which has led to disputes among scholars about
the cave-temple’s original plan.35
In its current reconstruction, the cave-temple consists of three components: a rectangular
entrance hall, a connecting corridor, and a rear circular chamber with a dome ceiling. In the
center of the circular chamber, or rotunda, is a granite statue of the seated Buddha with his
right hand in the earth-touching gesture (Fig. 19). Directly above the statue in the center of
the ceiling is a relief carving of a large lotus. Resting on an octagonal pedestal, the statue is
3.26 meters tall and the pedestal is 1.58 meters tall, for a total height of close to 5 meters.
The size of the Seokguram seated Buddha image is larger than the 16-foot criteria and would
qualify it as a large Buddha, though it is relatively small compared with the examples that we
have examined.
32

33
34
35

John M. Rosenfield, “Tōdai-ji in Japanese History and Art,” in The Great Eastern Temple: Treasures of Japanese
Buddhist Art from Tōdai-ji, eds. John M. Rosenfield et al. (Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 1986), 17–31;
Towao Sakaehara, “Daibutsu Kaigen-e no Kōzō to Sono Seijiteki Yigi,” Toshi Bunkakenkyū 2 (2003): 14–27.
Sakaehara, “Daibutsu Kaigen-e no Kōzō to Sono Seijiteki Yigi.”
A review of the site is in Wong, Buddhist Pilgrim-Monks, 210–18.
See Henry H. Em, The Great Enterprise: Sovereignty and Historiography in Modern Korea (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013).
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Fig. 19) Statue of seated Buddha in earth-touching gesture;
Korean, Seokguram cave-chapel, Silla Kingdom, ca. 751; granite;
H. 3.6 m; National Treasure; From postcard sold at Seokguram

This discussion of colossal Buddha images thus far indicates that they were created
for a number of reasons: by rulers who implemented Buddhist kingship, as expressions of
hope for the advent or realization of a utopia on earth promised by Maitreya, as invocations
of Maitreya’s compassion and protection, and to commemorate the achievement of peace
through aversion to warfare. The projects were initiated by Buddhist monks who raised
funds or secured the support of rulers and local officials to fund the expensive projects.
Sometimes the construction of statues took several generations to complete. Last but not
least, we cannot ignore the religious economy associated with travels and pilgrimages to view
and worship colossal Buddha images and other religious sites.

Colossal Buddha Statues of Modern Times
In the last few decades, there has been a wave of making colossal Buddha statues all across
China, although it is not an exclusively Chinese phenomenon. Most notably, after the
destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, there were attempts to make replicas of the Bamiyan
Buddhas across the globe, in material form or in digital reconstructions (Fig. 20). Replicas
were even included in the so-called “Oriental Buddha Park” 東方佛都 near Leshan, where
over 3,000 replicas of well-known Buddha images were installed as a kind of Buddhist theme
park or Disneyland (Fig. 21).
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Fig. 20) Hologram reconstruction of taller Bamiyan Buddha;
Afghanistan, ca. 2015
Fig. 21) Replica of Taller Bamiyan Buddha;
Oriental Buddha Park, Leshan, Sichuan; contemporary

Subject

Site

Years of
Creation

Height

Materials

Śākyamuni, seated

Baolinsi, Lantau Island,
Hong Kong

1993

26.4 m

bronze

Amitābha, standing

Lingshan, Wuxi, Jiangsu

1996

88 m

bronze

Śākyamuni, seated

Nanshan, Yantai, Shandong

2004

38.66 m

bronze

Avalokiteśvara,
standing

South China Sea, Sanya,
Hainan Island

1999–2005

108 m

steel & concrete

Samantabhadra,
seated, four-faced

Mt. E’mei, Sichuan

2005

48 m

gilt bronze

Vairocana, standing

Yaoshan, Lushan County,
Pingdingshan City, Henan

1997–2008

Maitreya, laughing Xuedou Monastery, Ningbo,
seated Buddha
Zhejiang

108 m; total
gilt bronze, steel
height 208 m

2008

56.74 m

bronze

Kșitigarbha, standing

Mt. Jiuhua, Anhui

2003–09

99 m

bronze

Śākyamuni, seated

Liuding Shan, Dunhua, Jilin;
behind Zhengjue Monastery

2009–11

48 m

gilt bronze

Avalokiteśvara,
standing

Tsz Shan (Chishan) Monastery, Taipo, Hong Kong

2009–2015

76 m

bronze covered
in white fluorocarbon paint

Table 2) Some Chinese examples of modern colossal Buddha images
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The trend began with the giant Buddha image at Baolinsi on Lantau Island, Hong Hong,
installed in 1993 (Fig. 22). It was cast in bronze and has a height of 26.4 meters. Located at
the top of a small hill accessed by a long stairway, the seated Buddha statue is on a three-level
terrace, reminding one of the terraces of grand Chinese imperial architecture such as those
inside the Forbidden Palace or the Temple of Heaven in Beijing. The visual symbolism thus
harmonizes traditional Chinese kingship, which rests on the principle of the Mandate of
Heaven, and the Buddha as a cosmic ruler with a commanding vista over the landscape. This
symbolism is copied in some later examples in China, such as the seated Buddha statue in
Liudingshan, Dunhua, Jilin, completed in 2011 (Fig. 23). At 48 meters tall, it is 20 meters taller
than the Hong Kong example and is the world’s tallest seated Buddha statue. It was funded
by the Nanjing-based Chenguang Group, which began in 1865 as a machinery manufacturer
founded by Li Hongzhang 李鴻章 (1823–1901) – a politician, general, and diplomat of the
late Qing dynasty (1644–1911).

Fig. 22) Seated Buddha on a lotus
pedestal atop a 3–level terrace;
Baolinsi, Lantau Island, Hong Kong,
1993; bronze; H. 26.4 m

Fig. 23) Seated Buddha; Chinese,
Dunhua, Jilin, 2011; gilt bronze; H. 48 m

Currently, the largest standing Buddha statue is the Vairocana image in the foothills
of Yaoshan 堯山 in Lushan County 鲁山县, Pingdingshan City, Henan (Fig. 24). Completed
in 2008, the statue is 108 meters tall and has a total height of 208 meters. It is called Great
Buddha of the Central Plain (Zhongyuan dafo 中原大佛). The Buddha statue and several scenic
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areas nearby received state and provincial funding to develop them as a tourist attraction,
including the construction of roads and other infrastructure; it was ranked a five-star tourist
destination in 2011.

Fig. 24) Standing Vairocana Buddha; Chinese,
Pingdingshan, Lushan, Henan, 1997–2008; gilt
bronze and steel; 108 m (total 208 m)

Fig. 25) Multi-headed Samantabhadra
Bodhisattva; Chinese, Mt. E’mei, Sichuan, 2005;
gilt bronze; H. 48 m

Since the introduction of Buddhism into China in the early centuries of the Common
Era, several mountains have been identified as abodes of bodhisattvas, and there have also
been attempts to install colossal bodhisattva images at these sites, including Avalokiteśvara
(Bodhisattva of Compassion; Chinese Guanyin 觀音; Korean Gwaneum; Japanese Kannon) at
Mt. Putuo 普陀山, Samantabhadra (Chinese Puxian 普賢; Korean Bohyeon; Japanese Fuhen)
at Mt. E’mei (Fig. 25), and Kṣitigarbha (Chinese Dizang 地藏; Korean Jijang; Japanese Jizō)
at Mt. Jiuhua 九華山 (Fig. 26). Because Avalokiteśvara has been one of the most important
devotional deities throughout the history of Buddhism in China, and in fact throughout all
of Buddhist Asia, the bodhisattva is most often represented in colossal scale. Devotion to
Avalokiteśvara is prominent in coastal regions since one of the bodhisattva’s powers is to
protect believers from all kind of perils, including shipwrecks. Currently, the largest standing
image of Avalokiteśvara, at 108 meters tall, is located in the South China Sea in Sanya, Hainan
Island (Fig. 27). Made of steel and concrete, it was jointly funded by the State Council of
Religious Affairs Office and the Hainan provincial government, spending the extravagant
sum of 800,000,000 RMB.
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Fig. 26) Plan to Standing Kșitigarbha
Bodhisattva; Chinese, Mt. Jiuhua, Anhui, 2003;
bronze; H. 99 m

Fig. 27) Standing Avalokitesvara; Chinese,
South China Sea, Sanya, Hainan Island,
1999–2005; steel and concrete; H. 108 m

In 2015, a standing Avalokiteśvara statue was dedicated at the Tsz Shan Monastery
(Chishansi) in Taipo, Hong Kong (Fig. 28). At 76 meters tall, it was cast in bronze and
covered in white fluorocarbon paint that has weather resistance properties. The statue
overlooks a large monastery complex on top of a hill. It was funded by the Li Ka-shing 李嘉
誠 Foundation, founded by Li, a real estate tycoon and the wealthiest person in Hong Kong.
The whole complex cost HK$3,000,000,000. As a devout Buddhist, Li’s goal was to invoke
Guanyin’s mercy and to promote Buddhist teachings.
Avalokiteśvara worship has also been prominent in Japan. Since medieval times, it has
been popular to visit thirty-three temples dedicated to the worship of Kannon on designated
pilgrimage routes.36 In both historical and modern times, there have also been a number of
colossal Kannon images created in Japan, including the 100-meter tall statue of Nyoirin
Kannon 如意輪観音 (Avalokiteśvara with the Wish-fulling Gem) within the Dai Kanmitsuji 大
観密寺 complex in Sendai 仙台. Completed in 1990 for the centennial celebration of the city
and to pray for its prosperity in the twentieth-first century, the statue was built as a twelvestory structure in steel and concrete and covered in fluorocarbon white paint; it is a precursor
to the modern colossi in Hong Kong and China (Fig. 29).
From this brief overview, what is new in the modern phenomenon of making colossal
Buddha images in China? First, we do not see the implementation of “Buddhist kingship.”
After all, the People’s Republic of China is founded on communist ideology. Nevertheless,
36

See Sherry Fowler, Accounts and Images of Six Kannon in Japan (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2016).
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state and local governments are involved in these large and expensive projects. While
religious institutions provide guidance and partnership, governmental support focuses
on the conservation and development of cultural/religious sites as part of the country’s
cultural heritage and to promote tourism.37 Also of note is the significant role of the
business sector, whether corporations or individuals, in funding these extravagant projects.
Although the religious intents in making these colossal statues are not in doubt, what seems
more prominent are interests in promoting cultural heritage and tourism, which in turn can
generate monetary gains for localities. The controversy over the appropriation of Buddhism
for commercial gain has attracted no small degree of criticism. China’s announcement of
the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013 revives the paradigm of the historical Silk Road,
but it is an economic and geopolitical enterprise to extend China’s rise in power by investing
in building infrastructure and other projects along the so-called “Silk Road.” The making of
colossal Buddha statues and the construction of roads and infrastructure to access those sites
for promotion of tourism can be seen as part of China’s religious Belt and Road Initiative
carried out within China itself. It would be interesting to further investigate whether this
initiative might also disseminate a wave of making colossal statues abroad.38

Fig. 28) Standing Avalokitesvara; Cishan Monastery,
Taipo, Hong Kong, 2009–15; bronze with fluorocarbon
paint; H. 76 m
Fig. 29) Standing Nyoirin Kannon (Avalokiteśvara with the Wish-fulling Gem); Japanese, Sendai, Japan,
1991; steel and concrete, covered in fluorocarbon paint; H. 100 m
37

38

For discussion of recent developments in Asian tourism, see Tim Winter, “Rethinking Tourism in Asia,” Annals
of Tourism Research 34, no. 1 (2006): 27–44. The topic of world or cultural heritage is also increasingly becoming
an important topic of academic inquiry. See Luke James and Tim Winter, “Expertise and the Making of World
Heritage Policy,” International Journal of Cultural Policy 23, no. 1 (2017): 36–51; Tim Winter, Geocultural Power: China’s
Quest to Revive the Silk Roads for the Twenty-First Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019).
In recent months, there have been reports that religious monuments such as mosques or Buddha statues in the
open have been vandalized or covered up in an effort by state or local governments to curb religions.
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Conclusion
This preliminary study of the phenomenon of colossal Buddha statues has demonstrated that
the inspiration and impetus for making images of immense size came from several factors:
Maitreya faith and textual descriptions of the enormous height of Maitreya, development
of the transcendental character of the Buddha as a cosmic being, and implementation of
Buddhist kingship that linked temporal with spiritual rulership. From the Bamiyan kingdoms
in Central Asian to the Northern Wei and the Tang in China, and Nara in Japan, the state’s
sponsorship of colossal Buddha statues was part of a visual program of a Buddhist state.
In that sense, Śākyamuni or his transcendent form, Vairocana, in immense physical size
advocated the protection of the Buddha as well as the authority of the ruler. In Tang China,
in part due to Wu Zetian’s claim to be the Maitreya Incarnate, a number of colossal Maitreya
statues were made in outlying regions, invoking Maitretya for the peace and protection that
the Future Buddha promises. While clerics and Buddhist institutions initiated and took part
in these projects, the extravagant sums required for making the colossal statues often relied
on official support, be that of central or local governments. In comparison, the trend of
making colossal Buddha statues in recent decades in China no longer makes claims to the
implementation of Buddhist kingship. Tied to a renewal of Buddhist faith, sponsorship comes
from wealthy individuals and industrial corporations. However, often such projects, conceived
as efforts to develop cultural heritage and tourist sites, receive funds from local and state
governments. Thus, while Buddhism as a state ideology is no longer viable in modern China,
official endorsement and financial support prove to be essential in making today’s colossal
Buddha statues as in the past. What this paper has not accounted for are the large numbers
of colossal Parinirvāṇa images, showing the Buddha after death and lying horizontally, both
in China and elsewhere, a topic that awaits investigations at another occasion.
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‘Look at the Alcohol If You Want to Know the Country’:
Drinking Vessels as a Cultural Marker of Medieval Korea
IN-SUNG KIM HAN

As ‘a total social fact,’ drinks and drinking may serve as a lens through
which we can view a distant society. Although not frequently discussed,
drinking vessels serve the same function for accessing a past world hidden
or forgotten behind written records. The present article is an art history
attempt to seek a cultural link between liquor vessels used in medieval
Korea and the political and social change of the period. The Goryeo
period (918-1392) saw an unprecedented abundance of drinking vessels in
various forms and decorations. Goryeo artisans and craftsmen produced
ewers, pitchers, flasks, bottles, and others in addition to the pre-existing
shapes of vessels mainly consisting of jars and bowls. I argue that this
sudden burst of creativity during the Goryeo period was closely related to
Goryeo’s constant and diverse contacts with foreign powers. Their zone of
international connections was not confined to the Chinese world, as we have
commonly presumed. Even before the Mongol intervention, Goryeo was
in contact with regions beyond East Asia through the northern nomadic
states. Khitan Liao was recorded as having worked as a kind of international
intermediary to link the Chinese and Islamic worlds. This medieval global
culture became a norm in Goryeo society when it became an important part
of the Mongol Empire. These nomadic powers brought global trends to
Goryeo, and foreign drinks were among them; kumis, araq, and grape wines
are just three cases of them discussed in this article. The change of alcoholic

IN-SUNG KIM HAN (iskim.han@googlemail.com) is a research associate at SOAS, University of London, UK.

30

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 4, No. 2, December 2019

drinks led to, or was accompanied by, a new range of drinking vessels. Three
types of ewers, familiar to East Asian consumers but foreign in their origin,
are discussed in the main text to highlight such social change. Three more
cases of drinking cups are also presented. The article shows that medieval
Korean society was far more open to international art and culture than our
usual understanding, and in their drinking vessels, Goryeo culture embraced
global trends reaching China, the Islamic world and Europe.
Keywords: Drinking vessels, Goryeo, Khitan Liao, Mongol Empire, araq

Introduction
Like eating in general, drinking is not just a biological activity to sustain us. It is a fundamentally
cultural practice, reflecting our socio-political identity, religious commitment and national
stereotype. The social implications and significance of drinking were noted in the wise
sayings of the ancients, and Lee Su-Kwang (or Yi Su-gwang, sobriquet Jibong, 1563-1628),
the seventeenth-century Joseon Confucian scholar, once mentioned in his encyclopaedic
essay Jibong Yuseol [Topical Discourses of Jibong]: ‘Look at the alcohol if you want to know the
country.’ When we say that we are what we eat, drinking should be included in ‘eating’ as a
defining factor in our cultural identity. By investigating and analyzing them, we can have a
glimpse of or even reconstruct the inner workings of society. In this regard, drinks, alcoholic
drinks in particular, are an important example of a ‘total social fact’ as Mauss described in
his book on gifts.1
As drinks work as a totality of diverse aspects of social facts, the term drinks or alcoholic
drinks does not refer to a single uniform object across different cultures. Rather, it is culturespecific, showing variations in each locality.2 Even in the Euro-American cultural zone, it is
indeed a twentieth-century invention, more precisely after the nineteenth-century temperance
movement, to put together a wide variety of different substances on the sole basis of ethanol
under the name of alcohol or alcoholic drinks.3
Such a cultural, social diversity of drinks is reflected in drinking vessels–vessels to contain,
serve, or transport beverages. These vessels are ubiquitous and so common throughout human
history that we tend to disregard their cultural significance. Written records occasionally
1
2

3

Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (London: Cohen & West, 1966).
Michael Dietler, “Alcohol: Anthropological/Archaeological Perspectives,” Annual Review of Anthropology 35
(2006): 229-249.
To mention just two case studies among much academic research on this matter, Brian Harrison, Drink and the
Victorians: The Temperance Question in England, 1815-72 (London: Faber & Faber, 1971); James S. Roberts, Drink,
Temperance and the Working Class in Nineteenth Century Germany (Boston: Allen & Unwin, 1984).
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as the Khitans and the Jurchens. As Goody mentioned, ‘foreignness’ makes quality,17 and
Goryeo was no exception to that.

Drinking Vessels: Bottles and Ewers
One of the outcomes of Goryeo’s indirect cross-cultural contacts through nomadic powers
was an unprecedented variety in the range of ewers for alcoholic drinks or hot water. Although
most of these ewers are known to have imitated the Song prototype, a closer observation
shows Islamic connections in a wide range of Goryeo ewers. Here, we will take just three
examples to see the cross-cultural transfer in Goryeo ewers: a mallet-shaped flask, a bottle
with an elongated neck, and a bottle with a round or octagonal body and a short, flaring
trumpet-shaped neck.
The mallet-shaped flask is the first example transferred from the Islamic world to
Goryeo (fig. 8). Belonging to the Roman glass repertoire, the form entered Islamic material
culture when Muslim artisans inherited the glassmaking techniques of the ancient world as
the Islamic power conquered regions previously under the Roman Empire. The shape of
the bottle spread to every corner of the medieval Islamic world and to other regions by way
of export, pilgrimage or gift and tribute. An interesting point to note for this bottle shape is
that we can trace its path of transfer; a bottle of this shape was excavated from tenth-century
finds in Nishapur in the northeast of Iran (fig. 9a), while a glass bottle of the same shape
and similar size was discovered among archaeological finds from the tomb of a Liao princess
in northern China (fig. 9b).18 This find affirms that the non-Chinese nomadic Khitan-Liao
played the role of agents of cultural transfer across the Eurasian continent, exactly as the
Mongols did a century later.
Although the history of the Liao is generally narrated through its rivalry with the Song
and Goryeo, their international connections went far beyond the East Asian political arena.
The Muslim writer Sharaf al-Zamān Tāhir Marvazī (1050-1120) recorded the arrival of a
Liao envoy from Liao Emperor Shengzong (r. 982-1031) to the Ghaznavids (975-1186).19
17
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1982), 44.
Inner Mongolia Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology. “Liao Chenguo Gongzhu Fuma Hezang Mu
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Liao Chenguo Gongzhu Mu [Tomb of the Princess of Chen in the Liao Dynasty] (Beijing: Wenwu Chubanshe,
1993; Shen, Hsueh-man, Gilded Splendor: Treasures of China’s Liao Empire (Milan: 5 Continents, 2006).
Sharaf al-Zamān Ṭāhir Marwazī, Sharaf al-Zamān Tāhir Marvazī on China, the Turks and India. Arabic Text (circa AD
1120), trans. V. Minorsky (London: The Royal Asiatic Society, 1942), 5-6, 19-24. As such, the communications
of Liao with Turkic Muslims were not confined to trade and commerce. They made several marriage offers to
Islamic kingdoms, although documentary evidence only shows one case in 1022 in Liaoshi. Wittfogel suggested
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There was a Muslim quarter specially designated for Muslim merchants, traders, artisans, and
residents in the Liao capital.20 With these long-standing connections between the nomadic
powers of northeast Asia and the Islamic lands in Central Asia, the Liao gathered a thorough
cognizance of Islamic lands, and Yelu Dashi (1094-1143) led many Khitan refugees to
immigrate en masse to Central Asia and establish the Western Liao dynasty (also known as
Qara Khitai, 1124-1218) when the Liao dynasty collapsed in 1125. At the same time, another
major group of the Khitans sought refuge in Goryeo. Their mass exodus had a great impact
on the art and culture of Goryeo, bringing significant changes to them. In his Xuanhe Fengshi
Gaoli Tujing (Illustrated Account of the Xuanhe Envoy to Goryeo, 1123), the Song envoy Xu Jing
(1091-1153) noted Goryeo material culture much refined but overtly ornate ‘losing its naïve
charm’ thanks to the influence of Khitan refugees (‘Commoners,’ Book 19).21
When we say that the intermediary position of the Islamic world made it possible for
Goryeo to share an international style with other parts of Eurasia, it does not mean just
the geo-political location of the Islamic lands. More importantly, it emphasizes the access
of Islamic art to rich resources of various ancient cultures. Islamic culture emerged as a
latecomer in a region of great cultural heritages. It soon became a repository of previous
artistic traditions, including classical, Byzantine and Persian cultures. Muslim artisans,
contrary to present-day prejudice, made the most of their cultural inheritance to produce
sumptuous goods, thereby attracting upper-level clients irrespective of their religious and
cultural backgrounds. Noteworthy is that, once those vessels transferred their shape from
Islamic lands to Goryeo, Goryeo artisans adopted them wholeheartedly but tried them in
a different material and visual grammar. They reproduced those shapes in an abundance
of celadon wares, whereas we see Islamic counterparts more often in metal or glass.22 Our
second and third examples clearly show the local preference for a certain material, metal or
glass on the part of Muslim artisans as opposed to ceramics for East Asian artisans.
The second case for our discussion is locally known as ‘bottle with crane’s neck’ (fig.
1f). Popular in the second half of the twelfth century, this type of bottle has an elongated
neck with a spherical body, often faceted from top to bottom. Commonly and mistakenly
known as a typical East Asian type, it is in fact one of the most tell-tale examples of PersoIslamic material culture. Long-necked bottles were produced in Islamic lands at a highly
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accomplished level in various materials of metal, glass and ceramics as early as in the tenth
century (fig. 10a).23 As the staple item of the Islamic world, we can come across these bottles
in wine-drinking scenes or feasts in medieval Islamic paintings (fig. 10b). In the tenth-century
lusterware, a long-haired man is depicted holding a long-necked bottle (fig. 10c). Because of
its Islamic artistic origin, the bottle earned the nickname ‘Muslimware’ in China, and it was
in this shape that Chinese cloisonné artisans demonstrated their sophisticated skill in making
polychrome enamel objects for export to Europe in the Ming and Qing period.24
The third example is the bottle with a round body and a short, flaring trumpet-shaped
neck (fig. 11). Locally known as yuhuchun (玉壺春, okhochun in Korean) in East Asia, it got
the name from a phrase in a Song poem, ‘the jade pot, an early Spring.’25 First made during
the Northern Song dynasty, the bottle became the most popular drinking vessel in East
Asia. Despite being deeply embedded in East Asian dietary culture, however, the bottle also
originated in western regions as proved by the green glass bottles used as precious offerings
to commemorate Buddhist relics in Wanggung-ri and Songrim-sa, both in the Unified Silla
period (fig. 12a, b). The memory of its origin was still cherished in huping (胡甁, hobyeong
in Korean), literally ‘barbarian bottle,’ in an early Joseon buncheong bottle, datable to the
early fifteenth century (fig. 13). It has the word inscribed in a hurried script on its surface
decorations, the tangible proof of its foreign origin.

Foreign Drinks in Goryeo Society
It is common to approach drinking vessels in East Asia in the context of tea culture.
Beautiful celadon cups and ewers are, for instance, viewed as a material-cultural metonymy
of the pure meditative life of Zen Buddhism in East Asia. In approaching medieval culture,
tea and tea culture have been almost fetishized into an all-encompassing key to open the
system of the society.26 It should be noted, however, that ewers were not as necessary for
tea consumption in the medieval period as now because of a different tea type used for tea
brewing and drinking.27 Importantly, in the later Goryeo period, most of the inscriptions
23
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that decorated celadon ewers were not about tea, but about a poetic appraisal of a certain
local wine or sentiments inspired by alcoholic drinks (fig. 14). We thus safely argue that the
Goryeo period saw alcoholic drinks gaining as much cultural and social esteem as tea, if
not more, over time. While there was an undeniable connection between the blossoming of
ceramic production and the burgeoning tea culture of the period, by over-emphasizing it,
we may fail to understand the cultural impact of alcoholic drinks on the social scene in East
Asia, especially when nomadic powers were in the ascendency in various parts of Eurasia. As
shown in the foreign form of the vessels, the contents of those vessels were not confined to
tea, as simply assumed.
Like the vessels of foreign origin, alcoholic drinks as the contents of these vessels moved
along the Silk Roads with the help of the ascendency of nomadic powers. In addition to this,
the agency of Muslim traders and artisans must not be disregarded. Counter to popular
belief, Islamic regions did not shun the production of alcoholic beverages, especially wines.
Although the Quran forbids the consumption of alcoholic drinks,28 this religious injunction,
although mostly observed, was to be slightly compromised in the complex reality of each
Islamic country. Even in Arabic countries, there were, and have been, other residents from
different religious commitments and affiliations. Among them, Christians need wine at their
religious ceremonies and rituals. Rather than taking the unrealistic policy of abolishing wine,
Muslim rulers found a way out for mutual benefit by letting non-Muslims produce and
consume wine and levying extra tax on their production; some Muslims went further and
owned large vineyards to cater for local and external demand for wine.29 Besides being a rich
source of revenue for the state and wealth for individual Muslims, wine was actually enjoyed
by Muslims, especially in royal or exclusive gatherings. Some Muslim leaders were particularly
famous for their love of wine, as shown in the anecdotes related to Caliph Harun al-Rashid
(786-809).30 Sultans and emirs of Turkic origin were never inferior to anyone in drinking
wine. In the context of artistic expression, the medieval wine poetry of Muslim writers,
although conventionally interpreted as expressions of Sufi’s mythical union with God, is
written in beautiful metaphors of wine drinking and the pleasure of intoxication.31 We thus

28

29

30

31

Dado-ui Gujojeok Teukseong” [A Study on the Structural Characteristics of Teaism of Korea], Hanguk
Siksaenghwal Munhwahakhoeji [Journal of the Korean Society of Dietary Culture] 1, no. 1 (1986): 55-65.
It is not as simple and straightforward as it appears. The interpretations are diverse and often in conflict, as
noted in the section on the proscription against alcohol in Peter Heine, The Culinary Crescent: A History of Middle
Eastern Cuisine, trans. Peter Lewis (London: Gingko Library, 2018).
Oleksander Halenko, “Wine Production, Marketing and Consumption in the Ottoman Crimea, 1520-1542,”
Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 47, no. 4 (2004): 507-547, esp. 517 and 532-533; Mark
Kramarovsky, “The ‘Sky of Wine’ of Abu Nuwas and Three Glazed Bowls from the Golden Horde, Crimea,”
Muqarnas 21, no. 1 (2004): 231-238.
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can say that the same types of alcoholic drinks were consumed and enjoyed by the upper class
of contemporary states in Eurasia, including Islamic lands and Goryeo, during this period.
We can find in the Goryeosa (History of the Goryeo Dynasty) that at least three types of
foreign alcoholic drinks came to the Korean Peninsula from regions beyond East Asia: kumis
(qumiz), araq, and grape wines.32
Kumis (qumiz) is fermented mare’s milk,33 or ‘goat wine’ as recorded in several entries
of the Goryeosa.34 As a traditional beverage of the Mongols and other steppe nomadic
tribes, they brought the drink to wherever they settled. It came to the peninsula through
contact with them. Kumis was often featured in the Mamluk sources of drinking parties of
the elite. Sultan Baybars (1223-1277), in spite of his militant Muslim public persona armed
with fundamentalism, is recorded as having indulged in drinking kumis with his comrades.35
Strongly connected to nomadic life and culture, just as the sudden popularity of kumis was
linked to the predominance of nomadic powers, so its popularity diminished in line with the
diminishing of Mongol power, eventually leading to it completely disappearing from Korean
drinking culture.
Araq, or a distilled alcoholic drink, stayed long on the peninsula, unlike kumis, but its
social biography is correlated to the fluctuation of political power more than any other type
of drink. Originally, araq was an alcoholic drink (liquor) widely known in the Middle East and
Mediterranean regions.36 It reached China through the Mongols in the fourteenth century, as
the word araki is first mentioned in the Yinshan Zhengyao in 1330.37 There are various Korean
words to transliterate the Mongol rendition of this drink, pointing to its non-indigenous
origin. As suggested by its Arabic name araq (perspiration), the drink is made of liquid droplets
collected from distillation.38 Although commonly known as soju (literally ‘burnt liquor’), one
of the traditional Korean names for this type of distilled drink is ‘dewdrop wine,’ reminiscent
32
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of the original meaning of araq.39 While araq was originally made by distilling wine or other
fruit-based alcoholic drinks, traditional soju is a spirit extracted from grain-based alcohol. It
should be noted, therefore, the method of distillation, not the liquor itself, was brought to
Goryeo from the western part of the Mongol Empire during the period of their intervention.
Apart from these points, the technique and apparatus for making araq or soju are
strikingly similar.40 As a luxury beverage with medicinal effects, soju was originally produced
exclusively at the places Mongol armies resided on the peninsula and available only for
particular members of Goryeo society.41 Interestingly enough, although the drink established
itself in the Korean traditional drink repertoire and is widely recognized as one of Korea’s
intangible traditions, the memory of foreignness attached to soju has blocked its entry as an
appropriate ritual drink in any Korean Confucian ceremonies.42 On a separate note, a caution
should be made that soju does not have anything in common with present-day soju, bar the
name. The present mass-producing soju is made through the process of diluting ethanol, not
distillation.43
Grape wines are mentioned in the Goryeosa, with a particular focus on the detail of the
circumstances in which they were given. In all entries about grape wines, it is clear that the
wine was so valuable and rarely available that it could be an imperial gift for the Mongol
Yuan emperor and empress to present to the Goryeo king, their son-in-law. Although some
scholars tend to argue for local production of grape wines in East Asia during medieval
times, the wine in East Asia was not made through a process of natural fermentation of
grapes as in the other parts of Eurasia. Wine in East Asia was mainly produced by combining
East Asian traditional brewing methods with grapes, putting yeasts or mold rice-wine starter
for saccharification into the fermented grapes, just like making rice alcohol. Even when the
Tang Chinese could finally make grape wine according to this cumbersome method, it never
supplanted rice-alcohol in Tang China in spite of their growing appetite for it. Initially known
to China through Zhang Qian’s (164 BCE-113 BCE) missions to western regions, grapes and
39

40

41

42

43

Ji Hyeon Jang, “Urinala-eseoui Soju Munhwa-ui Heuleum: Soju-ui Yeoksa” [The trends of Soju culture in
Korea: History of Soju], Juryugongeop 5, no. 2 (1985): 9-20; Ji Hyeon Jang, “Urinala Sul-ui Yeoksa,” 271-274.
Ahmad Y. al-Hassan, “Alchemy, Chemistry and Chemical Technology,” in Different Aspects of Islamic Culture, vol.
4, Science and Technology in Islam, eds. Ahmad Youssef Al-Hassan, Maqbul Ahmed, and Albert Z. Iskandar (Paris:
UNESCO, 2001), 41-85.
As the most well-known example, Andong soju was produced in Andong, North Gyeongsang Province, to
cater for the Mongol army based in the town, where the Mongols’ supply base was located for (unsuccessful)
expeditions to Japan.
Doo Jong Kim, Hanguk-uihak Baljeon-e Daehan Gumi mich Seonambang-uihag-ui Yeonghyang [The influence of
Western and South-West Asian medicine on the development of Korean Medicine] (Seoul: Korean Research
Centre, 1960), 44.
Despite the great difference between Goryeo soju and commercial soju today, it should be noted that traditional
soju making also varied by the town of its production. One of the reviewers interestingly pointed out that the
relationship between Goryeo soju and mainstream commercial soju can be compared to the relationship between
mescal (or mezcal) and factory tequila in Mexico today.

Kim: Look at the Alcohol If You Want to Know the Country

41

grape wine came to Tang China (618-907) from these regions most probably through the
Sogdians. The best grape wines of the time were produced in the oasis cities lining the Tarim
Basin, where Iranian cultural expressions were dominant in the depiction of drinking and
banquets.44 Although grape wine never lost its exoticness and mystical foreignness during the
period, the knowledge of wine-making gradually disappeared as the Tang dynasty dissipated.
The revival of Chinese interest in grape wine was the outcome of renewed contacts
along the Silk Roads under the auspices of the Pax Mongolica. The Mongol’s love of alcoholic
drinks particularly contributed to the re-emergence of grape wine on Chinese soil. The
Mongols enjoyed grape wine in glass bottles in an Iranian fashion, and Ogodei admitted his
fatal weakness was grape wine.45 To measure the popularity of wine in this period, we can
see the clear inscription of ‘wine bottle’ (putaojiuping 葡萄酒甁) on a plain black-glazed jar
unearthed in Inner Mongolia (fig. 15). Like present-day decanters, it has an elongated shape,
pointing to its function of preserving the flavour of the wine longer. This practical vessel
with no ornamentation proves that wine was widespread even in the lower levels of society
during the Yuan period.46 Still, grape wine produced by the western method was a luxury,
an exotic item exclusively available to a limited circle of society, just as in the Tang period.
This exclusion would have been even greater in Goryeo, considering grape wine was worth
mentioning as an imperial gift in the official historical record.
An interesting point here is visual representations of the grape-and-vine motif are
abundant in Goryeo celadons, whereas it is meagerly present in contemporary Chinese
ceramics.47 Although it is not always the case that the presence of a certain artistic motif is
proof of its actual existence in the real world, some Goryeo drinking vessels unmistakably
represent actual grapes with a strong touch of reality. A gourd-shaped ewer with a twisted
handle in the National Museum of Korea is such a case. It is decorated with red grapes with
vine leaves in the sanggam (inlaid with coloured slips) technique. Like its Roman or Iranian
predecessors, it is decorated with the so-called ‘inhabited imagery,’ presenting grapes and
vines with boys (monks or cherubs). In the cultural context of East Asia, the symbol of
boys in grapevines tends to be interpreted as an auspicious image of familial happiness, not
celebrating blissful drinking as in Western culture. Such realistic renderings of the actual
plant, however, together with the visual grammar of the motif, suggest the possibility that
Goryeo potters had first-hand knowledge of the plant. In the same line of thought, it is
possible that grape wines made by local methods with grapes could have been available to
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Goryeo clients below the royal family.

Drinking Vessels: Cups and Bowls

These newly introduced beverages brought a relevant range of drinking vessels to Goryeo.
As discussed above, new types of ewers were introduced. At the same time, we can see
certain patterns emerging in the repertoire of drinking cups. Smaller cups appeared, reflecting
the existence of finely filtered or distilled alcoholic drinks. Decoration became ever more
sophisticated with meticulous attention to minute details. Above all, cups of new shapes were
added to the existing range. A few examples are horn cups, cups with dragon-shaped handles,
stemmed cups, and conical cups with a pointed base (both locally known as ‘drinking cup on
horseback’). These vessels are commonly and mistakenly thought to have been made under
the influence of Chinese ceramics, but they had been widely used in Islamic lands since the
pre-Islamic period. For this, we can find plenty of evidence in Islamic visual and material
culture.
Locally known as a ‘top-shaped cup’ (paeng-i jan), the conical cup with a pointed base was
a particularly popular drinking receptacle of the period. We can find a variety of decorations
used by different techniques in the cups of this shape. Although usually less than 10 cm in
height, the cups were finely decorated with sanggam (fig. 16a, b) or meticulously facetted (fig.
16c, d). The sudden popularity of this drinking cup in Goryeo society reflects its constant
contact with Islamic culture. In the middle of the tenth-century luster bowl is a sitting man
holding a pointed cup, a vessel just like the Goryeo celadon cup (fig. 17). The prevalence of
this cup in medieval Islamic arts can be confirmed in various artefacts, as in the decoration
of a gold-decorated glass flask in the British Museum (fig. 18a) and in the inlaid metal basin
famously known as ‘Baptistère de Saint Louis’ at the Louvre (fig. 18b). In fact, the drinking
vessel with a pointed base is not just an Islamic artefact. More precisely, it is a product of
ancient culture, especially favored by Roman glassmakers. Known to have been found near
Epiphania (Hama, Syria), the glass goblet with a pointed base is decorated with the Greek
inscription ‘drink [so that] you may live [well],’ showing its practical use for drinking (fig.
19a). Another Roman glassware, an olive green glass beaker in the Corning Museum, has a
beautifully trailing surface reminiscent of Goryeo pointed cups with lobed surfaces (fig. 19b).
A similar pattern of relationships between Goryeo artefacts and Islamic ones is noted
in a spouted bowl. Locally known as gwittae jan, meaning ear cup, it has a beak-like spout at
one side of the vessel. The shape was widely adopted in metalware and ceramics during the
Goryeo dynasty (fig. 20a, b, c), and also in contemporary China (fig. 21a, b). This practical
vessel must have been used in diverse circumstances, including drinking and pouring alcohol
as shown in the scene of a party at the court of Sultan Husayn Bayqara in the frontispiece
of Sadi’s Bustan in 1488 (fig. 22). Although the vessel was produced in diverse lands of the
medieval Islamic world, it is not just an Islamic invention. The shape with a one-sided spout
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is an age-old product in Iranian culture. A finely decorated silver spouted bowl with a handle,
datable to the ninth to seventh century BCE, was found in northwest Iran (fig. 23).
More interestingly, the international style of these vessels was not just shared by East
Asia and the Islamic world. European material culture was not an exception to this global
trend. The Goryeo period saw numerous horn cups in celadon and whiteware (fig. 24). These
cups retain the shape of ivory oliphants, a material-cultural icon of medieval Europe (fig. 25),
only on a small scale.
These drinking vessels show that Goryeo artisans made new vessels for the new wines
introduced to their society. The vessels may not help us fully reconstruct the tumultuous
times of the Goryeo dynasty, but at least they let us have a glimpse of the rapidly transformed
society of the period.

Conclusion
The flowering of artistic creativity during the Goryeo dynasty has long fascinated scholars
and the public alike. As representative of their period, Goryeo celadons are a testament
to the magical malleability and imaginative artisanship of the dynasty’s potters. Among
the many innovative vessels they introduced to the Korean ceramic ware repertoire were
drinking receptacles. Unlike preceding Korean dynasties, the Goryeo period witnessed an
unprecedented proliferation of drinking vessel forms and decorations. Goryeo artisans and
craftsmen produced ewers, pitchers, flasks, and bottles in addition to pre-existing vessel
shapes, which mainly consisted of jars and bowls. The academic norm has been to approach
these vessels in relation to the Goryeo tea culture and East Asian Buddhist tradition. For all
its scholarly contributions, this academic tendency has been rather one-sided and failed to
view the Goryeo period from a wider perspective.
The sudden burst of creativity in the Goryeo dynasty was closely related to the
kingdom’s nearly five hundred years of constant and diverse contact with foreign powers.
Goryeo’s international network was not confined to the Chinese world and its culture, as
many have commonly presumed. Even prior to the Mongol intervention, Goryeo interacted
with regions beyond East Asia through the northern nomadic states, especially the Khitan
Liao. Through the international mediation of these nomadic powers, Goryeo society came
to embrace a medieval global culture linking the Chinese and Islamic worlds. Foreign drinks,
including kumis, araq, and grape wines, came to the Korean Peninsula through the political
dynamics of the period, and this change of alcoholic drinks led to, or was accompanied by,
the introduction of a new range of drinking vessels. As discussed in the main text, Goryeo
artisans and craftsmen responded to a changing drinking culture with a variety of new types
of ewers and cups which became so widely available and familiar that East Asian consumers
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forgot their foreign origins. Still, through the lens of these vessels, we can gain a glimpse of
a distant Goryeo society invisible in written records, which embraced global trends spanning
China, the Islamic world and Europe. Their drinking vessels, as ‘a total social fact,’ show that
medieval Korean society was far more open to international art and culture than is commonly
understood.
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Illustrations

Fig. 1a) Goryeo celadon: melon-shaped ewer
with fluted body. National Museum of Korea

Fig. 1b) Goryeo celadon: gourd-shaped ewer

Fig. 1c) Goryeo celadon:
ewer with zoomorphic lid

Fig. 1d) Goryeo celadon:
ewer in the shape of a figure
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Fig. 1e) Goryeo celadon: bottle with a
spherical body and wide-brimmed mouth

Fig. 1f) Goryeo celadon: slim,long-necked bottle,
inlaid in sanggam technique, second half of the
12th century [H 38 cm, D (mouth) 2.6 cm, (base)
10 cm]. National Museum of Korea

Fig. 2) Silla: excavated from Weolsan-ri A-45,
Gyeongju (National Museum of Korea,
Gyeongju)

Fig. 3) Earthenware excavated from Silla
tombs (National Museum of Korea,
Gyeongju)
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Fig. 4) Han brick relief of feasting and drinking.
Zhiyan Li, Chinese Ceramics (New York & London:
Yale University Press, 2010), 133

Fig. 5) ‘Ear cup.’ Left: lacquer, Han (202 BCE220CE). Right: ceramic, Three Kingdoms (220
CE-280 CE), China

Fig. 6) Men drinking wine on a terrace, detail
(reproduction) from a wall painting from 1324
(Lower Guangsheng Temple, Shanxi Province)

Fig. 7) Hunting scene, attributed to King
Gongmin of Goryeo (1330-1374) [22.2 cm x
25 cm] (National Museum of Korea, Seoul)
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Fig. 8) Goryeo celadon: Wide-brimmed (malletshaped) flask (Hoam Museum)

Fig. 9a) Glass flask, 10th century, Gurgan
Province, N. Iran (Corning Museum of Glass)

Fig. 9b) Glass flask, 1018 or earlier, from
the tomb of the princess of Chen and Xiao
Shaoju at Qinglongshan Town, Naiman
Banner ( H. 24.5 cm)

Fig. 10a) Rose-water flask, 10th-11th century
AD (32.5 cm x 12 cm). Khalili Collection
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Fig. 10b) Early Abbasid wall painting, Samarra,
836-9

Fig. 10c) Lustre bowl, 10th century, found in
Nishapur, Iran, but made in Iraq. Earthenware,
luster-painted on an opaque white glaze (H. 3.8
cm, D. 11.8 cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art

Fig. 11) Goryeo celadon bottle known as 玉
壺春, okhochun in Korean (Okura Collection,
National Museum of Tokyo)

Fig. 12a) Green glass bottle with gold lid [H.
6.1 cm (entire 7.7 cm), D. 1 cm]. Wanggung-ri
Reliquary, National Museum of Korea
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Fig. 12b) Green glass bottle (H 6.3 cm, D. 3.1
cm). Songrim-sa Reliquary, Unified Silla, National
Museum of Korea, Daegu

Fig. 13) Buncheong bottle inscribed with 胡
甁, hobyeong (barbarian bottle), early fifteenth

century (H 27.8 cm). Seonmun University
Museum

Fig. 14) Goryeo celadons inscribed with wine poetry (National Museum of Korea)
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Fig. 15) Black-glazed wine jar (known as ‘chicken-leg jar’) and its shoulder with Chinese characters of
‘grape-wine jar’ (detail), Yuan dynasty [H. 43 cm, D. 4.4 cm (mouth), 8.5 cm (base)], Inner Mongolia

Fig. 16a) Celadon cup with inscriptions of 中
白玉盃, Goryeo, 12th century or later (H. 8cm,
mouth D. 7.1 cm, base D. 1.6 cm). National
Museum of Korea

Fig. 16b) Celadon cup, 13th century or later,
Goryeo period or later; stoneware with black
and white slips painted under celadon glaze
(H. 9.3 cm, W. 9.7 cm). Freer Gallery of Art,
Washington, D.C.
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Fig. 16c) Celadon cup with lobed design,
Goryeo, 13th century.
Daegu Catholic University, Korea

Fig. 16d) Celadon cup, Goryeo dynasty, 13th
century [H. 8.1 cm, D. (mouth) 7.1 cm], glazed
stoneware. Museum of Fine Art, Boston

Fig. 17) Bowl, 10th century, Iraq, earthenware;
luster-painted on opaque white glaze (H. 6.2
cm, D. 23.7 cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art

Fig. 18a) Pilgrim bottle (detail) from Syria, AD
1330-50 (H. 23 cm, W. 21.3 cm). Bequeathed
by Felix Slade to the British Museum
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Fig. 18b) Detail of the basin
‘Baptistiere St Louis,’ 13-14th century

Fig. 19a) Glass goblet, Roman, 4th -early 5th
century A.D. Blown glass (H. 14.9 cm). Charles
Stewart Smith Memorial Fund, Metropolitan
Museum of Art

Fig. 19b) Glassware, Roman Empire (AD
425-599), olive green glass; free blown, applied
trailings (H. 23.2 cm, rim D. 9.9 cm). Corning
Museum of Glass

Fig. 20a) Silver found in Hapcheon, South
Gyeongsang Province (H. 5.4cm, D. of rim
17.6cm, D. of base 11.5cm). Okura Collection,
National Museum of Tokyo
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Fig. 20b) Bronze (H. 6.2cm, D. 18.4cm, W.
including spout 24.2cm). Guimet, Paris

Fig. 20c) Goryeo ceramic bowl (H. 16.8 cm)
found in North Korea

Fig. 21a) Bronze bowl, Liao

Fig. 21b) Ceramic bowl in underglaze red
(H. 5.5 cm, D. 14.3 cm), Yuan dynasty, 14th
century. Cao An Museum
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Fig. 22) Detail of A Convivial Gathering at the Court
of Sultan Husayn Bayqara, right leaf of the Bustan
of Sa’di frontispiece, Herat, 1488.
Cairo, National Egyptian Library

Fig. 23) Spouted bowl, 9th - 7th centuries BCE,
silver, northwestern Iran (H. 5.3 cm, D. 12 cm, W.
20.3 cm). Miho Museum

Fig. 24) Goryeo whiteware, 12th century (L. 17
cm, D. 5.3 cm). Bequest of Lee Dong-kun to
the National Museum of Korea

Fig. 25) Elephant ivory oliphant, made in
Amalfi or Salemo,12th century (H. 30.5 cm, D.
13.5 cm, W. 57.5 cm, D. 13.3 cm). Victoria and
Albert Museum, London

56

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 4, No. 2, December 2019

References
Allsen, T. T. “Ever Closer Encounters: The Appropriation of Culture and the Apportionment
of Peoples in the Mongol Empire.” Journal of Early Modern History 1, no. 1 (1997): 13–15.
_____. The Royal Hunt in Eurasian History. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
2013.
Benn, James. “Buddhism, Alcohol, and Tea in Medieval China.” In Of Tripod and Palate:
Food, Politics, and Religion in Traditional China, edited by Roel Stercks, 213–236. New York:
Macmillan, 2005.
_____. Tea in China: A Religious and Cultural History. Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press,
2015.
Buell, Paul D., E. N. Anderson, and Charles Perry. A Soup for the Qan: Chinese Dietary Medicine
of the Mongol Era as Seen in Hu Szu-Hui’s Yin-shan Cheng-yao. Leiden: Brill, 2010.
Bosworth, Clifford Edmund. The New Islamic Dynasties: A Chronological and Genealogical Manual.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2004.
Chang, K. C. “Ancient China.” In Food in Chinese Culture: Anthropological and Historical Perspectives,
edited by K.C. Chang, 23-52. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977.
Dietler, Michael. “Alcohol: Anthropological/Archaeological Perspectives.” Annual Review of
Anthropology 35 (2006): 229-249.
Feeley-Harnik, Gillian. The Lord’s Table: The Meaning of Food in Early Judaism and Christianity.
Washington: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1994.
Foltz, Richard C. Religions of the Silk Road: Premodern Patterns of Globalization. New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 2016.
Goody, J. Cooking, Cuisine and Class: A Study in Comparative Sociology. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1982.
Halenko, Oleksander. “Wine Production, Marketing and Consumption in the Ottoman
Crimea, 1520-1542.” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 47, no. 4 (2004):
507-547.
Harrison B. Drink and the Victorians: The Temperance Question in England, 1815-72. London:
Faber & Faber, 1971.
Hasan, Ahmad Yūsuf, and Donald Routledge Hill. Islamic Technology: An Illustrated History.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988.
Hassan, Ahmad Y. al-. “Alchemy, Chemistry and Chemical Technology.” In Different Aspects of
Islamic Culture, vol. 4: Science and Technology in Islam, edited by Ahmad Youssef Al-Hassan,
Maqbul Ahmed, and Albert Z. Iskandar, 41-85. Paris: UNESCO, 2001.
Heine, Peter, and Peter Lewis. The Culinary Crescent: A History of Middle Eastern Cuisine.
London: Gingko Library, 2018.
Inner Mongolia Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology. “Liao Chenguo Gongzhu Fuma

Kim: Look at the Alcohol If You Want to Know the Country

57

Hezang Mu Fajue Jianbao” [Excavation of the tomb of the Princess and Her Husband
of the Liao State of Chen], Wenwu 11(1987): 4-28.
Inner Mongolia Institute of Cultural Relics and Archaeology and Zhelimu League Museum.
Liao Chenguo Gongzhu Mu [Tomb of the Princess of Chen in the Liao Dynasty]. Beijing:
Wenwu Chubanshe, 1993.
Irwin, R. The Middle East in the Middle Ages: The Early Mamluk Sultanate 1250–1382. London:
Croom Helm, 1986.
Jang, Ji Hyeon. “Urinala-eseoui Soju Munhwa-ui Heuleum: Soju-ui Yeoksa” [The trends of
soju culture in Korea: History of Soju]. Juryugongeop 5, no. 2 (1985): 9-20.
_____. “Goryeosidae-e Yuiphan Oelaeju” [Foreign alcoholic drinks imported in the Goryeo
period]. Juryugongeop 8, no. 1 (1988): 51-57.
_____. “Urinala Sul-ui Yeoksa” [History of Korean alcoholic drinks]. Hanguk Siksaenghwal
Munhwa Hakhoeji [Journal of the Korean Society of Dietary Culture] 4, no. 3 (1989):
271-274.
Jung, Su-il. Silla Seoyeok Gyolyusa [History of cultural exchange between Silla and the western
regions]. Seoul: Dankook University, 1992.
_____. Yiseulram Mummyung [Civilization of Islam]. Seoul: Changbi. 2002.
Kaplan, Uri. “From the Tea to the Coffee Ceremony: Modernizing Buddhist Material Culture
in Contemporary Korea.” Material Religion 13, no. 1 (2017): 1-23.
Katō, Etsuko. The Tea Ceremony and Women’s Empowerment in Modern Japan: Bodies Re-presenting
the Past. London: Routledge Curzon, 2004.
Kennedy, Philip F. The Wine Song in Classical Arabic Poetry: Abū Nuwās and the Literary Tradition.
Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997.
Kessler, Adam T. Song Blue and White Porcelain on the Silk Road. Leiden: Brill, 2012.
Khayyam, Omar. The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam by Omar Khayyam. Translated by Edward
Fitzgerald. 1859. Project Gutenberg, 2008. http://www.gutenberg.org/ebooks/246.
Kim, Doo Jong. Hanguk-uihak Baljeon-e Daehan Gumi mich Seonambang-uihag-ui Yeonghyang
[The influence of Western and Middle Asian medicine on the development of Korean
medicine]. Seoul: Korean Research Centre, 1960.
Kim, Myong-Bae. “Hanguk Dado-ui Gujojeok Teukseong” [A Study on the structural
characteristics of teaism of Korea]. Hanguk Siksaenghwal Munhwa Hakhoeji [Journal of
the Korean Society of Dietary Culture] 1, no. 1 (1986): 55-65.
Kim Han, In-Sung. “Object as History: Islamic Material Culture in Medieval Korea.”
Orientations 44, no. 3 (2013): 62–70.
_____. “The Journey to the East: The Motif of Grapes and Grapevines along the Silk
Roads.” Acta Via Serica 3, no. 2 (2018): 105–132.
Kramarovsky, Mark. “The ‘Sky of Wine’ of Abu Nuwas and Three Glazed Bowls from the
Golden Horde, Crimea.” Muqarnas 21, no. 1 (2004): 231-238.

58

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 4, No. 2, December 2019

Laufer, Berthold. Sine Iranica. Chicago: Field Museum of Natural History, 1919.
Lee, Hee-soo. Han·Iseullam Gyoryu-sa [The history of exchange between Korea and Islam].
Seoul: Mundeoksa, 1991.
_____. “Jung-guk Gwangjeoueseo Balgyeonhan Golyeoin Ramadan Bimun-e Daehan Han
Haeseok [A study on the tomb stone of 1349 belonging to a Goryeo people Ramadan,
found in Guangzhou in China].” Hanguk Iseullam Hakhoe Nonchong [Annals of Korean
Association of the Islamic Studies] 17, no. 1 (2007): 63-80.
_____. Iseullam-gwa Hangukmunhwa [Islam and Korean culture]. Seoul: Cheng A Publishing
House, 2013.
Liu, Xinru. “Viticulture and Viniculture in the Turfan Region.” The Silk Road 3, no. 1 (2005):
23-27.
Lo, Kuei-hsiang, Suk Yee Lai, and Wing Chi Ip. The Stonewares of Yixing from the Ming Period to
the Present Day with an Index of Potters, Artistic Collaborators and Collectors. London: Sotheby’s,
1986.
Lopez, Robert S., Irving W. Raymond, and Olivia Remie Constable. Medieval Trade in the
Mediterranean World: Illustrative Documents. New York: Columbia University Press, 2001.
Mallory, J. P., and Victor H. Mair. The Tarim Mummies. London: Thames & Hudson, 2000.
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Painting of a Buddhist Figure Accompanied
by a Tiger on the Silk Road:
Itinerant Monk, Arhat (Nahan) and Sansin
KYONG-MI KIM

Following the introduction of Buddhism to China by Xuanzang (玄奘 602664), the visual tradition of an itinerant monk became a popular subject.
This theme developed into a Buddhist figure with an accompanying tiger,
especially in Korea where tigers were an object of worship and ritual. This
paper examines Korean examples of post-itinerant monk Buddhist figures
accompanied by tigers, in particular the portrayal of itinerant monks as arhats
and sansins. The supernatural powers of arhats were diverse, and they often
tamed the tigers who then accompanied them on their journeys. The arhat,
who was introduced during the Unified Silla period and gained popularity
during the Goryeo period, was loved by the general public during the Joseon
Dynasty as a familiar presence that brought good fortune. Special portraits
of monks accompanied by a tiger, known as sansindo (山神圖), form a
unique Korean genre. Sansin religious beliefs formed through a fusion of
the newly introduced Buddhism and the age-old indigenous worship of
sacred mountains and tigers. Most Buddhist temples include a sansin shrine
containing on altar with sansin statues and portraits. Tigers in the portraits
of itinerant monks and the stories of Buddhist monks who tamed tigers
became famous and widely accepted in Korea, a nation already rich in tiger
lore. Folklore and indigenous shamanism contributed to the establishment
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of Buddhism in Korea, and tigers played a central role in this.
Keywords: Buddhism, Tiger, Itinerant Monk, Arhat, Sansin

Introduction: Saints and Wild Animals
Religion inevitably fuses with local elements such as ethnic culture and the natural environment
during its establishment in a new area. Such traces are most easily found in visual arts.
Interestingly, although Christianity and Buddhism differ in origin, overlaps in the geographic
areas of their early establishment have produced similarities in portraits of religious figures.
The Silk Road served as a stage and a crossroads not only for commercial trade but also for
the spread of numerous languages, cultures, and religions. Stories of Christian saints and
Buddhist monks who used supernatural powers to tame and make lifelong companions of
wild animals have been passed down for generations. Within Western art, the iconography of
a Christian saint accompanied by a lion is in many ways similar to the examples of a Buddhist
figure accompanied by a tiger.
One such case is that of St. Jerome (Fig. 1), who was painted by Albrecht Dürer,
Leonardo Da Vinci, Rembrandt van Rijn, and many other Western painters. The iconography
of saints and wild animals is also present in the story of St. Zosimas and St. Mary of Egypt in
the legendary trilogy by Emil Nolde (Fig. 2), a German expressionist painter in the early 20th
century. Images of adults with wild animals are also widespread in Central Asia. A portrait of
Bastami, a Persian Sufi, displayed during the Keimyung University Center for the Silk Road
and Central Asia’s 2017 Iranian Exhibit in the Isfahan Decorative Museum (Fig. 3), is one
such example of an Islamic saint in the region.
Few painters during the Middle Ages, Renaissance, and Baroque times portrayed stories
of Christian saints subduing lions, and the topic drew little attention and reaction in the
West. Nolde dealt with St. Mary of Egypt because of his great interest in religious myths
and legends.1 Portrayals of nature and religious figures developed differently in the East,
with tigers being used instead of lions and depictions of the figure of a missionary monk
spreading Buddhism from India to China. This study of Buddhist figures and tigers is limited
to luohan (arhat) and sansin in Korea, beginning with the itinerant monk of Dunhuang.

1

Sieger points out that Nolde would have learned from Rilke’s poetry about Egyptian Mary. William B. Sieger,
“Emil Nolde’s ‘Legend: St Mary of Egypt’: ‘Vita Activa’/‘Vita Contemplativa,’” The Burlington Magazine 147, no.
1223 (2005): 100.
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Itinerant Monk2
In the early 20th century, scholars discovered dozens of pictures depicting monks or
storytellers in Dunhuang. The earliest of these portraits, from the 9th century, are now
found in museums around the world, such as the Musée Guimet (Figs. 4, 5) and the Korean
National Museum (Fig. 8). Itinerant monks were instrumental in the spread of Buddhism.
Unlike merchants, they undertook the long, and at times, perilous Silk Road journey alone in
search of authentic Buddhist texts. In addition to preaching Buddhism, East Asian itinerant
monks also played a critical role in conveying the detailed information needed to construct
Indian temples, stupas, and Buddha statues. The famous monk Xuanzang (玄奘 602-664)
played this role. Views differ regarding the main character of these portraits, in particular, the
identity of the itinerant monk. He has been identified as Dharmatrãta (達磨多羅), one of the
eighteen arhats from Tibet, who as an itinerant storyteller, performed transformation texts
known as bianwen (變文). However, he is most commonly identified as Xuanzang, the author
of the Great Tang Records on the Western Regions (大唐西域記), which describe his travels between
626 and 645. The 14th century Xuanzang painting (Fig. 6) from Japan is very similar to other
portraits of the itinerant monk from Dunhuang.
These differing views are illustrated by looking at the titles (Table 1) given to three
representative works by three scholars who have studied the itinerant monk. Wong entitled
each work, “Pilgrim monk accompanied by a tiger,” while Feltham gave each one a different
title.3 The monk in the portrait at the British Museum (Fig. 7) has a large, exotic nose and
doesn’t appear to be Chinese, an arhat, or a monk, so Feltham entitled the work “itinerant
storyteller.”4 This paper follows the notation of the most recent researcher Kim, who refers
to all the portrayals as “Itinerant Monk.”5 Like the monk in the British Museum, the monk
in the National Museum of Korea (Fig. 8) wears reed sandals and a hat to block the sun and
carries a fly-whisk.6 Despite differences in detail, a prominent common feature in each is the
accompanying tiger on the monk’s right hand side.
2

3

4
5

6

There are two references that have decisively contributed to this study of the itinerant monk. One is a paper on
Xuanzang by Professor Dorothy C. Wong at the University of Virginia, and the other is a work on the Itinerant Monk
by Haewon Kim, curator of the National Museum of Korea. Professor Wong examined how Xuanzang-related
works evolved and explored how he was transformed into a saint. Dr. Kim analyzed the iconography of itinerant
monks in more detail. Dorothy C. Wong, “The Making of a Saint: Images of Xuanzang in East Asia,” Early Medieval
China 8 (2002): 43-95; Haewon Kim, “Baosheng Buddha, Xingdaoseng, and Clouds: Rereading the Itinerant Monk
from Dunhuang” 寶勝如來, 行道僧, 구름 - 敦煌 將來 行脚僧圖, 다시 읽기, Misul Jaryo 미술자료 94 (2018): 117-146.
Wong, “The Making of a Saint,” 43-95; Heleanor Feltham, “Encounter with a Tiger Traveling West,” SinoPlatonic Papers 231 (October 2012): 6-7.
Feltham, “Encounter with a Tiger Traveling West,” 6-7.
Haewon Kim, “Mathurã and East Asian Pilgrims” 마투라와 동아시아의 구법승, Art History and Visual Culture
미술사와 시각문화 3 (2004): 251.
It was made of materials such as animal hair and hemp. Although it was a tool used to chase flies and mosquitoes,
it was also a religious and symbolic tool to remove the monk’s agony.
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Musée Guimet (EQ. 1138)

Musée Guimet (EQ. 1141)

British Museum

Wong
(2008)

Pilgrim monk accompanied
by a tiger

Pilgrim monk
accompanied by a tiger

Pilgrim monk
accompanied by a tiger

Feltham
(2012)

Missionary monk
with a tiger

Pilgrim monk

An itinerant storyteller

Kim
(2018)

Itinerant monk

Itinerant monk

Itinerant monk

Table 1) Title by Collection and Author

The iconography of the itinerant monk added other Buddhist elements to the original
missionary monk, giving him greater divinity. In most portraits, as in the painting at the
Musée Guimet (EQ. 1141) a small image of a transformed Buddha (Baosheng Buddha
寶勝如來) appears in the upper left-hand corner as a guardian deity, looking down on the
monk’s activities. Kim Haewon identifies the itinerant monk with the Baosheng Buddha
and believes that this portrait reflects beliefs prevalent in the Dunhuang area.7 In addition,
the halo surrounding the head of the itinerant monk emphasizes his divine nature.8 The
monk is portrayed stepping on a purple cloud pattern, which was a common symbol of
the supernatural or transformative events. The cloud provides a sense of speed to the
monk, who is on a mission to save the people. Unlike the previous portrayals of Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas, the picture depicts the itinerant monk with an open mouth, reciting the
Buddhist scriptures.
Drawings of itinerant monks predated Xuanzang’s appearance,9 but as news of his great
achievements spread and he became an object of popular worship, portraits of itinerant
monks became a standardized genre. Portraits of these itinerant monks, including Xuanzang,
allow us to speculate about Korean pilgrimages. In ancient times, Korean monks took
pilgrimages from Korea to India, the home of Buddhism. By the time of the Unification
of the Three Kingdoms (676), the number of monks going abroad had risen sharply, but
most never returned home. Some died in India and others in China on their return, including

7
8

9

H. W. Kim, “Baosheng Buddha, Xingdaoseng, and Clouds,” 126-128.
Feltham suggested that this monk could be a picture of Dharmatrãta. Feltham, “Encounter with a Tiger Traveling West,” 13.
H. W. Kim, “Baosheng Buddha, Xingdaoseng, and Clouds,” 133.
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Hyecho, the author of Wang o cheonchukguk jeon (往五天竺國傳),10 who died in Tang China.11
Wong points out that the itinerant monk portrait of Xuanzang helped establish the religious
tradition of icons in China, Japan, and Tibet.12 Xuanzang was deeply revered by pilgrim
monks in East Asia and continued to be worshiped by later generations for his contribution
to the foundation of Chinese Buddhism. In China, the earlier image of a pilgrim monk with a
tiger evolved into one of a sacred monk with supernatural powers accompanied by a monkey,
with one of the most famous examples being Journey to the West (西遊記), produced during
the Ming Dynasty. Worship of Xuanzang was not particularly popular in Korea, however.
Even so, in 2008, seven mural scenes (Fig. 9) in a building (Yonghwajeon 龍華殿) at Yangsan
Tongdosa Temple were revealed to be from a story from Journey to the West (西遊記) rather
than from a Buddhist narrative. Although scenes from Journey to the West (西遊記) had been
carved on stone pagodas in the late Goryeo and early Joseon Dynasties, this was the first
example of their use as the subject of a temple mural.
Xuanzang’s absence in Korea is likely due to the selective adoption of certain folk
elements from Chinese Buddhism. As a familiar sight in Korea, tigers and the monks who
tamed them made for more impressive stories than those of Xuanzang. As a result, history
books recorded stories about the Chinese monks who tamed tigers and they became one of
the more popular Buddhist artistic themes until the end of the Joseon Dynasty

Buddhist Figures with Tigers in Korea
The meaning of the image of a monk with a tiger differed in Korea from China. Whereas
animals related to Buddhism such as lions, elephants, and monkeys were relatively common
in China, only tigers inhabited Korea. Although China also had a widespread tiger population,
Korea was well known for its tigers, which were an object of worship and ritual for ancient
Koreans. The Chinese had long referred to Korea as “Hodamjikuk” (虎談之國, the country
that speaks with tigers).13 As the oldest foreign record of Korean tigers, China’s Shanhai
10

11

12
13

Wang o cheonchukguk jeon (往五天竺國傳, An account of travel to the five Indian kingdoms) is a travelogue kept by
Buddhist monk Hyecho, who traveled from Korea to India in the years 723-727/728 CE. Purchased by Pelliot
in 1908, it is now owned by the National Library of France.
The majority of old East Asian monks who took pilgrimages to India to obtain Buddhist texts from the 3rd to
11th centuries were Chinese. Approximately 170 names of monks were recorded (with 700 names unknown).
In both the 5th and 7th centuries, the number reached 100, which indicates great interest in Buddhist scriptures
and India during this period. For more information and results from analyzing the records of pilgrim monks,
including Yi Jing’s (義淨) Buddhist Pilgrim Monks of Tang Dynasty 大唐西域求法高僧傳, see Juhyung Rhi, ed., Pilgrim
Monks from East Asia and Buddhist Sites in India 동아시아 구법승과 인도의 불교 유적 (Seoul: Sahoipyoungnon, 2009).
Wong, “The Making of a Saint,” 60-69.
Yeolsu Yoon, Handbook of Korean Art Folk Painting, trans. Wonjun Nam (Seoul: Yekyong Publishing Co., 2012),
215.
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jing (山海經) (Fig. 10) states “people in the ‘Land of Gentlemen’ (君子國) [Korea] are neatly
dressed, with clothes and hats, and wearing swords. They raise two big tigers with beautiful
fur to run errands.”14 The wife of a missionary in Korea, L. H. Underwood, commented,
“there are so many stories of tigers in this nation.”15 Tigers appear in Korea’s foundation
myths, prehistoric petroglyphs, art (Fig. 11), literature, folk tales, and proverbs. In many
ways, they represent Korea, and for Koreans have been objects of awe, and at times fear and
admiration.
Stories and records of monks with special abilities, which played an important role in
the development of Buddhism, include many extraordinary tiger-related anecdotes, such
as monks who domesticated tigers, preached to tigers, and dealt with damage wrought by
tigers. The ability to tame tigers in itself represented superhuman, divine power, and would
have provided these monks with special authority. After the portrait of Dunhuang’s itinerant
monk, Buddhist paintings of monks with tigers became more prevalent. Tigers were generally
more common in the more secular genres of luohan (arhat) and sansin, however, than in formal
Buddhist paintings, such as of the Buddha and of Bodhisattvas.

Arhat (Nahan)
In Buddhism, an arhat (阿羅漢) (nahan in Korean) is one who has achieved the highest level of
Buddhist discipleship.16 With the establishment of Mahāyāna Buddhism (大乘佛敎), followers
began to believe in a group of sixteen arhats rather than a single one. The original sixteen
disciples embodied the concept and character of the arhat, and they were independently
portrayed and worshiped in temples. Later, two more arhats were added, totaling eighteen,
and then 500, although the term for 500 arhats differed in China and Korea.
Arhats possessed numerous supernatural powers. One arhat could prolong his life,
another could fly, yet another could transform himself, and another could tame tigers. The
East Asian Buddhist story of a tiger-taming monk first appeared in Memoirs of Eminent Monks
(高僧傳) (6th century) and can be interpreted as part of the process through which the foreign
Indian religion of Buddhism was adapted in China. The monk and tiger motif appeared in
9th century paintings, and the iconography of arhat with a crouching tiger gained popularity
during the Song Dynasty (960-1279).
While the arhat concept was established in India, the notion of groups of 16 and 500
arhats originated in China. The arhat faith began during the Later Tang and the Five Dynasties,
during which Zen Buddhism was prevalent, and grew to prominence during the Song
14
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Choe Nam-seon, “Tiger of Korean History and Folklore,” Dong-A Ilbo, Jan.-Feb. 1926; Kim Ho-geun and Yoon
Yeolsu, The Korean Tiger (Seoul: Youlhwadang, 1988), 16.
Kim and Yoon, The Korean Tiger, 169.
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Dynasty. The arhat faith and Zen were closely related, and the regular presence of arhat halls
in Chinese Zen temples seems to relate to a common emphasis on ascetic practices.17 Kin
Daiju’s (金大受) 12th century Song Dynasty painting Arhat Taming the Tiger (Fig. 12) depicts
an episode from Memoirs of Eminent Monks (高僧傳), in which a tiger came to sit in front of a
monk reciting the Buddhist scriptures, leaving after listening to the recital.18
Introduced to Korea during the Unified Silla period, the arhat faith became particularly
popular during the Goryeo period. Koreans turned to arhats whenever the country faced a
crisis, such as during an invasion. While influenced by China, Korean arhat paintings had
unique features. Fewer paintings were produced than in China and Japan and the Korean
paintings show inconsistent variation, and often reflected secular images during the late
Joseon Dynasty.
Only 18 Korean arhat pictures remain, 15 of which are scattered around the world.19
The five Lee Sang-Jwa (李上佐) arhat paintings from the early Joseon Dynasty (16th century)
have been designated as Treasure No. 593. Using only ink lines to depict arhats, Lee appears
to have drawn 16 arhats, each with a number on its head. The fifth, Nakula, according to the
Encyclopedia of Korean Culture “looks like an old man, sitting at an angle and stroking the
head of a beast with his right hand, with his left hand holding his cane upright” (Fig. 13).20
Lee’s icon depicting an arhat stroking a prone tiger has been titled Arhat and Prone Tiger (伏虎
羅漢).
Depictions of animals such as tigers, deer, and cranes were prevalent during the Joseon
Dynasty, but no rule determined the combination of different animals with specific arhats.
A representative example is the Namyangju Heungguksa (興國寺) painting of 16 arhats (Fig.
14). An arhat sits with his kāsāya (袈裟) unwrapped, exposing a bulging belly. A tiger sits to
the right in front of a rock with a boy using both hands to spray water into the tiger’s mouth.
Similar paintings of the 16 arhat were common in temples throughout the country, indicating
that this icon was in vogue towards the end of the 19th and the early 20th centuries.
While arhats in China and Japan emphasized their divinity, arhats in Korea were more
secular. This is more apparent in sculptures than in paintings, with many humorous depictions
of arhats with tigers and dragons (Fig. 15), reflecting Korean emotions and aesthetics in the
arhat faith. The secular tendency grew stronger during the late Joseon Dynasty, and is seen
in the small arhat statues made of soil portraying friendly, warm and peaceful Korean faces.
Not only arhats were portrayed with tigers. During the late Joseon Dynasty, Taoist motifs
closely related to the arhat grew in popularity, in particular the stories of the Chinese Zen
master Fenggan (豐干) and his fellow monks Shide (拾得) and Hanshan (寒山) with tigers.
17
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Paintings of monks with tigers by famous artists such as Jeong Seon (鄭歚, 1676~1759) (Fig.
16) and Kim Hongdo (金弘道, 1745-?) (Fig. 17) reflect the subject’s popularity at the time.
Murals of these monks were also painted in temples.

Sansin (山神 Mountain God)
The fact that over 70% of the Korean Peninsula consists of mountainous terrain has
profoundly affected the development of Korean culture. In ancient times, Koreans believed
that each mountain possessed a “spirit,” which they personified and idolized, and tigers, as
the kings of the mountain, also became subjects of worship.21 Throughout Korean history,
a sansin, or mountain spirit, served as the guardian of each village and city. Despite the rapid
modernization of the last century, many Koreans still venerate sansin.
Buddhism absorbed many aspects of indigenous folklore, including the worship of sansin
and tigers. Most temples established a sansingak (fig. 18) containing a statue and a picture of
the sansin on an altar. With their doors and outer walls adorned with pictures of tigers (Fig.
19), most sansingak are located on the temple’s left side, above and behind the main hall. The
construction of sansingak is believed to date from at least the late 18th century.22
The sansin is generally depicted as a white-haired old man with a cane, a fan, or book,
riding or being escorted by a tiger in the mountains. The image of the sansin has been
handed down in the form of a unique Korean genre, the shinjungdo (神衆圖), a painting of
Buddhist guardian deities, that merged ancient sansin beliefs from the Three Kingdoms
era with Buddhism. The shinjungdo is uniquely Korean and is not found in India, China, or
Japan. A distinctive type of Buddhist painting, the shinjungdo depicts various Buddhist gods
and Korean folk or shamanic gods together, without the Buddha or a Bodhisattva. These
guardian deities of the Buddha are not enlightened beings like Buddhas or Bodhisattvas,
but they possess extraordinary abilities that are regenerated through worship. The shaman
gods include mountain gods, the dragon king, seven star gods, and gods of the earth, sea,
sun, and moon. The dragon king often emerges as an important figure in the center of the
painting, reflecting his popularity as a being with the ability to end famines. These gods grew
in popularity on the Korean Peninsula during times of extreme natural disasters and famines,
such as the period of lower temperatures during the 17th and 18th centuries, which suggests
that they may have been the religious choice of the masses.23
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The sansin in shinjungdo is usually portrayed holding a lingzhi (an immortal mushroom
that symbolizes longevity) with a belt of leaves over his shoulder, standing among the various
Buddhist guardian deities. Clearly illustrated in the Yongmunsa shinjungdo (Figure 20), the
sansin is the bald old man in the front row of the group on the right, holding a fan and a
bunch of lingzhi. The portrayal of sansin changed in later paintings and they were often
depicted on their own. Different types of fans and objects replaced the leaf-shaped fan and
the lingzhi developed into a unique magical cane, which in rare cases was replaced by ginseng.
Regardless of what the sansin holds, however, he is always accompanied by a tiger.
The sansin and his tiger companion are common in the long tradition of mountain
worship in Korea. The tiger’s posture varies, but is most often in a prone position, while the
mountain god rides, stands, or sits next to it (Fig. 21). This prone stance symbolizes “the
thoughtfulness of an educated man. In other words, the tiger’s posture can be interpreted as
not only just lying down but doing a lot of thinking.”24 Sometimes a leopard is depicted rather
than a tiger. The mountain gods themselves evolved over time into earth-saving gods that
people could pray to for fertility and for their deceased parent’s entrance into paradise. The
sansin’s clothing transformed to become Confucian, Taoist, and Buddhist, and his expression
changed from solemn to humorous.25
Although sansindo are found throughout Korea, Gyeongsang Province contains the
most remaining paintings. While Gangwon Province is more mountainous, it lost most of its
sansindo during the Korean War. The majority of Gangwon Province’s temples are also located
within North Korea, complicating assessment.26 Most sansindo paintings in Gyeongsang
Province show a sansin holding a book, which is often interpreted as depicting an academic
god, reflecting strong local Confucian traditions.27
David A. Mason discovered a very unusual sansindo (Fig. 22) in Cheoneunsa Temple
in Wonju in 1999 which shows the worship of a female sansin. Various objects are present
to symbolize longevity and to maximize the concept of the “twin,” which emphasizes
“abundance,” the symbol of the female sansin. The sansin carry fans, immortal mushrooms
and roots, ginseng, and even peaches. Twin tigers are depicted, along with nine mountain
gods, which may symbolize nine mountains.
In the unusual case of the sansindo at Songgwangsa Temple in Suncheon (Fig. 23), a
sansin wearing a civilian officer’s uniform with a rank badge consisting of a pair of cranes
holds a cane with a dragon’s head at the tip. The dragon-shaped cane quickly transforms the
sansin, providing him with powers of intelligence and magic. The most valued divine power
24
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of the sansin may have been the dragon’s ability to summon rain for commoners. Such a
cane also features in the portrait of the mysterious itinerant monk in the Musée Guimet (EQ.
1141) (Fig. 5). Despite resembling a snake, the cane decoration here (Fig. 24) is most likely a
dragon. Feltham also subscribes to this view: “[the] very elegant staff terminates in a carved
dragon, unlike the rugged tree-branched preferred by all other travelers.”28 As in the case of
the sansindo, this dragon bestows on the Chinese monk the power to summon rain, which he
can use to quench his thirst on long pilgrimages through distant deserts. Remarkably, ancient
pilgrim monks with dragon-headed canes appear one thousand years later in Korean sansindo.
More than religion, folk cultural elements such as the dragon-headed cane and the tiger are
the key elements connecting the peoples and cultures of the Silk Road.

Conclusion
This paper began with a tiger in Dunhuang on the Silk Road and ended with a tiger in
Korea. Dunhuang, which holds the legacy of itinerant monks who sacrificed themselves
for Buddhism’s early expansion, is also important for the history of Korean Buddhism. The
famous Korean monk Hyecho’s literary work Wang o cheonchukguk jeon (往五天竺國傳) was
discovered in Dunhuang. Portraits of itinerant monks such as Xuanzang provide a significant
visual record of these early pilgrims and allow Koreans to imagine the early pilgrimages of
monks such as Hyecho.
During Buddhism’s early development, the stories and iconography of monks accompanied
by tigers gained particular appeal in Korea, where tigers served as an important folk symbol.
The image of the companion tiger was extended to native sansin worship, after first entering
the paintings and sculptures of arhats. The general public could identify with itinerant
monks and arhats as real beings in the real world. Although sansin were not human, they were
considered to be comprised of living energy and not entirely imaginary. At the heart of all of
these paintings were tigers, which had long been worshiped in Korea.
While elephants and lions are widely known for their association with Buddhism, tigers
are less so. It is thus surprising that tigers are present in such diverse contexts within Korean
art. The connection between tigers and Buddhism is a particularly exciting discovery. At
least in Korea, tigers occupy pride of place as Buddhism’s chief guardian animal, just as they
served as guardians for the ancient itinerant monks.
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Fig. 1) Rembrandt van Rijn, St. Jerome Reading
in an Italian Landscape, c. 1652, 25x20.7 cm.
Kunsthalle, Hamburg

Fig. 2) Emil Nolde, St. Mary of Egypt-Death
in the Desert, 1912, oil on canvas, 86x100 cm.
Kunsthalle, Hamburg

Fig. 3) Ali-Naqi, Miniature Portrait of Bayazid
Bastami, 1393. Museum of Decorative Arts,
Isfahan

Fig. 4) Itinerant monk, 9-10th century, ink
and colors on silk, 79.0x53.0 cm, Dunhuang.
Musée Guimet (EQ. 1138)
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Fig. 5) Itinerant monk, 9-10th century, ink and
colors on silk, 79.8x54.0 cm, Dunhuang Cave
17. Musée Guimet (EQ. 1141)

Fig. 6) Xuanzang as a pilgrim monk, ink and
colors on silk, Japan, Kamakura period, 14th
century. Tokyo National Museum

Fig. 7) Itinerant monk, 10th century, color on
paper, 41.0x29.8 cm. British Museum

Fig. 8) Itinerant monk, 10th century, color
on paper, 49.8x286 cm. National Museum of
Korea
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Fig. 9) Scene from Journey to the West (西遊記),
mural painting. Tongdosa Yongwhajeon (通度
寺 龍華殿), Yangsan (梁山)

Fig. 10) Illustration of Shanhai jing (山海經)

Fig. 11) Anonymous, Ferocious Tiger, late
Joseon, ink on paper, 96.0×55.1 cm. National
Museum of Korea

Fig. 12) Kin Daiju (金大受), Arhat Taming
the Tiger, 12th century, Song Dynasty, color
on silk, (16 Arhats) detail, 111.6x50.2 cm.
National Museum of Tokyo
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Fig. 13) Lee Sang Jwa (李上佐) (attributed),
Bokhonahan (伏虎羅漢), 16th century, Joseon,
Treasure No. 593. Ink on paper, 50.6x31.1 cm.
Leeum Samsung Museum of Art

Fig. 14) Bokhonahan (伏虎羅漢), one of 16
Arhats, 1892, color on cotton, each 123x207 cm.
Heungguksa, Namyangju

Fig. 15) A Seated Arhat with a Tiger, Joseon
Dynasty, 19th century. Los Angeles County
Museum of Art

Fig. 16) Jeong Seon (鄭歚 1676–1759), Tiger
under the Pine (松岩伏虎), color on paper,
31.5x51 cm. Kansong Museum
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Fig. 17) Kim Hongdo (金弘度 1745-?), Monk
Riding a Tiger (高僧騎虎), color on paper,
31.8x35.7 cm. Kansong Museum

Fig. 19) Tiger
paintings on the
outer walls of sansingak,
Tongdosa (通度寺 upper), Ssanggyesa
(雙溪寺 - lower)

Fig. 18) Gaeamsa Sansingak (開巖寺

Fig. 20) Shinjungdo (神衆圖 painting of Buddhist guardian deities)
(龍門寺 Yongmunsa), 1867, 153x318 cm, color on hemp.
Jikji Museum of Buddhist Arts. Sansin (detail)

山神閣)
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Fig. 21) Sansindo (山神圖), late Joseon, color on
silk, 122x88 cm. National Museum of Korea

Fig. 22) Nine sansindo (九山神圖).
Chonunsa (天恩寺), Wonju

Fig. 23) Sansindo (山神圖), 1896, color on silk,
95×71 cm. Songgwangsa (松廣寺)
Sansingak (山神閣). Suncheon

Fig. 24) Detail of Figure 5. Musée Guimet
(EQ. 1141)

Kim: Painting of a Buddhist Figure Accompanied by a Tiger on the Silk Road

77

References
Cheong Hyo Shim. “A Study on Tigers in Sansindo Mainly Drawn in the late 19th Century”
19세기 후반 산신도에 표현된 호랑이 연구. Art History and Cultural Heritages 미술사와 문화유산
2 (November 2013): 181-208.
Feltham, Heleanor. “Encounter with a Tiger Traveling West.” Sino-Platonic Papers 231 (October
2012): 1-23.
Kim Haewon. “Baosheng Buddha, Xingdaoseng, and Clouds: Rereading the Itinerant Monk
from Dunhuang” 寶勝如來, 行道僧, 구름 - 敦煌 將來 行脚僧圖 다시 읽기. Misul Jaryo 미술자료
94 (2018): 117-146.
Kim Haewon. “Mathurã and East Asian Pilgrims.” Art History and Visual Culture 3 (2004):
236-267.
Kim Ho-geun, and Yoon Yeolsu. The Korean Tiger 한국호랑이. Seoul: Youlhwadang, 1988.
Mason, David A. Spirit of the Mountains: Korea’s San-Shin and Traditions of Mountain-Worship.
Seoul: Hollym Corporation, 1999.
Rhi Juhyung, ed. Pilgrim Monks from East Asia and Buddhist Sites in India 동아시아 구법승과 인도의
불교 유적. Seoul: Sahoipyoungnon, 2009.
Shin Kwanghee. Korean Arhat Paintings 한국의 나한도. Seoul: Center for Art Studies, 2014.
Sieger, William B. “Emil Nolde’s ‘Legend: St Mary of Egypt: ‘Vita Activa’/‘Vita
Contemplativa.’” The Burlington Magazine 147, no. 1223 (2005): 100-107.
Wong, Dorothy C. Buddhist Pilgrim-Monks as Agents of Cultural and Artistic Transmission.
Singapore: National University of Singapore, 2018.
Wong, Dorothy C. “The Making of a Saint: Images of Xuanzang in East Asia.” Early Medieval
China 8 (2002): 43-95.
Yoon Yeolsu. Handbook of Korean Art Folk Painting. Translated by Wonjun Nam. Seoul:
Yekyong Publishing Co., 2012.
Yoon Yeolsu. “A Mountain God Picture and Buddhism in the Late Joseon Dynasty” 조선후기
산신도와 불교 습합(習合)신앙, 佛敎文化硏究. Bulgyo Munhwa Yeongu 불교문화연구 5 (2005):
203-221.

78

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 4, No. 2, December 2019

ACTA VIA SERICA

Vol. 4, No. 2, December 2019: 79–95
doi:10.22679/avs.2019.4.2.004

The Journey of Benedictus Polonus
or a European Discovery of Asia before Marco Polo
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This article presents a brief reconstruction of the historic journey of
Benedict the Pole and John of Pian de Carpine, the first known Europeans
after A.D. 900 who completed a successful return journey east of Baghdad
and gave surviving accounts of their travels. The article, which focuses
mainly on the role of Benedict the Pole, is divided into five parts: the
reasons and organization of the deputation sent to the Mongols by Pope
Innocent IV from 1245-1248, the route travelled by the Papal envoys, the
existing versions of the two surviving accounts of the mission, the role of
Benedict the Pole as the secretary and translator to the papal legate Pian de
Carpine, and the outcome of the journey as seen from the perspective of
Europe-Asia contacts.
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Introduction
Already during the initial period of the formation of Polish statehood (from ca. 960), in
the areas located in the Vistula and Odra basins, there existed a network of European trade
routes, leading from east to west and north to south. The network included an ancient route
which ran through Polish territory from the coast of the Baltic Sea to Italy and Greece, known
as the Amber Road. The main branch of the northern route of the Silk Road intersected with
this route of far-reaching trade. Although the pathway for caravans ended in the Genoese
colony in the Crimea, in the thirteenth century its vital branch continued westward to Kiev,
then to Krakow, Opole, Wroclaw and Magdeburg, and then to Spain, or to the ports of
Lübeck or Antwerp.
Along with merchants, pilgrims, bishops, imperial officials, ordinary adventurers, and
papal envoys, ideas and technological innovations travelled to the West and to the East. It was
with such a mission that Benedict the Pole (Benedictus Polonus), most probably a Franciscan
friar, went as an interpreter to John of Pian de Carpine (Giovanni da Pian del Carpine), the
papal legate, from the Polish city of Wroclaw to the great Khan of Mongolia in the years
1245-1248. Thanks to this expedition, they managed to learn about the culture, religion and
customs of the newly-developed Mongol Empire. They also made valuable geographical
discoveries, filling in the blank spots on European maps.
The aim of this article is to present a brief outline of this historic journey, with the
focus on Benedict’s participation in the papal mission. It is also an attempt to portray the
significance of the accounts and documents of the journey, which have survived to this day,
as written testimonies of the early stages of globalization.

The Papal Mission
Before the journey of John of Pian de Carpine and Benedict the Pole, European knowledge
about Central Asia was rather limited. Scarcity of information was only slightly reduced by
stories brought by sailors, but even so, at the beginning of the thirteenth century, European
comprehension of the lands located east of the Caspian Sea was still clouded by ignorance.
The maps available at that time in Europe were created mostly by Arab travellers and gave
some understanding about the southern coasts of Asia. However, almost all the lands beyond
the Ural Mountains and the Himalayas were classified as terra incognita.
This European lack of awareness about Asia was put to the test in the years 1227-1242
as a result of Mongol invasions. Western civilisation was at that time deeply shaken by a
power which, until then, it was hardly aware of. It is possible that the first alarming accounts
reached the Papal Court in Lyon only after Batu Khan captured Kiev and conquered almost
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all of Ruthenia in 1240.1 After that, the Mongol army proceeded west and its onslaught
of 1241 brought particularly tragic consequences – in February Krakow surrendered and
soon afterwards, all Poland fell.2 Afterward, the Mongols attacked Hungary and the Balkans,
quickly reaching Vienna and the Adriatic coast. One by one, the seemingly powerful states
of medieval Europe failed to defend themselves. Partly, it was due to their defences being
weakened by wars with their neighbours, but even more so, the failure was caused by the lack
of detailed, verified knowledge about the invaders’ culture, customs, beliefs, and most of all,
their war techniques and the tactics employed by their army.
The pope, Innocent IV, was determined to undertake extreme measures to find a
“solution against the Tatars” (remedium contra Tartaros).3 He did not underestimate the danger
signified by the Mongols, so dangerously proximate to Europe, and proposed sending a
deputation to find out about the possibility of their potential conversion, but also to gather as
much information as possible about them, in particular on their military power, administrative
structure, resources, and most of all, their plans for Europe.
To realise this goal, in 1245, the pope began preparations to establish contacts with the
Great Khan. In order to secure success, Innocent IV decided to send four deputations to
the capital of the Mongols (two consisting of Dominicans and two of Franciscans), each
of them at a different time and taking a different route.4 However, only one of the four
arrived at the Mongol capital and returned safely, bringing back the desired information,
and in a sense, proving the prevailing conviction that the vow of strict poverty, coupled
with evangelistic aspirations, made the Franciscans (like Buddhist monks) well-suited to the
challenges of travel along the Silk Road.
The only successful deputation5 was led by an experienced papal diplomat, John of
Pian de Carpine, one of the disciples and companions of Saint Francis of Assisi. He was
1

2

3

4
5

The term Ruthenia (also Kievan Rus) is used here for the first state of the Eastern Slavs. Its formation began
in the ninth century. In 988, Grand Ruthenian Prince Vladimir adopted Christianity from Byzantium. Ruthenia
encompassed the lands of modern western and central Ukraine (Kiev, Chernihiv, Volodymyr-Volynsky,
Halych), Belarus (Polotsk) and part of the lands of north-western Russia (Ryazan, Volodymyr, and Novgorod)
with the exit to the Baltic Sea, eastwards covering the territory from the then uncertain Polish frontier to
the Volga and Caucasus. Never centralised, Ruthenia was governed by local princes ruling over their states.
Volodymyr (modern Volodymyr-Volynsky) had been an important princely seat in Volhynia, whereas Halych
on the Dniester River became a principality in the 12th century. The Mongol invasion of 1240–41 marked the
onset of Galicia-Volhynia’s decline, which continued until 1340.
Its climax was the battle of Legnica (1241), where Polish knights supported by a handful of Teutonic Knights
and Knights Templar clashed with the Mongols and suffered a terrible defeat. 7,000 knights and the Silesian
prince Henry II the Pious died on the battlefield. As a result, the period of fragmentation of the centralized
Polish state was significantly extended in duration.
Hubert Jedin and John Dolan, eds., History of the Church, vol. 4: From the High Middle Ages to the Eve of the
Reformation (London: Burns & Oates, 1980), 394.
Jedin and Dolan, History, 394-395
Denise Aigle, The Mongol Empire between Myth and Reality: Studies in Anthropological History (Leiden: Brill, 2014),
45-47.
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accompanied by a Polish Franciscan friar of Wroclaw, known as Benedict the Pole, whom
he might have met earlier due to his involvement in creating and sustaining the Franciscan
presence in Poland in its formative stages.6 Because of Pian de Carpine’s association with
Polish Franciscans, some historians suspect that he might have known at least basic Polish, as
well as being positively disposed to Polish issues, and therefore, overwhelmed by the tragedy
of the Tatar invasion, become a great advocate for defending Europe against the Tatars at the
papal court. He might have therefore suggested to the pope that on the dangerous journey
to the Mongol capital he should be accompanied by Fr. Benedict, who would act as a guide,
secretary, translator and expert on matters of the language and customs of the Ruthenians,7
since there was a possibility that the papal envoys would communicate best with the Great
Khan in the Ruthenian language,8 for at his court there were at that time many prisoners from
Eastern Europe. According to some Polish historians, Benedict could have also known the
language of the Mongols before the expedition.9
The pope’s political goals were to stop the Mongols from invading Christian countries,
to convert the Khan and his subjects to the Christian faith and, possibly, to make them his
allies in the war against Muslims in the Holy Land. These tasks were given to the pope’s
legate, John of Pian de Carpine, and his secretary cum translator, Benedict the Pole. The
pope obliged them also to watch most carefully everything they saw along the way, and
especially to learn about the beliefs, customs, laws and the political and military systems of
the Mongol state. He also instructed both the Franciscan friars to learn as much as possible
about the Mongol’s plans for further conquests.10
Endowed with the pope’s instructions, the deputation set off on a completely unknown
route to Mongolia, a country about which many astonishing and frightening stories circulated
in medieval Europe, and also a country known neither to classical nor medieval geographers.
6

7

8

9

10

In 1228, John of Pian de Carpini became the provincial of the German province. He remained in the post
until 1230. During these years, he sent Friars Minor to Czechia, Poland, Hungary, Denmark and Norway. He is
said to have had a special focus on Poland, taking the post of the provincial of Saxony and Poland. Cf. Antoni
Zwiercan, “Nowe spojrzenie na początki franciszkanów w Polsce,” Nasza Przeszłość. Studia z dziejów Kościoła i
kultury katolickiej w Polsce 63 (1985): 9-13.
Ruthenians – several eastern Slavic peoples (modern-day Belarusians, Ukrainians, and Carpatho-Rusyns). Their
name is derived from Ruthenia, the name of the territory that they inhabited (see note 1).
Ruthenian language – official designation for the spoken and written language of the Ruthenians (see notes 7
& 1).
Cf. Joachim Lelewel, Polska wieków średnich czyli Joachima Lelewela w dziejach narodowych polskich postrzeżenia, vol. 4
(Poznań: Nakł. J.K. Żupańskiego, 1859), 426. It could have been possible through learning from the captives
held by the Poles after the Battle of Raciborz (March 20, 1241).
Information given in the introductory part of Historia Mongolarum quos nos Tartaros appellamus, according to which
the envoys were to learn about the resources and military forces of the Mongol rulers and try to recognize the
interior of Asia in geographical terms. As such, it was to be a religious, political, diplomatic, espionage and
discovery expedition under the auspices of the Papal States. Cf. C. Raymond Beazley, ed., The Texts and Versions
of John de Plano Carpini and William de Rubruquis, as Printed for the First Time by Hakluyt in 1598, Together with Some
Shorter Pieces (London: Printed for the Hakluyt Society, 1903), 74-75 and 107-108.
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Therefore, out of necessity, they undertook the first geographical expedition which, merely
by its nature, was revealing and bold. Following the existing trade routes, they journeyed from
Wroclaw through Krakow, Halych, Kiev, Serai on the Volga River, and further to the land of
the Great Khan. With them they carried a letter from Innocent IV addressed to “the ruler
and the people of Tartaria [for them] to learn the path of truth” (regi et populo Tartarorum viam
agnoscere veritatis), dated March 13, 1245, containing, among others, the following passage:
We, therefore, desiring for all to live in unity and peace, as well as in the fear of God
and led by the example of the Lord of Peace, warn you, plead with you and exhort
you, so further attacks of this kind, and especially the persecution of Christians,
in the future would desist completely. Moreover, there is no doubt that with so
many and such prodigious transgressions you have provoked the wrath of the
Divine majesty which, due to the malice of these sins, you would propitiate [only]
by satisfying [it] with appropriate penance ...11

The Journey12
An accurate geographical delineation of the Carpine-Benedict route to Mongolia, made
by land for the first time by European travellers, is impossible.13 The main travel points
and dates, however, are mentioned in their accounts. However, with the limited knowledge
of world geography and almost complete lack of knowledge about Asia in their time, the
travellers most probably had no clear idea about the path they took. Therefore, they could
not specify the route in detail in their reports. We can only speculate that they followed the
beaten paths known to local people or to guides. The roads leading to Karakorum, the capital
of the Great Khan, could have been known only to the native peoples or to the Mongol post,
travelling efficiently across the great Tatar Empire.
Making use of limited knowledge,14 the papal delegation set off on the journey from
11

12

13

14

Nos igitur, pacifici regis exemplo cunctos in unitate pacis sub Dei timore vivere cupientes, universitatem vestram monemus, rogamus
et hortamur attente,quatinus ab impugnationibus huiusmodi et maxime Christianorum persecutionibus de cetero penitus desistentes,
super tot et tantis offensis divine maiestatis iram, quam ipsarum exacerbatione vos non est dubium graviter provocarse, per condigne
satisfactionem penitentie complacetis …. Cf. Lucas Wadding, Annales Minorum seu trium ordinum a S. Francisco institutum,
vol. 3 (Firenze: Quaracchi, 1931), 135-136.
The narrative in this part of the article is based on the written accounts of Benedict the Pole (Relatio Fratris
Benedicti Poloni) and John of Pian de Carpine (Historia Mongolarum quos nos Tartaros appellamus), the full texts of
which are reprinted in Jerzy Strzelczyk, ed., Spotkanie dwóch światów. Stolica Apostolska a świat mongolski w połowie
XIII wieku. Relacje powstałe w związku z misją Jana di Piano de Carpiniego do Mogołów (Poznań: Wydawnictwo ABOS,
1993), 116-175 and 224-228.
Partly, it is compared with the Eurasian Steppe route, and partly it is sometimes drawn in comparison to the
route of Marco Polo.
Even though in the thirteenth century, Europeans already knew about the existence of a sea route through
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Lyon on Monday, April 16, 1245, the second day of Easter.15 The journey was first broken at
the court of the Czech king, Wenceslaus, de Carpine’s personal friend, who endowed him with
letters to several Polish princes, and also with supplies for the further journey. Unfortunately,
the date and place of this event were not recorded. In Poland, de Carpine visited Prince
Boleslaw’s castle in Legnica, miraculously preserved from the Mongol invasion. Here also
the papal delegation received supplies. From Legnica, the legate went to Wroclaw, where
he was joined by Benedict the Pole, already appointed for the mission by Pope Innocent
IV. Together, they left Wroclaw provided with money and food supplies, as well as writs of
protection. Then, they came to Łęczyca, to the court of Prince Konrad Mazowiecki, where
they were advised to stock up with gifts for the Mongol dignitaries which, as they were told,
were to significantly facilitate the fulfilment of the task entrusted to them by the pope. From
there they travelled to Krakow, and from there (sometime around Christmas of 1245) to
Halych. Later, they broke the journey in Danilov, where, as de Carpine states, they “were near
death from exhaustion” (usque ad mortem fuimus infirmati).16 From there, travelling by sleighs,
they arrived in Kiev at the end of January 1246. They left Kiev on February 4, 1246 (secundo
die igitur post festum Purificationis).17 The safe passage to Kiev, according to the narration of
Benedict, the papal envoys owed to Prince Konrad Mazowiecki.18
In Kiev, they were received by the Mongol commander of the city, as well as by the
local nobility. On their advice, they exchanged horses for Mongolian ones, more adapted
to the conditions and climate. Next, they went down the River Dnieper to Kanev. Here,
the Mongolian commander again changed their horses and directed them to the next town,
where a man named Micheas “full of wickedness” (omni malitia plenum)19 was to be waiting for
them. From Kanev on the Dnieper on February 19, 1246, they proceeded to the first Mongol
military camp, where they arrived on February 23. There, they met with the camp leaders and
explained that they were coming from the pope, the supreme ruler of Christians. They also

15

16
17
18

19

the Persian Gulf, from where ships of Indian spice merchants sailed to India, the Malay Islands and China,
especially for the inhabitants of Central and Eastern Europe in ancient and medieval times, travelling by sea
was a venture beyond strength and possibilities. At the same time, the land routes, through which merchants
(mainly Persian) had imported Chinese silk from Central Asia since antiquity or exported European goods to
Asia, attracted and fascinated many.
John of Pian de Carpine left Lyon in the company of a Franciscan brother, a Czech named Stefan. We have
hardly any information about Brother Stefan, except for the mention in Benedict’s account that he was walking
with Carpine and Benedict as a companion and that they came to Kanev, where he had to remain because of an
illness: … dicti duo fratres Iohannes et Benedictus, tercio fratre debilitato, cum equis et clientulis quos secum adduxerant ibidem
relictis …. Cf. A. Van Den Wyngaert, ed., Relatio Fr. Benedicti Poloni, in Sinica Franciscana, vol. 1, Itinera et relationes
fratrum Minorum saeculi XIII et XIV (Firenze: Quaracchi, 1929), 133-143.
Beazley, The Texts, 92.
Beazley, The Texts, 92.
Qui mediante Conrado duce Polonorum pervenerunt Kioviam, civitatem Ruscie que nunc est sub Servitute Thartarorum. Van
Den Wyngaert, Relatio, 136.
Beazley, The Texts, 93. If not stated otherwise, all translations into English by the author.
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explained the nature and purpose of their journey, and asked to be led to the Great Khan.
Changing horses two or three times each day, so most probably travelling nonstop from
dawn until nightfall, the envoys reached Sarai on Good Friday, April 6, 1246. While there,
with the help of local translators, they translated the papal letter into Ruthenian, Persian
and Mongolian. They were also received by Batu Khan with all due respect. He listened
very carefully to their each and every word (audita legatione et de verbo ad verbum examinata),20
as Benedict noted in his diary. The next day, on April 7 – also according to the diary of the
Polish Franciscan – they were told to prepare for the journey to Karakorum.
Most probably the following Tuesday, after Easter was over, the papal envoys departed
on the journey to the Mongol capital. Accompanied by two guides, they went through the
most difficult and dangerous part of the expedition, across the lands between the Volga and
Syr Darya rivers, the Caspian Depression, crossing the steppes and unknown lands. Then,
they entered the country of Kangittae,21 where the earth was dried out and deprived of water.
Through this land they travelled until Ascension Day, which fell on May 17, 1246.
After crossing the Kangittae territory, the envoys entered the land which Benedict the
Pole in his work calls Turkya.22 Passing through it, they saw several towns and rivers, for
example, the town of Iankynt,23 located on the banks of the Syr Darya River. After crossing
Turkya, the two friars went through the areas of east Turkistan, Persia and a part of west
Turkistan. This part of the journey lasted from May 17 until June 16, 1246. Afterwards, they
reached the territory of Nigrorum Kythaorum,24 and at the beginning of July, they finally
reached the empire of the Mongols. Three weeks later (on July 22), after a 15-month journey,
they arrived at the camp of Güyük, soon before his coronation on August 24, 1246.
The mighty ruler received them only on the third day after he was crowned, on August
27. Güyük, invited by the pope’s letter to become a Christian, indicated that, first of all, the
pope himself and all the princes of Europe would have to come and swear allegiance to
him. Later, in the company of his secretary and several advisors, he discussed the pope’s
suggestions given in the letter and listened carefully to the envoys’ explanations. A few days
later, Güyük met the envoys once again, and then, on November 11, 1246, John of Pian de
Carpine and Benedict the Pole were once again invited for a meeting, but this time only to
the Great Khan’s office, where a letter from Güyük, written in Persian as a reply to the pope,
20
21

22

23
24

All fragments of the original text of the Relatio, from Van Den Wyngaert, Relatio, 135-143.
Kangittae (also Changle) – nomadic peoples living east of the Yaik River (now the River Ural); peoples of
Comania (see note 41).
Turkiya – most probably Kwarazm/Chorasmia, the large oasis region on the Amu Darya River delta, land
inhabited by Muslim peoples speaking Turkic languages.
Iakynt – Jangikent/Jankent/Djankent on Syr-Darya; capital of Oghuz.
Nigrorum Kythaorum – the Black Kythayans; a group of the Kythayan peoples mentioned in Chinese (from
the 3rd century AD) and Turkic (from the 8th century AD) sources, belonging to the Mongol ethnic group;
in the 10th century AD, Black Kythayans invaded northern China and established their own dynasty, the Liao
(907-1125).
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was translated into Latin and Arabic in the presence of the envoys, who both agreed that they
clearly understood its meaning. Soon after that, they were told to get ready for their return,
and on November 15, carrying the sealed letter of the Great Khan to the pope, they started
on their journey back to Lyon.
The way back proved to be much more difficult than expected, due to the harsh winter
conditions prevailing in Central Asia, so it took the envoys until June to reach Kiev. The main
result of the mission, the Great Khan’s reply to the pope, was delivered to him only after a
full twelve months, in November 1247. Its general tone puts into question the diplomatic
aspect of the mission undertaken by the two Franciscan friars; however, it also constitutes a
large part of the European learning about the Mongols, reflected figuratively in Güyük’s last
words:
You yourself must come at the head of [all] your kings, without exception, to pledge
to Us your services and allegiance. But if you would not follow God’s command
and disobey Our instructions, We would recognize you [all] as Our enemies. This is
what We wish to tell you. If you act against that, who knows [what could happen]
God [only] knows that.25

Two Accounts of the Mission
All the information related above regarding the key points of the journey by the Amber
route up to Kiev and the Silk Road land route through Central Asia, accompanied by many
details and facts observed and registered by the papal envoys during their approximately twoyear voyage to Karakorum and back, comes from the written accounts documenting their
mission.26
The two papal envoys returning from their journey reached Cologne on October 3,
1247, bringing two testimonies.27 The main report of the mission, Historia Mongalorum quos
25

26

27

Tu igitur Papa venias cum Regibus tuis et potentibus ad nos et da nobis fortitudines tuas. Et si non venis et nostrum consilium non
audieris, pro certo sciemus quod gratiam non vis nobiscum, postea autem quid futurum sit nescimus, solus Deus veritatem novit.
The Latin text of Güyük’s letter to Pope Innocent IV, in Van Den Wyngaert, Relatio, 40.
There is also a third work, Historia Tartarorum, based on the experiences of the same journey. It was written
by C. de Bridia (we do not know his full first name), also a Franciscan friar (probably Polish or Czech). The
manuscript of his work was completed on July 30, 1247. Some researchers assume that he participated in the
mission up to the point where the Mongols from the Batu Khan’s camp detained him, allowing only Benedict
and de Carpine to proceed to Karakorum. After their return from Mongolia, the Franciscans reunited (April
25, 1247) and returned together. Another version says that de Bridia was not one of the papal envoys. The
manuscript was discovered in 1957 in the United States (presently it is kept at the Yale University Library).
According to Jerzy Strzelczyk, the date was verified in Annales s. Pantaleonis Coloniensis. Strzelczyk, Spotkanie, 85,
f. 86.
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nos Tartaros appellamus (History of the Mongols Whom We Call the Tartars), was submitted
by John of Pian de Carpine, the head of the delegation, with an additional account by the
translator and secretary of the papal legate, Benedict the Pole, Relatio Fratris Benedicti Poloni
(The Account of Friar Benedict the Pole).
Historia Mongalorum survived in two versions. The shorter one was most probably written
during the return journey, based mainly on observations made there and then, supported by
what remained in the memories of the envoys. The second, extensive version, was almost
certainly completed after their return, supplemented where necessary, and carefully revised.28
Both versions of this text are comparatively well known and have been discussed more
extensively in critical literature, in contrast to Benedict’s Relatio.
The work, as its title accurately expresses, was indeed related by Benedict to a clergyman
in Cologne, whose name we do not know.29 The dictation, which took place when the two
papal envoys were still on their way to Lyon in the autumn of 1247, is a well organised,
synthetic report about the goals and experiences of the journey to the Mongol’s capital.
The manuscript has survived in two versions. The earlier, most probably the thirteenth
century copy, remains at the Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris.30 The later and less complete
version, dating to the late fourteenth/early fifteenth century, is kept at the Österreichischen
Nationalbibliothek in Vienna.31 In the case of both manuscripts, they were attached as an
introductory/opening part to de Carpine’s Historia Mongalorum and both end with the Latin
translation of the letter of the Great Khan Güyük to Pope Innocent IV. The letter, as it
seems, was added to the account on Benedict’s wish, as a vital document which he perhaps
thought necessary to attach due the requirements of his post as the secretary of the papal
mission, yet about this we can only speculate. Nonetheless, it seems that adding a copy of
the letter of which he was obviously in possession to his Relatio was for Benedict the natural
thing to do.
The text of Benedict’s Relatio was first published by M. d’Avezac in 1838, together
with Historia Mongalorum, and following the same pattern, also by W. W. Rockhill in 1900
(text quoted after d’Avezac), G. Pulleé in 1913, and a Franciscan friar, Anastasius Van Den
Wyngaert, in 1929. Benedict’s report was also translated into French (by M. d’Avezac, 1839),
English (by W. W. Rockhill, 1900), Italian (by G. Pullé, 1929) and German (by F. Risch, 1930).
Even though the eminent historian of geographical research C. Raymond Beazley did not
include its text in his edition of Historia Mongalorum, he generously refers to Relatio in his
editorial comments.
The lack of interest in Benedict’s account is not only a world, but also a Polish
28

29
30
31

For more information, see Strzelczyk, Spotkanie, 86-90, and Jerzy Strzelczyk, Benedykt Polak. Z Europy do Azji
przez Kazachstan (1245-1247) (Warszawa: Oficyna Olszynka, 2008), 36-38.
Jerzy Strzelczyk quotes the report of the actual dictation taking place in Cologne. Strzelczyk, Spotkanie, 85, f. 86.
Colbert cote 2477; incipit: Benedictus Polonus. De itinere fratrum Minorum ad Tartaros Anno Domini MCCCLV ....
Codex Lat. 512; incipit: Relacio Fr. Benedicti Poloni.
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phenomenon. In a way, it can be explained by the fact that the only two copies ascribed
directly to Benedict’s dictation were prepared outside Poland and, due to constant political
turmoil, were rather little known and then became forgotten. Another explanation is that
there perhaps were other versions of Relatio held in the libraries of some monasteries or in
private hands, though they were destroyed during the many wars which took place in this
country. The fact remains, however, that for these, or some other unknown reasons, we can
find very few direct references to Benedict’s work in Polish historical sources. Moreover, the
first published translation of Relatio into Polish, prepared by Andrzej Jochelson, appeared
as late as in 1986 in a rather niche publication, Kalendarz św. Antoniego (the Calendar of St.
Anthony).32
Since Relatio Fratris Benedicti Poloni, as well as its author, remain in the shadow of Historia
Mongalorum, shedding some light on both in the next part of this paper is worthwhile.

Benedict the Pole
and His Role in Documenting the Journey
In thirteenth century Polish sources, Benedict the Pole appears only once – in a written
account of 1252. From that source, we learn that five years after returning from the land
of the Mongols, Benedict testified as a witness to a miracle in the canonization process of
Bishop Stanislaw of Szczepanow. He is described there as “brother Benedict, of the order of
Friars Minor, who went to the Tatars” (fratrem Benedictum ordinis fratrum minorum, qui fuit apud
Tartaros).33 On the basis of this information, we can almost be sure that he died after this
event,34 yet neither the date nor the place of his death or his resting place are known.
Benedict the Pole belonged to the Franciscan order in Wroclaw, founded in 1236, and
the fact that he was identified as “the Pole” (Polonus) is important because the Wroclaw home
of the Franciscan order belonged to the multinational Polish-Ruthenian-Czech province,
and included brothers who came from Germany, Poland, and Czechia, as well as Italy and
England. He was an educated man and, it seems, also a polyglot, which certainly might
have influenced choosing him as the secretary and translator of the papal legate sent on
such an important mission. According to one of the very few attempts to reconstruct his
32

33

34

The topic of Benedict the Pole became more popular in Polish academic literature in the last decades of the
20th century. Currently, it also appears from time to time as a travel curiosity, and is used to promote the New
Silk Road initiative as well as the Franciscan order in Poland.
August Bielowski, ed., Monumenta Poloniae historica. Pomniki dziejów Polski, vol. 4 (Lwów-Kraków: Akademia
Umiejętności, 1884) 301.
There is a manuscript of the legend kept at the Library of the Polish Academy of Art and Sciences (Bbb. I. 32.
saec. XVIII, Vitae sanctoru regni Poloniae olim Sarmatiae) from the second half of the eighteenth century. On page
701, the lives of John of Pian de Carpine and Benedict the Pole are related. According to this account, both of
them were to die a martyrs’ death in the town of Armaloch (Persia) in the year 1248.
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biography, he studied theology at the religious school in Magdeburg under the well-known
theologian Simon from England. He listened to lectures in Latin, which he knew fluently,
and also had the opportunity to learn German.35 In the sphere of speculation, however,
remain the circumstances in which Benedict learned the Ruthenian language, which,
according to the surviving accounts of the expedition to Karakorum, he was able to use
fluently in conversations with Ruthenians. According to one version, he could have been
born somewhere on the Polish-Russian borderland, i.e., by birth he belonged to a community
communicating freely in both languages. According to another, before joining the Franciscan
order, he could have participated in expeditions of Wroclaw merchants to Kiev (after all, as
the accounts depict, it was with a group of such merchants that the papal legation travelled
to Kiev, to continue from there unaccompanied to Mongolia). It is also possible that at some
point, Benedict could have belonged to the Franciscan Ruthenian mission.36
Another puzzling question relating to Benedict’s linguistic abilities is whether or how
he knew the language of the Mongols, which is mentioned several times in the journey
accounts. At first, it seems he knew the language rather poorly, since to translate the letter
of the Pope, originally written in Latin, into Ruthenian, Mongolian and Persian, they had
to (according to de Carpine) bring a paid translator from Kiev, who, in the end, could not
handle the translation. Only in the camp of Batu, as Historia Mongalorum reports, were the
envoys assigned translators with whose help the papal letter was translated. However, the
accounts also show that Benedict were able to communicate with the Mongols, for example,
in the Batu camp, and talk with the Tatars with whom the two Franciscan friars travelled to
Karakorum.37 The envoys, for instance, had no trouble communicating during the audience
at Batu’s camp, where they explained in detail about the aim of their journey, and during their
further travels, while led by native guides. According to Relatio:
Batu, after hearing the message and carefully considering each word, after five days,
namely on Tuesday after Easter, sent them with his letter, along with the abovementioned Tatars, the guides, to the homeland of the Tatars, to the son of the great
emperor, whose son bears the name Güyük Khan (Bati ergo audita legatione et de verbo
ad verbum examinata, cum litteris suis una cum predictis Thartaris ductoribus eorum post V
dies, scilicet tercia feria post pascha, misit eos ad filium magni Imperatoris, cuius filii nomen est
Cuy[u]cchan, in terram nativatis Thartarorum).

This short passage seems rather important when reflecting on the issue of Benedict’s
35

36
37

Franciszek M. Rosiński, “Benedykt Polak – największy polski podróżnik w średniowieczu,” Wrocławskie Studia
Wschodnie 15 (2011): 23.
Rosiński, “Benedykt Polak,” 23-24.
Also, C. de Bridia mentions Benedict’s conversations with Mongols. Cf. C. de Bridia, Historia Tatarów [Historia
Tartarorum], in Strzelczyk, Spotkanie, 238, 241, 242, 244.
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knowledge of the Mongolian language, since it would be difficult to imagine that in such
a detailed account, created with the purpose of informing the pope about the talks and
negotiations held by his envoys, there would be no mention about the presence of a translator
(or translators),38 as happens for instance in the passages relating the meetings with Güyük
Khan.
The question of how Benedict could have known even the basics of the Mongolian
language before the journey can be answered with quite high probability and relatively simply.
In Wroclaw (and also in Krakow), there was a tradition confirmed by written sources39 of
using Mongolian captives as the source of the knowledge necessary for missionary purposes
in the East. It seems rather obvious that holding Mongol prisoners in captivity could create
a great opportunity to learn their language, habits, and way of thinking and also to gain
valuable first-hand information about their homeland. Since Wroclaw was at that time the
seat of two missionary orders – Franciscans and Dominicans, treating Mongolian prisoners
as a commodity of great importance for preparing for missionary work could have been a
fairly common practice there. One of the best nineteenth-century Polish historians, Joachim
Lelewel, without any further explanation stated that “passing through Poland Pian de Carpine
adopted (1245) as a companion and translator Benedict the Pole, a Franciscan brother fluent
in both Ruthenian and Tartar languages....”40
According to the introduction to Relatio:
In the year of our Lord 1245, brother of John of the Order of Friars Minor, by
the name of de Piano Carpini, sent by the Pope to the Tatars ... when he came to
Poland, he took [with him] in Wroclaw ... a brother of the same Order, named
Benedict, of Polish origin, to be his companion both in labour and duty, and a
translator (Anno domini MCCXL v frater Johannes de Ordine Minorum fratrum, dictus de
Piano Carpini, domino Papa missus ad Tartaros cum alio fratre eiusdem Ordinis (…) profectus
in Poloniam assumpsit in Wratislaviae tercium fratrem eiusdem Ordinis Benedictum nomine,
Polonum genere, ut esset sibi socius laboris et huius sollicitudinis ac interpres).

Considering the scarcity of sources, the importance of all indications about Benedict the
Pole in the reports submitted to the Pope is of great documentary merit. Therefore, we know
that Benedict came from Poland and that he lived in a Franciscan monastery in Wroclaw.
Even though we do not know his date of birth, or the details of his monastic life and his
formal education or the date of his death, we are still able to speculate quite a lot on the basis
38

39

40

Such information would most probably be included, if not for the sake of accuracy, then to protect the reporter
in case all or even some parts of the reported statements were proven to be false.
Fr. Piotr Skarga refers to this practice in his Lives of the Saints. Piotr Skarga, Żywoty Świętych, vol. 2 (Kraków:
Wydawnictwo Księży Jezuitów, 1934), 66-68 and 159-162.
Lelewel, Polska, 426.
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of auxiliary documents.
Besides his evident credentials, which caused his nomination as a secretary and translator
of the difficult diplomatic mission, he was most probably also very well read in classical
authors. For instance, his journey via the steppes of Comania41 triggered associations with
Ovid’s memories of Pont:
In Comania they discovered plenitude of wormwood. In the past, this land used to
be called Pont. This is how Ovid remembers Pont: “Through desolate wastelands,
miserable wormwoods” (In Comania autem plurimum invenerunt absyntium. Nam hec terra
olim dicebatur Pontus, sicut Ovidius de Ponto commemorat: ‘Tristia per vastos horrent absynthya
campos).

Through this example of Benedict’s manner of describing the journey, we can recognize not
only his knowledge, but also the scope of his imagination. Wormwood was the only plant
that the learned Franciscan named in his Relatio from a journey lasting about two years and
thousands of miles travelled through different landscapes and climates. It can therefore be
assumed that as he traversed the steppes of Comania, he perceived this plant just as the Latin
poet suffering in exile, for whom wormwood was a symbol of grieving for his homeland.
In addition, the enumeration of rivers that the Franciscan friars crossed, with an attempt to
refer also to their classical names and including native names of the countries where possible,
testifies not only to Benedict’s knowledge of classical geographers but also to his linguistic
sensitivity and scholarly inquisitiveness.
In the course of [this] journey they crossed the rivers called the Dnieper and Don ...
on which day they came to Batu, finding him on the great river Ethil, which the
Ruthenians call the Volga, which is considered to be Thanais (In media via transierunt
fluvios dictos Nepere et Don ... in quo die venerunt ad Bati, ipsum invenientes super magnum
flumen Ethil quem Rusci vocant Volga, qui creditur esse Thanais).42

Consequently, we can conclude that Benedict observed the surrounding reality with great
41

42

Comania – most probably a reference to the territory including a shifting area north of the Black Sea and along
the Volga River, which in the 13th century was inhabited by the Cumans (known also as Kipchak or Polovtsian).
According to Jerzy Strzelczyk, probably the most dedicated of modern-day Polish scholars analysing the role of
Benedict the Pole in the papal mission, this small fragment of Relatio also proves Benedict’s good understanding
of classical geographers. The fact that he apparently confuses the name Thanais (ascribed traditionally to the
Don) Strzelczyk reads as an indication of Benedict’s awareness of the works of Isidore of Seville, in whose
view Thanais was the river dividing Europe from Asia (Strzelczyk, Benedykt Polak, 59). Also, we can presume on
the basis of this fragment that Benedict knew well the claims of Ptolemy and other classical geographers, who
claimed that not far from its mouth the Volga merged with the River Don and with it entered the Azov Sea.
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sensitivity, paying careful attention not only to details significant for the purpose of the
papal deputation, but also recording experiences of a purely aesthetic nature. We can also
presume that as an integral part of his work as the secretary to the papal envoy, he shared
his observances as well as all the facts verified during the journey with the head of the
deputation, influencing greatly the factual contents of de Carpine’s Historia Mongalorum.
Most likely, Benedict was much more familiar than de Carpine with knowledge about
the lands east of Europe through which the deputation travelled on its way to Karakorum.
The Poles had had political and commercial contacts with the Ruthenian peoples since the
time of Boleslaw the Brave (approx. 992-1025). Hence, their knowledge about the peoples
neighbouring Kievan Rus43 had to be good enough for Polish-Ruthenian dealings, which
was probably the reason why the Polish princes made sure that the papal envoys were very
well equipped with valuable presents. They knew that in order to undertake any talks or
negotiations with their eastern neighbours, one should bring generous and appropriate gifts
to express respect for the hosts. For the sake of negotiations, it was also necessary to comply
with local customs as much as possible:
The servants of Batu accepted ... 40 beaver skins and 80 badger skins. These gifts
were carried by them between two blessed fires, and the brothers were forced to
follow these gifts, because it is the custom of the Tartars to cleanse deputies and
gifts with fire. Behind the fire stood a cart with a golden statue of the emperor, also
to be worshiped, but the brothers, firmly refusing to worship [the statue], were only
forced to bow their heads (Ministri itaque Bati ... receperunt munera, scilicet XL pelles
castorum et LXXX pelles taxorum. Que munera portata sunt inter duos ignes sacratos ab eis et
fratres coacti sunt sequi munera, quia sic mos est aput Thartaros expiare nuncios et munera per
ignem. Post ignes stabat curras continens auream statuam Imperatoris, que similiter solet adorari,
sed fratres omnino adorare renitentes, compulsi sunt tantum capita inclinare).

Also, reports of the Mongols reached the Poles quite early, at the latest after the Battle of the
Kalka River (modern Ukraine) in 1223, when several Rus princes were defeated by the Tartars,
and their principalities were almost completely destroyed. Thus, we can assume that Benedict
had knowledge of the eastern territories, unfamiliar to de Carpine, which enabled him to
verify and organize the abundant documentary material that makes up, for the most part,
the content of Historia Mongalorum. However, the participation of Benedykt Polak in creating
the final version of the expedition report prepared for Pope Innocent IV was not specified
anywhere in the text. It is, therefore, difficult to state which parts should be specifically
attributed to the Pole, yet the reasons for it, even today, seem rather understandable. The
fact that the main, extensive report was submitted to the pope by de Carpine does not in
43

Kievan Rus - Ruthenia, see note 1.
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any way diminish Benedict’s role in its preparation. After all, de Carpine was the head of the
mission. Thus, it was his responsibility to produce the fairest account of it. However, the very
nature of the cooperation of the papal legate with his translator and secretary (as well as a
brother of the same order, and perhaps also a friend) during their journey to accomplish a
joint mission may suggest at least some cooperation during the preparation of the report. A
brief mention in the introduction of Historia Mongalorum can serve as a subtle confirmation:
By the Pope’s command we were to diligently examine and search out all things,
which we carried out most ardently, together with one friar Benedict the Pole,
being of the same order, and a partaker of all our miseries and tribulations (Pontifice
mandate, vt omnia, quae apud eos errant, diligenter scrutaretur, acceperat, tam ispe, quam Fr.
Benedictus Polonus eiusdem ordinis, qui suae tribulations particeps et socius erat).44

The Outcome
The accounts of John of Pian de Carpine and Benedict the Pole, because of their great
scholarly significance and the authenticity of their descriptions, as well as an awareness of the
actual extent of Eastern lands they brought to the attention of the medieval Europeans,45 are
considered by authorities in the field of the history of geography, such as Charles Raymond
Beazley or Louis Vivien de Saint-Martin, among the most unjustly neglected milestones of
research in world history and geography.
The accounts of the two Franciscan friars not only tell a story about the initial stage of
diplomatic dealings between the Holy See and the non-Christian world, but they also provide
a brief outline of church policy in Central and Eastern Europe. On the way to crossing
into Asia, the envoys stopped over several times, partly to improve relations between the
pope and the domains of the Rus princes. Also, they testify to the two main achievements
of the expedition. The first one, which can also be called direct, was opening the way for
merchants and missionaries and establishing political relations between the papacy and the
Mongol leaders. The second, or indirect achievement, was the revelatory description of high
geographical value, even though its effects were only observed later with the slow increase in
knowledge about the world around the mid-fourteenth century. A century later, the impact
of de Carpine and Benedict’s findings weakened again as a result of the ground-breaking
discoveries made by Columbus.
In spite of the significant Polish presence on this historic journey, for many centuries
44
45

Beazley, The Texts, 74-75.
For example, Br. Anthony of Taizé and Robert de Neff point out that Historia Mongolarum includes most
probably the earliest mention of Korea (or rather of Koreans) made in a European source. Anthony of Taizé
and Robert de Neff, Brief Encounters: Early Reports of Korea by Westerners (Seoul: Seoul Selection, 2016), 153.
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the Polish sources were rather silent about this great achievement. Benedict was mentioned
neither in the Franciscan chronicles, nor in the monumental fifteenth century work by Jan
Długosz, Annales seu cronicae incliti Regni Poloniae. This peculiar phenomenon, however, could
have at least two probable reasons. The first, and a very practical one, is that before the
development of print, the number of possible readers of his account was obviously very
limited, so not many people knew that he ever existed. The other possibility is the fear of
propagating verified reports of lands beyond the borders of the known world among a
population of innocent, pure and God-fearing people. Doubtless, the revolutionary vision
of a new map of the world conflicted strongly with the established belief according to which
Jerusalem was considered the centre of the universe.
Nonetheless, Benedict the Pole and John of Pian de Carpine remain the first Europeans
on record after A.D. 900 who travelled east of Baghdad and returned to give an account of
their travels. It is also without doubt that their accounts are a testimony to vital geographical
discoveries, as well as early European contacts with Asia. In addition, both Relatio Fratris
Benedicti Poloni and Historia Mongalorum quos nos Tartaros appellamus provide momentous
documentation of global politics already taking place in the medieval world.
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Introduction
The overarching structure of the urban-nomadic area setting the stage for the unfolding
of astronomical knowledge can be described as Persianate2 to define the cultural-linguistic
space. The Persianate world developed into a lingua franca of diplomacy, education and
learning in a region that stretched from China to the Balkans and was made possible by the
Pax Mongolica. At the same time, we have to understand the movement of ideas, tools and
institutions as part of the Silk Roads.3
The Islamic contribution to scientific knowledge is to be understood as part of the
discourses framed in the dominant Persian language cultural production of the post-classical4
time of the Islamic world embedded in a global network stretching from East Asia to Western
Europe. Talking about Arabic or Persian does not refer to ethnicized, homogenous identities
in a modern sense, but to a multi-faceted ambiguous5 world with its multi-layered discourses
expressed in different languages according to different situations.
For the study of the institutional aspects of the history of astronomy, I will take up
Bruno Latour’s Actor-Network-Theory that had a great impact on global history6 and on
the modern discussion on the philosophy7 and history of science. Taking into account that
the institutional aspects of sciences like laboratories,8 instruments and buildings9 are now
understood as an essential part of scientific knowledge, it may not be not too daring to
2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

For an exploration of this concept far beyond the initial idea of Hodgson, see N. Green, The Persianate World:
The Frontiers of a Eurasian Lingua Franca (Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2019). Cf. B. G. Fragner,
Die “Persophonie”: Regionalität, Identität und Sprachkontakt in der Geschichte Asiens (Berlin: Das Arabische Buch, 1999)
for another concept well established in Iranian Studies.
In a comparative view, we may look at other artefacts like maps [see the contributions in P. Forêt and A.
Kaplony, eds., The Journey of Maps and Images on the Silk Road (Leiden: Brill, 2008)]. Interestingly the Silk Road
Encyclopedia (S. Jeong, The Silk Road Encyclopedia, Irvine, CA: Seoul Selection, 2016) only passingly mentions
astronomy. Referring to Europe seems possible if we understand the Silk Roads as a paradigm for global
history – even if some Eurocentric sensitivities may be touched.
For this period referring to Central Asia, see F. Griffel, Den Islam Denken: Versuch, eine Religion zu Verstehen
(Kitzingen: Reclam, 2018).
For the idea of ambiguity in the Arab and Islamic world, see T. Bauer, Die Kultur der Ambiguität (Berlin: Insel,
2011).
D. Gerstenberger and J. Glasman, Techniken der Globalisierung: Globalgeschichte Meets Akteur-Netzwerk-Theorie
(Bielefeld: Transcript Verlag, 2016).
For the relationship between Islamic philosophy and astronomy and the reaction against the critique of the
Ash’arite theologians see (referring to Ibn Sina) F. J. Rageb, “The Khilāṣ kayfiyyat tarkīb al-aflāk of al-Jūzjānī:
A Preliminary Description of Its Avicennian Themes,” in Avicenna and His Legacy: A Golden Age of Science
and Philosophy, ed. Y. T. Langermann (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 301-306; and R. G. Morrison, “Falsafa and
Astronomy after Avicenna: An Evolving Relationship,” in Avicenna and His Legacy: A Golden Age of Science and
Philosophy, ed. Y. T. Langermann (Turnhout: Brepols, 2009), 307-326.
B. Latour and S. Woolgar, Laboratory Life: The Contruction of Scientific Facts (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1979).
H. J. Rheinberger, On Historicizing Epistemology: An Essay (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2010).
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start with a hypothesis that observatories10 and a sound understanding of the importance of
observatories are a good starting point for our analysis of the history of astronomy in the
Islamic world and beyond.11 That is, we will move from the Arabic language/Arab world to
the Islamic world and then to a global level and back again.

Spaces
The movement from the Persianate world, linguistically speaking, including many ethnically
diverse writers using Arabic and Persian as common languages of intellectual discourse in
different contexts, to the global world, technically speaking of astronomic discourses and
artifacts, be it buildings, instruments or manuscripts, and to a transcendent sphere that affects
the Arabic language discourses (and some Persian) on natural philosophy reminds us of the
assemblages and the smooth and striated space Deleuze and Guattari talk about in their
Thousand Plateaus and “the interaction of the two kinds of space.”12 This leads us to “the idea
that the smooth and the striated are two tendencies toward which every assemblage tends,
and that any given assemblage is a ratio of these tendencies.”13 We will follow this doublefaced process, this movement from the smooth to the striated and back again during this
study.
Since the philosophy of Deleuze and Guattari14 is one of the most important philosophical
approaches of the 20th and 21st centuries, but not very well known yet, we will give a short
outline of the Deleuzian understanding of these spaces. In the writings of Deleuze, space is
measured according to degrees of smoothness and striation. A “smooth space” is “a space
that is without border or distinction that would privilege one site or place over another,”
whereas a “striated” space is “a space drawn and riddled with lines of divide and demarcation
that name, measure, appropriate and distribute space … smooth space … is defined by a flow
of forces and hence is perceived haptically instead of optically. It is ‘intensive’ where striated
space is ‘extensive.’” A Body without Organs (BwO) bears a surface of smooth space that
lacks zones or organs that have affective privileges over others. Striated space is one where
lines and points designate itineraries and trajectories.
10

11

12

13
14

I do not intend to write a history of Islamic observatories. The remarks on observatories are to be understood
as remarks on observatories as part of a more complex history of astronomy.
For a more general view on the relationship between science and European expansion, see the contributions
in P. Petitjean, C. Jami, and A. M. Moulin, eds., Science and Empires: Historical Studies about Scientific Development and
European Expansion (Dordrecht: Springer, 1992).
B. Adkins, Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus: A Critical Introduction and Guide (Edinburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 2015), 231.
Adkins, Deleuze and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus, 231.
For the geo-philosophical aspect of this philosophy see especially G. Deleuze and F. Guattari, Tausend Plateaus
(Berlin: Merve, 1992).
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Smooth space can be perceived in and through striated space, what is seen and
experienced in the world at large, in order to deterritorialise given places. In Deleuze’s lexicon
that pertains to space and place, deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation are the basis of
most biological and philosophical activity. In this respect, the nomad is the person or thinker
who constantly creates space by moving from place to place. The nomad, the philosopher
and the scientist and artist alike are capable of creating spaces through the trajectories of
their passages that move from one territory to another and from given striations on the
surface of the world to smooth and intensive areas.15
This dynamic conceptualization of the movements of ideas and practices enables us to
overcome the usual shortcomings of conventional histories of sciences, that is, looking at
isolated aspects relating to each other superficially without being able to grasp the intersecting
dynamics of the spaces mentioned here. Our style of writing follows the ongoing creation
of spaces, not a linear style that is not able to map the dynamics of history. And there is
dynamics even in built heritage, i. e., observatories and instruments.

The Heritage of Architecture
We know about the vast corpus of Greek,16 Syriac,17 Sanskrit,18 Pahlavi19 and other literatures
on astronomy we cannot discuss here, but these literatures may be the first indicator for
the transnational – before the emergence of nations – character of astronomical (and
astrological) knowledge. However, we will have to turn to observatories to move beyond the
confines of mere philological manuscript studies to the integration of artifacts, instruments
and institutions into a new history of Islamic astronomy. We may say, referring to Ahmad
Dallal, that Arabic astronomy had integrated all available knowledge from diverse traditions
(see above) already by the ninth century and was in a position to add to it. The achievements
15

16

17

18

19

Cf. A. Parr, ed., The Deleuze Dictionary (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2005), 258-259. Any shortening
of these thoughts using different terminology would be gross negligence to the value of the concepts used.
For the reworking of Greek astronomical traditions in the Islamic world see, e. g., A. I. Sabra, “On Seeing
the Stars, II. Ibn al-Haytham’s ‘Answers’ to the ‘Doubts’ Raised by Ibn Ma’dān,” Zeitschrift für die Geschichte der
Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften 10 (1995/96): 1-59. For an interesting example of an early introduction of
regional influences see P. Kunitzsch, “Abd al-Malik ibn Ḥabīb‘s Book on Stars,” Zeitschrift für die Geschichte der
Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften 9 (1994): 161-194.
S. Bhayro, “On the Problem of Syriac ‘Influence’ in the Transmission of Greek Science to the Arabs: The Cases
of Astronomy, Philosophy, and Medicine,” Intellectual History of the Islamicate World 5 (2017): 211–227.
For all these languages, see R. Rashed and R. Morelon, eds., Encyclopedia of the History of Arabic Science. vol 1:
Astronomy – Theoretical and Applied. London: Routledge, 1996.
A. Panaino, “Sasanian Astronomy and Astrology in the Contribution of David Pingree,” in Kayd: Study of
Mathematics, Astronomy and Astrology in Memory of David Pingree, eds. G. Gnoli and A. Panaino (Rome: Istituto
Italiano per l’Africa e l’Oriente, 2009), 73-103; and Rashed and Morelon, Encyclopedia.
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of this period laid the foundations for developments in the following centuries.20 To follow
the fine summary of Dallal:
The earliest planned and programmed astronomical projects were produced
during the last years of the reign of al-Ma’mun (r. 813-33), at the outset of the
translation movement. Under al-Ma’mun, a program of astronomical observation
was organized in Baghdad (Shammasiyya) and Damascus (Mount Qasiyun). Like
any organized research project, this one endowed astronomical activity in the
Islamic world with formal prestige.… The professed purpose of the program
was to verify and correct the Ptolemaic observations for the sun and the moon
by comparing the results, derived by calculation based on Ptolemaic models, with
actual observations conducted in Baghdad and Damascus some seven hundred
years after Ptolemy .… The initial observations of the Shammasiyya observatory
were evaluated and deemed unsatisfactory; it was only then that al-Ma’mun directed
a team of astronomers to conduct additional observations at Mount Qasiyun in
order to produce better results.21

The most famous observatory was established in the thirteenth century in Marāg1ha22 under
the patronage of the Ilkhan Hulagu and directed by Nasir al-Din al-Ṭūsī (d. 1274), one of the
excellent scholars of his time (and a mathematician) who produced the famous Ṭūsī Couple
when attacking Ptolemaic astronomy.23
Marāgha became the first-rate observatory, attracting scholars from throughout the
regions united by the Mongol expansion. A recent history of Chinese science and technology
describes the role of Marāgha in the larger Sino-Persian-Mongolian empire of knowledge.
A longer quotation may be helpful to demonstrate the difficulties of identifying persons and
the titles of books in a cross-linguistic research setting and introduce research not known
outside the circles of specialists:
C. M. D’Ohsson says in A History of Mongolia that some Chinese astronomers
went with Hulagu to Persia, and that a Chinese scholar worked at the Maragha
Observatory. Since then, the topic has often been mentioned by Western scholars.
But up to now, his name and life have not been found. The book records merely
20
21
22

23

A. Dallal, Islam, Science, and the Challenge of History (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010), 35.
Dallal, Islam, 22-23. For a general overview, see Rashed and Morelon, Encyclopedia.
G. Saliba, “The Rôle of Maragha in the Development of Islamic Astronomy: A Scientific Revolution before
Renaissance,” Revue de Synthèse 108, no. 3-4 (July 1987): 361-373.
G. Saliba, Islamic Science and the Making of the European Renaissance (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 188. For
one of his major astronomical works, see F. J. Ragep, Nasir al-Din al-Tusi’s Memoir on Astronomy (al-Tadhkira fi ‛Ilm
al-Hay’a), with Translation and Commentary (New York: Springer, 1993).
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“Fao-moun-dji” the phonetic translation of his name. Since the life of the Chinese
astronomer is unknown, we can only guess the three Chinese characters of his
name from the sound. For example, Joseph Needham adopts these three characters
“傅孟吉” as his name in Chinese.
The saying of C. M. D’ Ohsson came from a Farsi annals entitled The Garden
of Doyens. That book was completed in 1317, divided into 9 volumes, and Volume
8 is A History of Chine, which records such a story as in the following paragraph:
In the Hulagu period, Chinese scholars and astronomers came with him to
this place (Iran). Among them, there was a teacher named Tu Michi, from whom
the scholar Nasr al-Din Talost24 learned the Chinese technique of astronomical
deduction in compiling the Ilkhanate Astronomical Table under the order of Hulagu.
Furthermore, when the Islamic monarch Ghazan Mahmud Khan ordered to write
A History of the Praised Ghazan, Prime Minister Rashid al-Din called in Chinese
scholars Li Dachi and Ni Kesun for assistance. Both were proficient in medicine,
astronomy and history, and brought with them various books on these subjects. In
addition, they lectured on chronological record of China, and they said the number
of years and the stem-branch were undetermined.
Anyhow, the compilation of the Ilkhanate Astronomical Table is the most
significant merit that Nasr al-Din Talost accomplished at the Maragha Observatory.
Therefore, we get to know that Chinese astronomers made important contributions
to the Ilkhanate Astronomical Table.”25

We notice the first link between Persian astronomy and Chinese astronomy taking place in the
observatory of Maragha. This turned into an important agent of scientific history including
the observatory, the instruments, and the huge library as well as contacts with China.
Starting with the Maragha Observatory, the 14th to the 15th century became an era of
unprecedented progress in astronomical and mathematical knowledge – extending in some
cases to the 18th century. One of the central regions that was part of this progress was the
Uzbek realm in the time of Ulugh Beg.26 In our context, the Ulugh Beg Observatory (finished
in 1429) is a pertinent case demonstrating the historical embeddedness of this architectural
landmark, in itself worth being studied, in a global history of sciences.27
24
25

26

27

A misrepresentation of the name of al-Ṭūsī.
Yongxiang Lu, ed., A History of Chinese Science and Technology, vol. 1 (Heidelberg: Springer/Shanghai: Jiao Tong
University Press, 2015), 107-108.
For his rule, see V. V. Barthold, Four Studies on the History of Central Asia. vol. 2, Ulugh Beg (Leiden: Brill, 1958).
For him as an astronomer, see B. van Dalen, “Islamic and Chinese Astronomy under the Mongols: a LittleKnown Case of Transmission,” in From China to Paris: 2000 Years Transmisson of Mathematicla Ideas, ed. Y. DoldSamplonius et al. (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner, 2002), 327-356.
The ruler himself was mentioned in a dedication of a manuscript on astronomy by al-Jaghmīnī (al-Mulakkhaṣ fī
al-hay’a, Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University, MS Or 21).
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Architecture can be seen as an indicator of societal structures as can be illustrated by the
buildings in Registan Square in Samarqand, spatially not related to the Samarqand Observatory
but intrinsically related to mathematical-astronomical studies in Samarqand. The Ulugh Beg
madrasa, a center for mathematical studies and other (religious) disciplines, and the khānaqāh,
a center for Sufis, faced each other, opposing and cooperating at different times.28
The observatory of Samarqand inspired other architectural activity in South Asia, in
particular the Jantar Mantar in the modern City of New Delhi. It was built from 1723 to
1724 under the ruler Jai Singh II of Jaipur and consists of thirteen architectural astronomical
instruments. From 1727 to 1734, other observatories were built under the rule of Jai Singh II,
all known under the name Jantar Mantar. Jai Singh was passionately interested in mathematics
and astronomy. He adapted the design of earlier observatories, integrating elements of the
Samarqand tradition and following the approach of the Islamic tradition of astronomy.29
We find here a link to the Samarqand tradition of architecture, the study of astronomy
and mathematics at the core of one of the finest examples of built astronomy,30 interestingly
supported by a non-Muslim ruler (Rajput) under a Muslim emperor.31 This may be called
the smooth space of Samarqand- and Maragha-inspired architecture, striated again in local
forms.

Byzantium as Part of Southwest Asia
Other zones of contact have to take account of the Byzantine-Islamic and the ByzantineWestern European zone of contact. Since the research on these zones of contact is often
ignored by mainstream research on the history of astronomy, it can best be introduced in our
discussion by a quotation from recent research:
The movement of continuously reforming Greek astronomy became so important
that it apparently attracted the attention of astronomers from outside the Islamic
28

29

30
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A. Mekking and E. Roose, eds., The Global Built Environment as a Representation of Realities: Why and How Architecture
Should Be Subject of Worldwide Comparison (Utrecht: Pallas Publications, 2009), 98-111.
B. Perlus, “Architecture in the Service of Science: The Astronomical Observatories of Jai Singh II,”
Jantarmantar.org, accessed November 10, 2018, http://www.jantarmantar.org/Architecture_Science_web.pdf.
The links between South Asia and East Asia cannot be analyzed here. We may just assume that there have been
links between Central Asia, South Asia (in this case inspired by Central Asian astronomy) and East Asia due to
relations in other fields. Further research to establish these links has to be done.
Not buildings for astronomical research, but astronomy taking the shape of buildings, if we follow recent
research on the agency of laboratories, instruments and other artifacts in the history of sciences inspired by
Latour and mentioned before.
For recent research on Maragha linking it to Samarqand and Jantar Matar, see J. S. Niri, “An Inquiry into
Maragheh Observatory: The First International Scientific-Research Foundation of the Ilkhanid Era,”
International Journal of Humanities 25 (2018): 77-93.
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domain. We know, for example, that Byzantine astronomers, like Gregory
Chioniades (fourteenth century) and others, would travel to the Islamic lands in
order to learn of the latest developments in Islamic astronomy and to report their
findings back to their compatriots in their own Greek language. In fact, one can also
document the dependence of the late Byzantine astronomy on Islamic astronomy
by simply browsing through the technical terminology that was used by Byzantine
astronomers at the time. This terminology demonstrates very clearly that it bore a
much closer resemblance to the Arabic sources, from which it was derived, than to
the classical Greek texts such as those of Ptolemy.
With the fall of Constantinople in 1453 to the Ottoman Turks, and the ultimate
demise of the Byzantine empire, a good number of Byzantine scholars escaped
westward, at times together with their books. But by then the Byzantine civilization
had been in direct contact with the Islamic civilization for centuries already. And
as a result those books inevitably bore the marks of having been influenced by the
intellectual production of the Islamic civilization, and thus contained some of the
developments that had already taken place in that civilization.32

Leaving aside the problematic idea of one civilization, we now can tell another story of
entangled histories between Byzantium, the eastern Islamic world, and Western Europe.
Another smooth space emerges, the space of translation of Arabic and Persian texts and
discussions into Greek, a common linguistic space producing a striated space of specific Greek
manuscripts. These manuscripts were brought to Europe creating another smooth space, that
of a European space of astronomical research that later on influenced astronomical research
from European to Chinese spaces and thus turned striated again. This held true even after
the demise of the Byzantine Empire when the Ottomans stepped into these networks.33
We may add to our stories the observatory of Taqī al-dīn (d. 1585), an Egyptian in
Ottoman Istanbul,34 which also followed the lines of the Central Asian tradition. In addition,
due to his competition with Tycho Brahe (d. 1601), a European astronomer, we can see
another contact of ideas, with Brahe following the same architectural lines in his observatory
of Uraniborg on the island of Hven in modern Denmark.35

32
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G. Saliba, Islamic Science and the Making of the European Renaissance (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007), 194-195.
For the sake of creating another striated space, we may note that Copernicus’ writings were translated into
Ottoman Turkish at a very early stage and wholeheartedly embraced.
See his biography in C. Şenel, “Nevizade Ataî’nin Hadaikü’l-Hakaik’inden Takiyyüddin’in Biyografisi,” Osmanlı
Bilimi Araştırmaları 10 (2009): 130-133.
V. E. Thoren, The Lord of Uraniborg: A Biography of Tycho Brahe (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).
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Chinese-Persian Spaces
Turning eastward, we may add to our overview Guo Shoujing (d. 1316), engineer,
astronomer, and mathematician.36 For our discussion, it is noteworthy that Guo, who built
the Gaocheng observatory, was influenced by the Persian astronomer and geographer Jamāl
al-Dīn Muḥammad b. Ṭāhir al-Bukhārī (d. around 1301), who was sent from the Maragha
Observatory37 in 1267 to confer with Chinese astronomers38 and was the first director of
the Islamic Astronomical Bureau founded under Khubilai Khan in 1271. Jamāl al-Dīn was
associated with an astronomical handbook, a zīj, translated into Chinese. He was part of a
growing group of Persians living in the Chinese part of the Mongol Empire,39 another link
to our previous remarks on Marāgha Observatory: “undoubtedly it occupies a vital position
in the history of Islamic astronomy – it can be considered as a midway station between the
Observatory and the Samarkand Observatory of the subsequent Timurid Dynasty.”40
However, are there other forms of evidence that may support our thesis about the
dynamic interaction of different elements of history along the Silk Roads? The Islamic
Astronomical Bureau may give us some hints on further sources of the entangled histories
of astronomy. At least a booklist of the library of the Bureau of Astronomy gives an idea
of written sources available at the library possibly written in Arabic or Persian.41 Although
there are manuscript records hinting at the existence of manuscripts of Islamic astronomical
tables even in the Korean archive, we may not overstate the influence of the movement of
knowledge.42
This may be the first indicator of the importance of libraries as another group of
agents in the history of sciences, in our case, astronomy. We have mentioned the difficulties
of identifying the astronomers; some of the names in the list of books of the Islamic
Astronomical Bureau remind us of Persian or Arabic names. Therefore, we add to our
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I. Ma, “Islamic Science of Astronomy and Calendrical Technology in the Medieval China and Significant
Contribution to the Chinese Science of Astronomy and Calendrical Technology in the Chinese Northern Sung
Dynasty,” Academia, accessed November 11, 2018, https://www.academia.edu/5918944/Islamic_Science_of_
Astronomy_and_Calendrical_Technology_in_the_Medieval_China_and_Significant_Contributions_to_the_
Chinese_science_of_astronomy_and_Calendrical_Technology_in_the_Chinese_Northern_Sung_Dynasty
gives some insights into the Arab-Chinese connections in the field of astronomy.
The built space of astronomy as a zone of contact.
J. Needham, “The Peking Observatory in A.D. 1280 and the Development of the Equatorial Mounting,” Vistas
in Astronomy 1 (1955): 67-83.
For an overview, see B. van Dalen, “Islamic and Chinese Astronomy,” 327-356.
Lu, A History of Chinese Science and Technology, 108.
Lu, A History of Chinese Science and Technology, 108-109.
K. Yabuuti, “The Influence of Islamic Astronomy in China,” in “From Deferent to Equant: A Volume of
Studies in the History of Science in the Ancient and Medieval Near East in Honor of E. S. Kennedy,” eds. D.
King and G. Saliba, special issue, Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 500, no. 1 (1987): 547-559.
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overview of agents of the history of astronomy43 the astronomers and the information we
may glean from their biographies.

Biographical Evidence
By definition, a combination of striated spaces embedded in larger smooth spaces of
transnational astronomical research is to be found in biographies. Reading the biographies of
astronomers like Jamāl al-Dīn tells us how the connecting lines of global astronomic research
worked. The leading scientists at the observatory and the Ulug Beg madrasa were al-Kāshī,
Qāḍīzāde and Qūshjī.44
The results of the observations made under Ulug Beg include precise measurements of
the obliquity of the ecliptic with results close to the actual value and that of the latitude of
Samarqand (close to the actual value, too). It was a turning point for the history of sciences
in Central Asia that Ulug Beg was killed in 1449 CE. The other astronomers mentioned
faced different fates. Jamshīd al-Kāshī (d. 1429 CE), astronomer and mathematician, taught
at the Ulug Beg madrasa, and as a teacher and prolific writer contributed to many fields of
the sciences.45 Qāḍīzāde was a famous commentator of Mahmud al-Jaghmini’s astronomical
compendium entitled al-Mulakhkhaṣ fī ʿilm al-hayʾa al-basīṭa (1412)46 and another important
work on geometry. Both commentaries were popular for a long time as indicated by a large
number of manuscripts. Thus, we find supercommentaries on these works by Ottoman
scholars like Sinān Pāshā (d. 1486). These individuals continued the tradition of Samarqand,
disseminating this tradition throughout Ottoman47 and Persianate lands. Intermarriages
between the families of Qāḍīzāde and Qūshjī prove the biological continuation of this
tradition in the Ottoman Empire.48
‘Alī Qūshjī was born in Samarqand and after the death of Ulug Beg travelled via Herat,
Tashkent, and finally Tabriz before he settled in the Ottoman Empire before 1472 CE. There
43
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Following the approach of Latour (see above) for the history of sciences, we are not privileging humans as the
only actors in the history of sciences.
B. van Dalen. “Ulugh Begh: Muḥammad ibn Ṭaraghāy ibn Shāhrukh ibn Tīmūr,” in The Biographical Encyclopedia
of Astronomers, eds. T. Hockey et al (New York: Springer, 2007), 81-96.
Just one example of his writings is discussed in E. S. Kennedy, “Treatise V of Kāshī‘s Khāqānī Zīj: Determination
of the Ascendence,” Zeitschrift für die Geschichte der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften 10 (1995/96): 123-145.
For more details, see S. P. Ragep, Jaghmīnī‘s Mulakhkhaṣ: An Islamic Introduction to Ptolemaic Astronomy (Dordrecht:
Springer, 2016). The dedication of a manuscript of this work to Ulug Beg was mentioned before.
There is a link to the knowledge generated in Maragha, too [see S. Aydüz, “Nāṣir al-Dīn al-Tūsīs Influence on
Ottoman Scientific Literature (Mathematics, Astronomy and Natural Sciences),” International Journal of Turkish
Studies 17 (2011): 21-38].
See F. J. Ragep, “Copernicus and his Islamic Predecessors: Some Historical Remarks,” History of Science 45
(2007): 65-81; and F. J. Ragep, “ʿAli Qushji and Regiomantanus: Eccentric Transformations and Copernican
Revolutions,” Journal for the History of Astronomy 36, no. 4 (2005): 359-371.
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he wrote many books on astronomy, mathematics, kalām, fiqh, mechanics, and language. He
made an important step from Aristotelian physics towards an independent astronomical
physics. Remarkable is the coincidence between his findings and Copernicus’ De revolutionibus
on earth’s motion. Qūshjī demonstrates another link between Samarqand or the Uzbek region
and in this case the Ottoman Empire reaching out to Europe. Thus, he is part of the creation
of a smooth space of astronomical research in Europe, southwest Asia, and Central Asia
reaching out to East Asia. We have already mentioned the books at the Islamic Astronomical
Bureau in China and the zīj produced in Maragha. Thus, we have to turn to manuscripts as
agents in the history of science.

Manuscript Evidence
These links to Europe can be better understood by looking into the manuscript evidence, a
very specific striated space producing a larger smooth space of astronomy – and being created
as part of this smooth space. As is well known, the astronomical tables and the handbook
known as Zīj-e Ulugh Beg, Zīj-e Gurgānī or Zīj-e jadīd-e sulṭānī are among the best astronomical
handbooks of the Ptolemaic tradition and were translated into French in the middle of the
19th century,49 establishing another link leading into Western Europe.50 However, there are
additional manuscript links between Byzantium and Western Europe that we have to take
into account:
Arabic and Persian scientific texts were apparently already digested in the Byzantine
Greek sources for a period of at least about two centuries or so, before those
Byzantine texts were brought into Europe. This time, their contents were not
apparently translated into Latin. Rather, because of the emphasis of the Renaissance
intellectual environment on the Greek language, they were read in the original
Greek. The best of their contents, which were originally Arabic and Persian could
now be directly assimilated into the Latin texts, without having to translate the
whole text into Latin.51

Thus, we may be justified in saying we have a Greek language space intersecting the ArabPersian linguistic space, both, linguistically speaking, striated spaces turning, astronomically
speaking, into a smooth space of global research.
49
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Van Dalen, “Ulugh Begh.”
For a survey of this literature see E. S. Kennedy, “A Survey of Islamic Astronomical Tables,” Transactions of the
American Philosophical Society 46, no. 2 (1956): 121-177; and D. A. King and J. Samsó, “Astronomical Handbooks
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Manuscript evidence indicates another connectivity leading into Europe produced by
individuals such as Guillaume Postel,52 a polymath, professor of Semitic languages, translator
for French diplomatic missions in the Ottoman Empire, and buyer of oriental language
manuscripts on sciences. The manuscripts bought by him document the intense interest in
astronomic sciences in Europe. He is famous for his work being a crossroads of the history
of many ideas bringing into contact Asian and European developments.53
The importance of this manuscript link can be demonstrated by the surprising fact
that analytical diagrams found in Arabic manuscripts can be found in the writings of the
European astronomer Copernicus (d. 1543). Evidently, he was peeking over the linguistic
barrier of the Persian-Arabic scientific community, picking up whatever he needed for his
technical work. Not knowing Arabic, he managed to acquire mathematical diagrams from the
original Arabic works and developed his own Latin terminology. This may explain mistakes
and the sometimes slavish54 mimicking of the original. However, this tells us that there were
oriental-occidental linkages such as those I have mentioned before. Other links between
European Renaissance astronomy and Arabic scholarship can be found in the specialized
field of cometary theory.55
From a global history perspective, the histories of the observatories and the related
agents of the history of astronomy I have been talking about teach us a most important
lesson. For global history, these relations between the flourishing of sciences and the living
culture of sciences in the Islamic realm and especially in Central Asia are an opportunity to a)
deconstruct the longstanding Eurocentric view of a decline of sciences in these areas and the
inevitable ascendance of the European West, and b) to reconstruct the networks of exchange
of science and scholars inspiring new thoughts, in our case on astronomy reaching from
China to Europe. Observatories and their histories – agents of the history of sciences as we
have seen – provide us with excellent examples for a better understanding of the many ways
knowledge has traveled. As Ben-Zaken says focusing on the Eastern Mediterranean, we may
understand this region as another zone of contact and intersection where the practitioners of
astronomy searched for long-lost past knowledge serving as tools for the new cosmologies.56
Methodologically speaking, I have been talking about entangled histories from China via
52
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Cf. G. Saliba, “The Rôle of Maragha, 361-373.
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Renaissance Europe,” in The Occult Sciences in Pre-modern Islamic Cultures, eds. N. El-Bizri and E. Orthmann
(Würzburg: Ergon Verlag i. Komm, 2018), 105-134. See especially the remarks on sloppy modern scholarship
in Kuntz, Guillaume Postel, 126.
A. Ben-Zaken, Cross-Cultural Scientific Exchanges in the Eastern Mediterranean, 1560–1660 (Baltimore, MA: The
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2010), 163. We leave the role of the pirates the author mentions out of the
picture for this moment.
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the Silk Roads, maritime and terrestrial, passing through Samarqand, and the elements that
are part of these histories. In addition, I have been talking about hybrid history leading to
Europe via Byzantium and later the Ottoman Empire.57
I have to mention the link via Jewish scholars in al-Andalus to Renaissance Italy, well
known by now as another aspect of the histories we are talking about.58 Talking about the
smooth space of astronomical research leads us – in an Islamic context – to the intersection
of astronomy and another smooth space, Islamic theology. This intersection produces
another striated space, i. e., Islamic astronomy. The history of Islamic astronomy needs a
thorough understanding of the ideational framework it develops in, i. e., the transformations
of the interconnected field of Islamic theology, philosophy and mysticism, creating a new
open worldview now called post-classical Islamic philosophy.59

Astronomy and Theology
Theology, Islamic theology (kalām) not only philosophy, is to be contextualized in the histories
we have discussed in this study. However, is the development of theology – especially in
Central Asia and the Persianate world in general60 – imaginable without the observations
in observatories and the theoretical knowledge produced there, derived from these
observations? We may assume developments in the fields of astronomy, mathematics, etc.,
enabled theological thinkers (some well versed in astronomy) to open up to new ideas in the
sciences of the day. To understand this specific way of integrating astronomic and scientific
knowledge and theology will be helpful to analyze the process of integrating this knowledge
in other cultural contexts. Thus, we will follow global history and its transformation and
localization and regionalization. Just a few case studies of three famous scholars61 of the
Central Asian realm may shed light on this aspect of the post-classical history of Islamic
theology. The case studies cover the cases of ‘Aḍud al-Dīn al-‘Ījī, Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa al-Bukhārī,
and Niẓām al-Dīn al-Naisābūrī.62
One of the most influential works in post-classical Sunni theology is by ‘Aḍud al-Dīn

57
58

59

60
61

62

In particular, the links between the Ottoman Empire and Europe are promising fields of further research.
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al-‘Ījī (d. 1355) entitled Stations of Knowledge on Speculative Theology.63 In this work, al-‘Ījī wrote
extensively on astronomy; however, he wrote no independent work on these themes, for his
real interest was theology.64 Astronomy was discussed only in relation to theology. This is
not surprising when we bear in mind that specialists such as al-‘Urḍī wrote that astronomy,
because it was closest to theology, was such an outstanding branch of the mathematical
disciplines.65
Al-‘Ījī’s real aim was to refute philosophy’s claim to absoluteness. Only thus can it be
explained why al-‘Ījī repeatedly points out that there are possible alternative explanations for
natural phenomena which differ from those of the philosophers. This approach is found
also in al-‘Ījī’s rendering of different theories of astronomy, in which he frequently refers
to alternative explanations, without, indeed, developing an alternative model.66 However, he
does not argue in favor of any of the possibilities. In summary, his assessment is that none
of the treated theories are the subject-matter of theology. Al-‘Ījī does not place theology as a
hegemonic form of knowledge; rather, he creates a free space in which the autonomy of the
individual disciplines is maintained. Obviously, the final agency rests with God.
This autonomy is formulated with more clarity by one of his contemporaries. Ṣadr alSharīʿa al-Bukhārī (d. 1346/47),67 known as the Younger or the Second, was better known for
his juridical writings, but here the focus is on another work, the three-volume Structure of the
Sciences.68 The first volume of this, on logic, relays the then-prevailing view in this discipline:
since the perfection of the soul is attained by the acquisition of theoretical knowledge, it runs
the risk of falling into error, and it requires a criterion against which this knowledge can be
judged. This, precisely, is logic. However, since logic occupies itself with formal aspects, it
cannot pronounce itself on worldly fundamental assumptions.
The volume that follows is devoted to theology. The object of theology is the Essence
of God, including His Existence and Oneness, His Attributes and the conditionality of the
existence/being of created matter. The discourse on essence and existence, on substance and
63
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accident, and on matters of astronomy is germane only in respect of God, as in al-‘Ījī.69 In
the ensuing discussion of Existence, Being, and other matters, Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa argues that such
matters have significance only when these are structured in relationship to that which has an
external material existence. The aim of this and other discussions is to provide evidence that
the assumption of a conceptual existence is to be rejected, and that all these entities have to
be connected to an external material existence that in turn must spring from God. Ṣadr alSharīʿa skillfully debated using rational argumentation, but introduced also ḥikmah, practical
wisdom, to distance himself from philosophy. He stated, however, that rational argument is
not able to provide proof of the truth of God. Here, too, there is a conflict in the Islamic
intellectual discussion between theologians and philosophers, wherein the former aim to
undermine the comprehensive claim of the latter.
Motivated by this rejection of a comprehensive claim, Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa argues in a more
detailed manner than does al-‘Ījī for a constraint on the scope of the claims of theology
and likewise creates through this an opening for other forms of knowledge. One of these
forms of knowledge is astronomy, which he deals with in the third volume.70 He leaves out
completely the metaphysical implications of astronomy. His objective is a mathematicallygrounded understanding of celestial phenomena, the knowledge of which was further
improved through the observatory established in 1259 AD by the Maragha School (see
above), of whose tradition Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa was a follower. His theological reflections enabled
him to follow the purely scientific tradition of an astronomy-oriented approach, and leave
out the metaphysical aspect of earlier astronomy. This also led to the relinquishing of diverse
principles of Aristotelian natural philosophy. All this led him towards the acceptance of the
existence of universes other than those known to us. It even allowed for insights based on
astronomy to influence his theological argumentation.
Ultimately, there is a correlation between the discipline of theology (kalām) and other
religious disciplines and natural science that progresses according to its own rules. Both
dimensions of knowledge, however, move within a frame of reference circumscribed by
Quranic revelation.71
Let us turn to a third example. Niẓām al-Dīn al-Naisābūrī (d. 1330 AD) is one of the
most notable figures in the Central Asian-Iranian history of ideas, and one who was also
well-known in South Asia. Known for his commentary on the Quran, he also produced many
works in the areas of theology, the Arabic language, philosophy, mathematics, geometry
69

70

71

See, for example, Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa, al-Qism al-thānī min taʿdīl al-ʿulūm maʿa sharḥihī, Maktabat al-Malik ʿAbdallāh b.
ʿAbdalʿazīz Ms. 445 (extant only as manuscript).
See also A. S. Dallal, An Islamic Response to Greek Astronomy by Kitāb Taʿdīl hay ʾat al-aflāk of Ṣadr al-Sharīʿa (Leiden:

Brill, 1995).
A similar process of freeing sciences can be witnessed in the case of philosophy. F. J. Ragep, “Freeing
Astronomy form Philosophy: An Aspect of Islamic Influence on Science,” Osiris 16 (2001): 49-71 (pp. 66-71
contain a translation of a text from al-Qūshjī).
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(theoretical, not applied), and, in particular, astronomy. He thus built the oft-required bridge
between the Islamic disciplines and the so-called “foreign” sciences. His commentaries on
the Quran contain natural scientific-philosophical information and discussions. Central to
his study of natural science disciplines was an interest in a better understanding of Creation.
This took place on the basis of already well-developed natural science disciplines such as
astronomy. In this respect, the configuration of the various disciplines in his time differed
from those of earlier centuries. His example clearly shows that it was possible to unify
religious and scientific disciplines; the two were, for him, not separate. Natural scientific
insight was part of his religious scholarship and vice versa. I cannot go into detail here, but
a comparison between al-Naisābūrī’s natural-philosophical/scientific works and his religious
works displays striking analogies in the line of argumentation used.72
In particular, he was against a rejection of the value of understanding natural science
for Quranic exegesis, which inter alia was represented by leading Sunni commentators on
the Quran such as Fakhr al-Dīn al-Rāzī (d. 1209). Unlike the authors referred to before,
al-Naisābūrī sought to support his argument not through speculative theology, but by
reference to the Quran and Islamic law. On the one hand, a motivation can be detected of
the study of nature through religious considerations; on the other, we can extrapolate from
his natural philosophical/scientific work that his discipline-specific considerations frequently
disengaged themselves from a narrow religious viewpoint, which, nevertheless, continued to
be the framework. We may say this part of the history of astronomy is at the same time part
of the contradictory histories of what is Islam.73
This can be stressed if we add some insights from another field of research related to
our present one, philosophy. Vagelpohl74 writes in his study of the translations of Aristoteles’
Rhetoric:
The second aspect of what I have termed the “philological outlook” is its tendency
to project a particular division of the “intellectual universe” on the medieval
Islamic societies that initiated and nurtured the translation movement. Perhaps
inevitably, the concept of a divide between science, philosophy and religion that is
often taken as a point of departure for the study of the Greek-Arabic translations
is our own, that of the contemporary observer. The writings of the eighth-century
Islamic philosopher and polymath Abū Yūsuf Yaʿqūb ibn Isḥāq al-Kindī (d. ca.
72

73

74

R. G. Morrison, Islam and Science: The Intellectual Career of Nizam al-Din al-Nisaburi (London: Routledge, 2007),
146.
For this concept, see Sh. Ahmed, What is Islam? The Importance of Being Islamic (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2015).
Vagelpohl writes in his study about crucial distinctions in the history of sciences to be discareded to reach
a new epistemology to allow for an adequate study of new or re-reading of known sources. This quotation
corroborates the findings in this study. Shortening it would leave the reader without knowledge of a very
specialized discussion and opportunity to compare the findings.
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870) illustrate very well why such modern distinctions between different intellectual
spheres stand in the way of a full appreciation of medieval Islamic scholars
and their thought: on the basis of an al-Kindī commentary on a mathematical
treatise about The Measurement of the Circle by the great mathematician and engineer
Archimedes (d. ca. 212 BCE), Roshdi Rashed demonstrates al-Kindī’s reliance
on mathematical proofs as both a “paradigm to be respected and an ideal to be
attained.” For al-Kindī, the study of mathematics was a necessary prerequisite for
the study of philosophy and science. Philosophical argumentation provided him
the means to reach an understanding of and defend religious doctrines. Unlike
later philosophers, who stressed the role of logic as the paramount instrument for
gaining knowledge, al-Kindī held that mathematical proofs supplied the uniting
methodological framework for all intellectual activity, be it “science,” “philosophy”
or “theology.” The example of al-Kindī casts considerable doubt on the validity of
familiar distinctions between “science,” “philosophy” and “religion” in the context
of the early translation movement.
Likewise, the relation between science as understood by al-Kindī on the
one hand, i. e. the totality of human intellectual effort, and translation on the
other has often (but not always) been regarded as one of precedence in time and
content: translations spawned “science.” Again, Roshdi Rashed persuasively argues
for a less schematic approach. On the basis of examples from mathematics and
optics, he demonstrates that the need for specific translations was often caused
by previous research. Concrete research agendas led to the identification and
translation of Greek texts deemed useful to solve specific scientific problems.
Thus, the relationship between research and translation can be better understood as
dialectical with research promoting translation and translations changing or giving
rise to entirely new research agendas.75

Although we are not talking about translations and sciences, we may postulate a similar
dialectical relationship of Islamic theology and sciences casting “considerable doubt” on the
distinctions between sciences and theology: sciences spawning the need for new theological
instruments of thought opening up space to build observatories and not opposing building
observatories.76 Thus, we may refine conceptualizations like Shahab Ahmed’s (see above)
including sciences as an integral part of Islam creating new assemblages with intersecting
smooth and striated spaces.
Returning to the global history level, we may assume that there are other assemblages
75

76

U. Vagelpohl, Aristotle’s “Rhetoric” in the East: The Syriac and Arabic Translation and Commentary Tradition (Leiden:
Brill, 2008), 2-3.
We may add that religious opposition to observatories arose in, e. g., Istanbul and Samarqand. The reasons
were, however, religiously legitimated conflicts of power.
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and their spaces. Exploring these spaces will enable us to understand the movements leading
to an integration of sciences in the striated spaces of different cultural contexts, e. g., creating
an Islamic astronomy in China and involving Chinese scholars in astronomical and other
research in the Caucasus, with all its further repercussions for other parts of the world. This
will enable us to understand possible variants of the integration of astronomy in different
contexts. The Islamic aspect may become less important, other aspects becoming more
important. These changes, intersections and merging take place in an institutional context,
based in buildings, using instruments in these buildings, referring to scientific traditions
transmitted in manuscripts, and all this done by researchers/scholars bringing in all their
ideas, even other than scientific ones, e. g., theological (but many others, too).
Reading the history of sciences in this way as a global, interconnected enterprise going
far beyond the framework of a history of ideas of a specific linguistic77 and geographic
region will give rise to “entirely new research agendas”78 integrated with the Silk Roads as the
overarching metaphor.

77

78

A very interesting case of linguistic variety in the history of astronomy is the work of Qutb al-Din al-Shirazi
(d. 1311) (K. Niazi, Qutb al-Din Shirazi and the Configuration of the Heavens: A Comparison of Texts and Models
(Dordrecht: Springer, 2014). Although he was able to write in Arabic, there are other works authored by him in
Persian. Thus, deepening research into the linguistic aspects of the history of Islamic astronomy is needed.
Vagelpohl, Aristotle’s “Rhetoric” in the East, 3.
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Central Asia and the Republic of Korea:
A Sketch on Historical Relations
BAKHROM ABDUKHALIMOV
NATALIA KARIMOVA

This paper attempts to reveal little-known pages from the history of
relations between the peoples of Central Asia and Korea based on materials
derived from written sources and modern scientific literature, as well as
from medieval wall paintings from the early medieval Afrasiab Palace of
Varhuman, the ruler of Samarkand, and from stone sculptures of Sogdian
figures contained in Silla royal tombs. Korea’s interest in the western lands led
to its contact with Buddhism, which spread and later flourished in all three
Korean kingdoms (Koguryo, Paekche and Silla). The spread of Buddhism
in turn motivated a number of Korean monks to undertake pilgrimages to
India via Central Asia.
Hyecho, a young Silla pilgrim, left evidence of his journey via the
South China Sea to India in 723 AD. Paul Pelliot discovered a report from
Hyecho’s journey entitled Notes on Pilgrimage to Five Regions in India (Wang Wu
Tianzhuguo zhuan) in the Dunhuang caves in 1908. Hyecho’s contributions
are worthy of attention, substantially complementing knowledge available
for this little-studied period in the history of South and Central Asia. The
information contained in Hyecho’s manuscript is, in fact, considered the
most significant work of the first half of the 8th century.
Research regarding the relationship between Central Asia and Korea
remains underdeveloped. Existing historical evidence, however, including
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the above mentioned Samarkand wall paintings, depicts the visits of two
Korean ambassadors to Samarkand, and evidence from Silla tombs suggests
the presence of diplomatic relations in addition to trade between the two
regions.
Overall, the history of the relationship between Central Asia and Korea
yields new insights into how and why these distant countries sustained trade
and diplomatic and cultural exchange during this early period. Taking into
account Korea’s growing interest in Uzbekistan, especially in its history and
culture, this article can act as a catalyst for studying the history of the two
country’s relations.
Keywords: Central Asia, Uzbekistan, Korea, Sogdians, Silla, Buddhist
monks, Silk Road, history, culture.

Introduction
The modern Republic of Korea is one of the Republic of Uzbekistan’s major trade,
economic, and political partners in the Asia-Pacific region. Korea was one of the first to
recognize Uzbekistan’s independence on December 30, 1991, and established diplomatic
relations on January 29, 1992. While the history of Korea’s relationship with the peoples
of Central Asia stretches far back to ancient times, we know little about contacts between
ancient Koreans and Central Asians due to the scarcity and poor accessibility of relevant
historical material.1 Information obtained in the course of archaeological excavations of
various segments of the Silk Road considerably supplements material available from written
sources, providing data and insight into previously unknown, little understood and underresearched aspects of Central Asian people’s relations with outsiders, and in particular with
ancient Koreans.2 One such excavation involved the 1965 discovery of the incomparable
Afrаsiab murals, which feature interesting frescos depicting two envoys wearing feathers,
which were characteristic of ancient Korean headwear.3 The Afrаsiab Palace murals depict
many scenes from life within the royal court of Varhuman, the Sogdian king, including his
reception of numerous foreign embassies and other royal court activities. Each of the murals
portrays an exceptionally rich narrative and, despite the different interpretations offered
1

2

3

Li Yanshou, Bei shi [History of Nothern Dynasties], vol. 11, Er shi wu shi bian kan guan [24 Histories of Dynasties]
(Taipei: Minguo 45, 1956); Noh Tae Don, “Study on the Interchange between Koguryo, Palhai(渤海) People and
Inland Asia Resident,” Daedong Institute for Korean Studies 23 (1989): 235-246.
Pak Sang Nam, and N. Karimova, Korea and Central Asia in the Depths of History (Moscow: MBA, 2014), 38-45;
N. E. Karimova, Uzbekistan and Korea: Historical Relations (Tashkent, 2008).
L. I. Albaum, Afrasiab’s Paintings (Tashkent: Fan, 1975).
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by specialists, provides a tremendous source of historical value, culture, ethnogenesis and
ethnography of Sogdiana and neighboring regions in Central Asia.

Ancient Korean Missions to Central Asia
Describing the envoy’s appearance, L. I. Albaum, who helped renovate the mural, noted in
his Afrаsiab’s Paintings that one “group’s headwear differs from previous embassies” (see Fig.
1).4 One embassy indeed wears peculiar headwear – a tight, round hat with a small chignon
tightened by tape, from which two feathers stick out. They wear short, yellow, wide-sleeved
kaftans and long bloomers with multiple pleats, with their hands hidden in the pleats of their
long sleeves (see Fig. 2).
Chinese dynastic chronicles have preserved accounts of ancient Koreans’ clothes and
decorations. Bei shi (The History of the Northern Dynasties),5 lists parts of the uniform
worn by Baekje6 officials of various ranks, noting that top officials “wear silvery flowers on
their hat.” It further informs us that their “food and dress is similar to the gaoli (goguryeo). If
they visit the palace or make a sacrifice, they stick feathers on both sides of their hat. But
if they go for military service, they don’t insert any feathers.”7 Goguryeo tomb frescos are
convincingly similar to Afrаsiab’s murals.8 On the eastern wall of a Goguryeo tomb corridor,
a painting depicts an equestrian and a man standing, wearing a hat with a chignon and two
feathers sticking out of it. His dress consists of a jacket tightened with a belt, and his hands
are hidden inside wide sleeves. Both men wear wide bloomers.9
Many ethnographers have noted that the Korean hairdo consisted of “a small chignon
that is made of twisted hair and fastened in a special way with a hair pin; the chignon protrudes
from the head … and can be called a bump. Koreans also take special care that their hair
in front and on the temples flatly adjoins the head and therefore wear a special headband
weaved from horse hair.” Such a hairdo with a chignon bump signaled that the man was
married and in good standing.10 Thus, information from Chinese dynastical chronicles and
other sources confirms that the western wall of the Afrаsiab Palace features Korean envoys.
Descriptions of ancient Korean dress and headwear found in historical sources correspond
4
5

6

7
8

9
10

Albaum, Afrasiab’s Paintings, 74.
Bei shi (Chinese 北史) is a history of Chinese dynasties encompassing the period from AD 386 to 581 when the
north of China war ruled by the Northern Dynasties.
Baekje (Korean 백제; 百濟) was a kingdom located in southwest Korea from 18 BC-AD 660. It was one of
the Three Kingdoms of Korea, together with Goguryeo and Silla.
Li, Bei shi.
Goguryeo (Korean 고구려; 高句麗) was a Korean kingdom located in the northern and central parts of the Korean
Peninsula and the southern and central parts of Manchuria.
Murals of the Tomb of Goguryeo (Pyongyang: Publishing House of Literature in Foreign Languages, 1958), 2.
Albaum, Afrasiab’s Paintings, 61.
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with the fresco paintings.
Japanese historians Anozava Wako and Manome Dzuniti also note the distinctive
peculiarities of the dress and headwear of the envoys depicted on the frescos. Based on the
results of archaeological research, as well as Tang and Sui chronicles, namely Suishu (History
of the Sui Dynasty)11 and Jiu Tangshu (The Old History of the Tang Dynasty),12 they confirm
that the feathered headwear, yellow dress and pointed footwear was worn by Goguryeo
representatives from the 4th to 6th centuries AD.13 While it is difficult to precisely determine
which Korean state’s representatives arrived in Afrаsiab, this most likely occurred before the
Arab conquest had reached Central Asia.
Goguryeo’s attempt to establish friendly ties with the Turks did not succeed. Moreover,
as the Suishu chronicle tells us, the Sui emperor used the Turk army, and in particular the Turk
Kagan Chulo and his brothers, to attack Goguryeo. Goguryeo never abandoned its struggle
to stand up to the stronger Chinese power, though, and continued to seek out alliances with
Central Asian countries. For instance, during Tang Emperor Taizong’s (AD 627-650) attack
in 642, Goguryeo sent their envoy Engesomun through the Mongolian heath to Bijangtto
to strike a union with Central Asian states.14 The famous Russian Sinologist N. Bichurin also
quotes historical chronicles dating back to the 7th century AD which note, “previously, the
Korean King had frequently sent envoys to Kizhin’s Orda,” where the Turk leader Khan
Kizhin possessed his domain, between the eastern and western beds of the Yellow River
(Khara-Muren, Mongolia).15
As Korean authors note, historically Korean international relations centered on China.
Through its western Chinese neighbor, Korea also became aware of lands outside China,
the so-called “Western Countries.” There is evidence that Korean merchants re-exported
Chinese and Central Asian goods all the way to Japan. The Japanese exported copper, silver,
sulphur, pepper, and fragrances to Korea that was in part re-exported, along with ginseng, to
China, and most likely many of the treasures in the Japanese Imperial vaults found their way
there through Korean intermediary trading activity.16 During the rule of the Chinese Yuan
Dynasty,17 China and Korea signed a sea trade agreement under which trade and diplomatic
11
12
13

14

15

16
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delegations brought raw silk, silk fabric, books and other goods including Central Asian items
to Korea.18
With its realm stretching far into southern Manchuria, the Goguryeo Kingdom
maintained tight contact with the northern Mongolia Turks,19 from whom Goguryeo
reportedly received camels. A large number of emigrants from the Korean state of Silla
lived in China’s Shangdong Peninsula and along coastal areas in the middle of the 9th century
AD. It seems quite probable that some of the Silla emigrants would have migrated farther
west to Dunhuang. Some Koreans were also active in the Central Asian portions of the Silk
Road due to the close connections between Tang China and the peoples and civilizations of
Central Asia and the Indian subcontinent, resulting from Tang expansionist policies.

Hyecho’s Journey to India
Korean fascination with the lands west of China (Xiyu) brought them into contact with
Buddhism, which led the religion to flourish in all three Korean kingdoms. This in turn
inspired many Korean monks to travel to China, Central Asia, and to India. The famous
pilgrim and biographer Yi Jing mentioned eight Korean pilgrims among sixty departing to
India in his Biography of Outstanding Pilgrims to Western Regions of the Great Tang. Five of the
eight followed the Central Asian route, and all but two of the Koreans perished without a
trace, either in India or on their way there along the Silk Road.20
Hyecho, a young Silla pilgrim, who started his journey to India in approximately AD
723 from the South China Sea, left behind evidence in the form of a report titled Notes on
Pilgrimage to Five Regions of India (Wang Wu Tianzhuguo zhuan). Paul Pelliot, who discovered
the manuscript in China’s Dunhuang caves in 1908, published them in the Bulletin de L’Ecole
Francaise de l’Extreme Orient.21
Following publication, scholars from many countries, including Japan, Germany, China,
and Korea, began actively researching the text.22 Researchers concluded that Hyecho’s writing
style was reminiscent of that of a Buddhist monk. As for language, Hyecho’s command of
Chinese was determined to be lacking, so his chronicle was not considered comparable to the
writings of Xuan Zang23 and Yi Jing. Nevertheless, scholars unanimously assessed Hyecho’s
18
19

20
21
22
23
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tractate as perhaps the most significant text of the first half of the 8th century.
The period was a time of conflict between several large political and military powers
struggling for influence in Central Asia, including the Tang Empire, Tibet, the Turks and
the Arabs. Amid the military unrest, Chinese Buddhist monks taking the transcontinental
pilgrimage route to India encountered numerous hardships. One Buddhist monk who left
for India in the middle of the 7th century, Xuan Zao, never returned to China. Another, Yi
Jing, travelled overland to India and returned by sea. Only the Tang Empire’s ambassador to
India, Wu Kong, managed to return to China through the lands of the Uyghurs, who were
known as the huizu.24
Hyecho took notes containing rich historical and ethnographical information on his way
from India to China via Kashmir, the Arab caliphate Bamian, and the Central Asian states.
Notwithstanding the brevity of narration characteristic of this kind of text, Hyecho’s notes
contain information regarding the political and economic conditions, military power, judicial
systems, religions, food and clothing styles of numerous countries and territories. Hyecho
reached as far as Kucha during the first ten days of November AD 727. The unfortunate
paucity of Buddhist monks’ travel notes taken during this period makes the information
from Hyecho’s research into Central and Southern Asia priceless.

Silla Dynasty Connections to Central Asia
As for the relationship between the Great Silk Road traders and Korea, there is yet insufficient
research in this area. However, existing historical evidence suggests that the ancient Korean
state of Silla’s legacy is connected to Central Asian Sogdian trading activity on the Korean
Peninsula.
Excavation of an ancient Silla tomb from the Cheonmasan period (at the end of the
5th century AD) revealed a depiction of a tree resembling a birch. Silla people used the bark
of this tree in graves as a talisman. However, the birch tree did not grow in Silla, while it did
grow in Siberia near Lake Baikal.25 The Sogdians traded in the area of the steppe connecting
Siberia with Central Asia, which was the domain of nomadic herdsmen. Siberian birch tree
served as material for saddles and various other ware and was most certainly delivered to Silla
through trade on the Great Silk Road.
Archaeological excavations in the Gyeongju area have unearthed a variety of artifacts

24

25

Western Regions (大唐西域記). See A. Khodzhaev, The Great Silk Road: Connections and Destinies (Based on Chinese
Sources and Literature) (Tashkent: Center for Oriental Manuscripts. Abu Rayhana Beruni at the Tashkent State
Institute of Oriental Studies, 2016), 275-280.
Wu Kong (Chinese 悟空) (AD ?-790) was the last Buddhist monk to travel to India along the Great Silk Road in
the Tang Era. See Khodzhaev, The Great Silk Road, 280-282.
Pak and Karimova, Korea and Central Asia, 10.

Abdukhalimov and Karimova: Central Asia and the Republic of Korea

125

heavily influenced by foreign culture. The similar appearance and features of relics discovered
in Sogdiana and the state of Silla is striking. One good example is a horn-shaped stoop used
by nomadic herdsmen and traded by Sogdians on the Great Silk Road, found in ancient
archaeological excavations in Silla. In ancient times, horn-shaped stoops were believed to
have been made from ox horn or something similar, but in fact, on closer examination they
were discovered to have actually been made of clay or iron in the shape of a horn.26
Moreover, in Khwangnam (Gyeongju), researchers discovered an item made of silver or gold
in the shape of a bottle (or a vessel for a signal light) that was most probably used by the Sogdians
as a vessel. This type of bottle was used for bottling wine everywhere from Persia to Rome.
Historical records mention that the people in Khwangnam (Gyeongju) attempted to
repair the broken handles of glass bottles by taping them with golden thread, which tells us
that glass items were rare and valuable to the people of Silla. Silla’s use of bottle-shaped glass
vessels for torches in the period from the 5th to 6th centuries AD is evidence of the existence
of trade between ancient Central Asia and the Korean Peninsula. Interestingly, throughout
all East Asia, this kind of glass bottle has been excavated only on the Korean Peninsula and
not in China and Japan, offering evidence that ancient states in that period used both the
sea and land sections of the Silk Road for trade from Rome to East Asia via Central Asia
across the entire Eurasian continent. This glass artifact from the Silla period is proof of the
existence of international trade. Moreover, Silla favorably viewed all foreign items and only
altered them according to their own artistic traditions.27
Historians tell us that the majority of stone statues in Gyeongju tombs were modeled
on tradesmen (likely from Central Asia), with the shape of the head, clothes and decorations
resembling Sogdians. A waist-worn purse, in particular, resembles an item frequently used
by nomadic herdsmen. The purse was made of fabric and silver. Sogdian-made silk featured
a horizontal design of circles surrounding the picture of an animal or of an ornament.
The Silla people had once been nomadic, but migrated to a warmer location, settling on
the Korean Peninsula. In addition to these traces of nomadic herdsmen, the overall picture
clearly demonstrates the influence of other civilizations. Amazingly, the remains of buildings
from the end of the 7th century AD have signs that Sogdians lived in them, although the
historical records of Sogdians on the Korean Peninsula are quite scarce.28 Clearly, though,
Central Asia and Korea engaged in trade relations and the historical evidence discovered on
the Korean Peninsula from the Goguryeo and Silla periods offers proof.
People of Central Asian origin also took part in the painting of Goguryeo Dynasty
tombs. The Goguryeo period left behind many monuments, including tombs in Pyongyang
and in the Khillimson area in China. These paintings tell much about the traditions and
26
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customs of Koreans of the time. On the ceiling of the tomb are murals depicting various
constellations, the sun, and the sky, with everyday life portrayed on the tomb walls. These
paintings, located in different parts of the tomb, illustrate the social events of the time.
One can see scenes of fights, burials, and pictures of large bells. The faces of the people
look different from those of Koreans and resemble Central Asian Sogdians. Moreover,
the Goguryeo people are shown wearing clothes and decorations resembling those of the
Sogdians. The shape of clothes and decorations rooted in nomadic tribes spread throughout
Central Asia to encompass Western Asia and were transformed into a traditional form of
dress. Koreans preserved the basic shape of their clothes and decorations, but supplemented
them with various alterations. These murals demonstrate the deep roots of the Sogdian and
Goguryeo way of everyday life, and also show that Goguryeo greatly affected the culture and
life of Central Asian peoples, as well. Thus, for 1,500 years, Korea enjoyed tight cultural links
with the peoples of Central Asia, including the Sogdians, and they in turn, influenced Korea.
One additional interesting hypothesis regarding the origins of the Korean language is
worth mentioning. Specialists in the field of historical comparative linguistics classify Korean
as a language isolate. Others suggest that the linguistic homeland of Korean is located
somewhere in northeastern Central Asia. Some linguists have suggested a possible ancestral
relationship between the Turkic and Korean languages. For example, after conducting a deep
comparative analysis, the linguist Kabak proposed that Turkic and Korean languages share a
similar system of organizing sounds and words. The linguist Yong-Sŏng Li submitted several
Turkic and Old Korean words with common etymological origin.29 This therefore suggests a
close historical relationship between Turkic and Korean.

Conclusion
In recent history, Central Asia and Korea stagnated, both socio-economically and culturally.
Rival interests led the neighboring larger civilizations of Russia, China and Japan to eventually
colonize these countries. Our study shows, however, that Central Asia and Korea were
able to sustain a long, successful mutual relationship involving diplomatic, commercial and
cultural exchange, demonstrating that these countries could maintain their society’s political
independence and cultural distinctiveness. Further study in this field should focus analysis
on all available ancient Korean and Central Asian archeological and written sources to yield
new insights into the history of diplomatic, trade and cultural relationships between these
countries.
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Fig. 1) The Ambassadors Painting. Afrasiab Museum

Fig. 2) The Ambassadors Painting. Close-up of Korean ambassadors. Afrasiab Museum
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The Goddess Nana and the Kušan Empire:
Mesopotamian and Iranian Traces
MANYA SAADI-NEJAD

Nana was an important patron deity in the Kušan Empire and the most
important deity worshipped by Emperor Kaniška (c. 127–150 CE). She was
the head of the royal dynastic pantheon at this time. The cult of Nana may
already have existed in Central Asia prior to the arrival of Indo-Iranians in
the region, since she appears on a BMAC seal dating to the early second
millennium BCE. Similarly, her cult in Bactria may pre-date her appearance
in the Kušan pantheon by over two millennia. The spread of Nana’s cult over
such vast distances vividly illustrates the cultural connections (presumably
stemming mostly from trade) that existed from prehistoric times linking the
Mediterranean world to that of Central Asia and beyond, with the Iranian
plateau at its center. The prevalence of Sogdian coins bearing Nana’s name
suggests that she was also the principal deity of Sogdiana. In Bactria, the
goddess Ardoxšo (Avestan Aš ̣i vaŋᵛhī ) was also worshipped by Kušāns
and appeared on their coins. Nana, who was associated with war, fertility,
wisdom, and water, was also equated with the Iranian goddesses Anāhitā,
Aši,̣ and Ārmaiti. The cult of Nana-Ārmaiti was widespread throughout
eastern Iran.
Keywords: Iranian mythology, Mesopotamian mythology, goddess, Inanna/
Ištar, Anahitā
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Introduction
The Central Asian goddess Nana, who was immensely popular in pre-Islamic times, was
long assumed by scholars to be identical with the Sumerian goddess Inanna, with Nana
being her later incarnation.1 However, recent research has cast doubt on such claims. It is not
clear whether these names were originally different – their resemblance being due to cultural
exchange – or whether they were different aspects of one ancient goddess. Potts (along with
some other contemporary scholars) argues that Inanna/Ištar must be strictly distinguished
from Nana, and that she (Nana) was not identical to Inanna.2 He also notes that Nana “is
frequently identified with the Iranian divinity Anāhitā and/or the Greek goddess Artemis.”3

Inanna/Ištar and Similarities with the Iranian Water/
River Goddess Anāhitā
Inanna was a Sumerian goddess who was worshipped from ancient times. The Babylonians
knew her as Ištar. She was associated with war, nature (water), and sex (but not marriage),
possibly involving sacred prostitution at her temples and perhaps even the sacrifice of the
male partner.4
The most important goddess of pre-Islamic Iran was the water/river goddess Anāhitā,
who may have evolved from the prehistoric river goddess(es) of the ancient proto-IndoEuropean peoples of the fifth millennium BCE or earlier.5 During the course of Anāhitā’s
transformations over time, she acquired additional functions, presumably from pre-existing
goddesses of the various regions where she was worshipped, particularly Mesopotamia.
Inanna/Ištar was identified as the anthropomorphic projection of the planet Venus.
The terms Inanna-HUD and Inanna-SIG have been translated as “Inanna of the Morning”
and “Inanna of the Evening,” representing the two appearances of the planet Venus as the
morning and the evening star.6 This leads us to one example of cultural exchange between
Anāhitā and Inanna, or more precisely what Anāhitā absorbed from Inanna. Anāhitā,
who is presented as Ardwī-sūr-Anāhīd in the Pahlavi texts, was identified with the planet
1

2
3

4
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6
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Venus in a precisely determined astronomical position (GBd.VA.8). This clearly shows her
syncretization with the goddess Inanna, and Anāhitā’s transformation cannot accurately be
understood without analyzing these mythological comparisons.
Chaumont is among those who have suggested that at an early stage of the IranianMesopotamian encounter (ca. 1000 BCE or later), the Iranian river goddess Anāhitā acquired
some of attributes of the Mesopotamian Ištar/(I)nana, in particular her warlike character.7
The fact that a sanctuary in Rabātak in Afghanistan was dedicated to Nana, as a Sasanian
sanctuary in Ēstaxr was to Anāhitā, can be considered additional evidence for a possible
connection between the two goddesses.
Scholars such as Boyce,8 Gnoli,9 Malandra,10 Panaino,11 and De Jong12 have characterized
the historical Anāhitā as a product of syncretism between an earlier Iranian goddess by that
name and several important Mesopotamian goddesses, such as the Sumerian Inanna (Nana)
and the Babylonian Ištar. Grenet considers Anāhitā a counterpart of the goddess Nana and
some of the deities who have been identified in Sogdian art.13 He states:
Nana, depicted as Artemis, appears to fulfill the double function of guardian of the
earth and of the water, as shown by her two attributes (wand with lion proteome
and vase). In addition, her occasional title šao ‘ruler’ and the very wording of the
Rabatak inscription show her as chief bestower and protector of royalty, a function
which was already fulfilled by the Mesopotamian Nana-Ishtar. In her capacity as
provider of water, she was probably considered by Zoroastrians as identical with
the Avestan goddess Anāhitā, sometimes called “Nana” in Iran.14

Looking at a later period, Grenet has observed that in the Kušan Empire (1st-3rd centuries CE)
the Miθra cult seems to have been paired with that of the goddess Aši (known as Ardoxšo);
this would suggest that parallel male-female cults existed at that time.15 On Kušan coins,
7
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Ardoxšo (Aši) appears with a cornucopia in hand.

Influences of the Mesopotamian Pantheon on Iranian Culture
A more perplexing question concerns the alleged emergence of henotheism among the
Iranians as well as among the peoples of Mesopotamia. The rise of the god Marduk to his
supreme position within the pantheon of the Babylonians, like that of Yahweh in the Israelite
context, is best explained according to the henotheistic model, where a particular deity is
championed as the patron of a specific group at the expense of its (and their) rivals. Cyrus
II’s attempt to associate himself with Marduk upon conquering Babylon in 539 BCE is the
clearest example of how Iranian migrants deliberately appropriated Mesopotamian religion
for their own purposes, but this is surely only the tip of the iceberg. From the elite classes
down to the level of the general population, Iranians must have taken what they needed from
Mesopotamian culture and adapted it into forms familiar to themselves.
The divine couple of Marduk and the goddess Ištar shows some interesting similarities
with the Iranian pairing of Miθra and Anāhitā. In fact, Miθra and Anāhitā are the only deities
who have been documented along with Ahura Mazdā in the inscriptions of the Persian
kings (for example, those of Artaxerxes II, r. 404-358 BCE). The transformations accruing
to Anāhitā during the Achaemenid period, during which she first comes into historical
prominence, can be explained according to this model.

Nana/Nanai/Nanā
As an originally Mesopotamian goddess and probably having undergone a degree of
conflation with some other female deity, Nana eventually became popular in the south,
especially at Uruk, Susa, and Kušān,16 as well as to the east within the pantheon of Bactria.17
Associated with war, fertility, wisdom, and water, the goddess Nana was worshiped at DuraEuropos as “Artemis Nanaia,” reflecting the mixed Hellenistic-Semitic-Iranian culture there.
In 2004 BCE, a coalition of Elamites and “Su-people” from Shimaski (possibly the BMAC
region in Central Asia) captured Ur and took a statue of Nana back to Anshan “as a captive.”
She was returned to Ur after 1984 BCE.18
Nana appears as Nanai on Kušan coins (1st-4th centuries CE), indicating that her cult
had spread as far eastwards as the territories of the Indus Valley and beyond. The Bactrian
16
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18
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Rabātak inscription of the Kušan king Kaniška I (c. 127–150 CE) calls Nanai amsa Nana; on
Kušan coins she is Nanašao (“royal Nana”) – “she is the goddess who rules and thus ordains
kingship.”19 Nana was the principle deity in the Kaniška pantheon and the leader of the
gods in the Rabatak inscription. The Rabatak sanctuary was also dedicated to her.20 The idea
that Nana was the principle deity in the Kaniška pantheon was challenged by Gnoli,21 who
argued that she, like Anāhitā, was indeed the deity to whom the sanctuary was dedicated but
that neither she nor Anāhitā were ever the head of the pantheon. Michael Shenkar, however,
disagrees with Gnoli’s opinion, arguing that “Contrary to Gnoli, there are no sufficient
grounds to doubt that Nana was the most important deity worshiped by Kaniška and the
head of the royal dynastic pantheon of his time. This is confirmed by her place in the Rabatak
inscription, the popularity of her image on coins and in personal names, and the fact that
Nana was almost the most important goddess in neighboring Sogdiana and Chorasmia.”22
Grenet notes that Nana(ia) appears on the selection of five gods represented on
Kaniška’s gold coins, where they receive Iranian names: Nana or Nanašao, Miiro (Mithra), Mao
(Māh), Athšo (Ādur), and Oado (Wād).23 These deities are all connected to natural elements,
either directly or indirectly: to the sun, moon, fire, and wind. So where is the deity for water?
Water figures not only in Herodotus’ list of Persian prayers, but also in Y 1.16 and the
Niyāyišn’s daily prayers to the sun, moon, fire and water. It seems that for the Kušans, Nana
had replaced the concept of the water-deity (Anāhitā). Grenet states that she was the patron
and protector of royalty, another similarity to Anāhitā. In the Sogdian pantheon, however,
Anāhitā appears separately from Nana “on a few occasions.”24
The prevalence of Sogdian coins bearing Nana’s name suggests that she was the major
deity of Sogdiana in pre-Islamic times.25 Despite her Mesopotamian origin, she was the deity
most frequently represented in Sogdiana during the seventh and eighth centuries.26 Since
many of the ancient peoples living across this wide expanse of territory practiced agriculture,
deities and rituals related to fertility are widely attested amongst them. The Indo-European
19
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Iranian-speaking tribes were relative latecomers to this region, and it is inevitable that their
culture was shaped and influenced by those of the peoples already living there.
The spread of Nana’s cult over such vast distances vividly illustrates the cultural
connections (presumably stemming mostly from trade) that existed from prehistoric times
linking the Mediterranean world to that of Central Asia and beyond, with the Iranian plateau
at its center. She was worshiped in Susa from the third millennium BCE, and she remained
the principle object of worship during the Seleucid and Parthian period through the ArtemisNanaia cult.27 Azarpay notes:
The symbols and attributes of the early medieval Soghdian and Khwarezmian
images of Nanā, though influenced by Indian formal models, indicate that the
goddess preserved both her early Mesopotamian affiliation with the sun and the
moon, and her identity as a love and war deity.28

The cult of Nana may have already existed in Central Asia prior to the arrival of the IndoIranians in the region, since she appears on a BMAC seal dating to the early second millennium
BCE.29 Similarly, her cult in Bactria may pre-date her appearance in the Kušan pantheon by
over two millennia.30

The Cults of Nana and the Iranian Water Goddess Anāhitā
During the centuries leading up to the Arab conquests, the goddess Nana/Nanai, as she was
locally known, was apparently the principal Sogdian deity. She was the patron goddess of the
city of Panjikent, where she was referred to as “the Lady.”31 Further south in Bactria, she was
the principal protector of the Kušān king Kaniškā, where, as Skjaervø notes, she probably
replaced Anāhitā.32 Skjaervø adds that the phonetic (acoustic) similarity of the names “Nanai
and Anāhitā” may have played a role in this identification. Anāhitā absorbed many of Nanai’s
characteristics and was widely syncretised with her. As with the Achaemenids centuries
earlier, the transformation of the Mesopotamian Nanai into the Iranian Anāhitā appears to
have been due to a conscious effort on the part of the Sasanians, who took over the eastern
regions during the third and fourth centuries. A Bactrian coin from the time of Kushanshah
27
28
29
30
31
32
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Hormizd II bears an image of Artemis the Hunter but with the Pahlavi inscription “Lady
Anāhid,” whereas the coinage of the previous Kušān ruler used similar iconography but
identified the figure as “the goddess Nana.”33
The cults of Nana and Anāhitā were also present in Armenia. Nana was worshipped as
Nane in a temple in the small town of Thil. She was believed to be the daughter of Aramazd
(the Avestan Ahura Mazdā). Her cult was closely tied to that of Anahit (the counterpart of
Avestan Anāhitā), and was the iconographic prototype for several goddesses in the IndoIranian pantheon.34 Rosenfield notes that “As the feminine personifications of abundance
among the Kušāns, Nana-Anāhitā had much in common with Ardoxšo, but the cult of
Ardoxšo seems to have been centered upon dynastic and political abundance, whereas that
of Nana emphasized natural phenomena.”35 In Bactria, the goddess Ardoxšo (Avestan Ašị
vaŋᵛhī) was worshipped by the Kušāns and appeared on their coins. Azarpay states that Nana
was also equated with the Iranian goddess Ārmaiti, and that the cult of Nana-Ārmaiti was
widespread throughout eastern Iran.36
It seems that all of these goddesses had some functions in common, most likely through
cultural borrowing. Since these borrowings were often only partial, they should be analyzed
with caution when attempting to document Anāhitā’s transformations.
But why these goddesses, and where and how did this shift in conceptualization occur?
The most likely explanation would seem to lie in the encounter of Iranians with the settled
populations of Elam and Mesopotamia during the first millennium BCE. Throughout this
period, Iranians were in contact – and indeed intermingled – with peoples who had a very
different approach to their deities, and for whom goddesses had firmly established roles.
One might further surmise that the notion of a centrally important female deity, apparently
alien to proto-Iranian religion, can be traced back to the Elamites, whose original supreme
deity Pinikir was a goddess, through the Sumerian Inanna (Nanai) and the Babylonian Ištar
to Anāhita.

The Sacrificial “Death”
The influences of Mesopotamian culture and rituals on the Indo-European Iranian-speaking
tribes happened gradually. Perhaps the strongest example of this influence can be seen in the
annual mourning ritual associated with the sacrificial “death” of the vegetation god Dumuzi
in connection to the goddess Inanna. This ritual symbolized the annual regeneration of
Frantz Grenet and Boris Ilich Marshak, “Le Mythe de Nana dans l’Art de la Sogdiane,” Arts Asiatiques 53
(1998): 8.
34
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35
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nature and was thus centrally important to a Mesopotamian civilization which depended
heavily on agriculture. One of the main components of the annual religious cycle connected
with this myth was ritual mourning over the death of this divine lover, who was considered
to have died a martyr.
The death of Dumuzi and his descent into the underworld symbolized winter, while his
revival and return to the world signaled the coming of spring. Nevertheless, such mourning
rituals, which involved much crying and sometimes self-flagellation and recurred every year,
seem to have been borrowed from the Sumerian, Semitic, and Mediterranean cultures with
which Iranians came into contact, along with the myths and mythical characters (specifically
Ištar and Dumuzi) associated with these rituals. One of the main components of the annual
ritual cycle connected with this myth was mourning and lamentations over the death of the
divine son/lover, who was considered to have died the death of a martyr. Variations on this
myth and its attendant rituals can be detected throughout subsequent Iranian history, from
the Šāh-nāmeh to Shi‘ism.
As mentioned above, mourning and lamentations over the death of the vegetation god
were very important. Women were prominent in these mourning ceremonies, wailing and
beating themselves in grief in imitation of the goddess herself who had been deprived of
her son/lover.37 In particular, women’s tears, being symbolic of water, were important. In
ritual terms, the role of women in re-enacting the goddess’s grief also helped her divine son/
lover to return, their tears symbolizing the rain needed to bring the soil back to life. Groups
of villagers with blackened faces, representing the martyred god, would appear to herald his
return. In some cases, the villagers would wrap up a tree in a shroud, then raise it up and
recite prayers and invocations.
These grief rituals, dramatic as they were, at the same time served as a kind of ushering
in of the martyred god’s subsequent rebirth.38 At least some of the Iranian tribes who came
into contact with the Mesopotamian peoples by the end of the second millennium BCE
adopted these mourning ceremonies, which is strange since mourning is frowned upon
in Zoroastrianism. The vegetation god embodied by Dumuzi in the Mesopotamian myth
survived in Iran and Central Asia under the name Siyāvaš, especially in Bukhara where his
cult was prominent. In Chorasmia and Sogdiana, where people worshipped Inanna under the
name Nanai, the important role of the martyred vegetation deity Siyāvaš is not surprising.
What seems likely in the case of Siyāvaš and the mourning rituals associated with him is that
this influence from Mesopotamia had already entered Iranian culture (presumably via the
trade routes) by the time of the composition of the Avesta.
In pre-Islamic Bukhara, every year a rooster would be sacrificed to Siyāvaš (or Dumuzi,
37
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as in the well-known mourning scene depicted on a wall painting from Pendjikent)39 before
dawn on the occasion of Nōwrūz, the Iranian New Year.40 The rooster is a sacred animal in
Zoroastrian tradition, associated with Sraoša the god of wakefulness and prayer, and like
the martyrdom of Siyāvaš/Dumuzi, its sacrifice was considered necessary for the re-birth
of nature and for fertility in the new year. Siyāvaš was an important figure among both the
nomadic Sakas and the settled Sogdians, and he came to be celebrated in some Iranian texts,
most famously through his story in the Iranian national epic the Šāh-nāmeh. Even in presentday Iran, there are some mourning ceremonies (Sāvūšūn) which can be traced to Siyāvaš.41
Parallels among the different versions of this regeneration myth abound. In the mourning
ceremony for the Greek god Adonis, devotees carried a tree, symbolizing and connecting
Adonis to the vegetation deity. Similarly, in the story of Siyāvaš, following his murder, his
blood pours into the soil, from which a plant later grows.

Nana and the Iranian Earth Goddess Spəṇtā Ārmaiti
One of the most important Iranian goddesses is Spəṇtā Ārmaiti – the abstract concept of
“right-mindedness” and the spirit of the earth. An Indo-Iranian deity, she appears in the
Vedas as Aramati, who is also associated with the earth. In her identification with the earth,
she follows the old Indo-European mythological paradigm of “sky father-earth mother.” In
Iranian myth, however, Ahurā Mazdā is “the father” only of the Iranian pantheon, whereas
Vedic mythology preserves the older pairing in which Dyaus-Pita is the “Sky Father” who
appears in conjunction with Mata Prithvi, “Mother Earth.” Dyaus is etymologically identical
to the Greek Zeus and the Latin Ju(piter). The goddess has been identified as the Sumerian
goddess Nana.42 Azarpay proposes that Spəṇtā Ārmaiti was identified with Nana, and “the
syncretic cult of Nanā-Ārmaiti was fairly widespread throughout the east Iranian world in
early medieval times.”43 If we accept this assertion, then it follows that Nana’s cult affected
both of these two important Iranian goddesses, Ārmaiti and Anāhitā.
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Conclusion
Nana and Inanna, and later Ištar, were long assumed by scholars to be one goddess. Nana,
as the patron deity of the Kušan Empire, was the head of the royal dynastic pantheon of
Kaniška’s time. The spread of Nana’s cult from the southwest, especially at Uruk, Susa, and
Kušān, as well as to the east within the pantheon of Bactria and over such vast distances
shows her strong popularity. However, it is not clear whether these names (Nana/Inanna/
Ištar) were originally applied to different goddesses – their resemblance being due merely to
cultural exchanges – or whether they were counterparts of one ancient goddess. From one
region to another, the specific identity of these goddesses, as well as their particular blend of
functions, might have differed.
In the largely sedentary BMAC culture of southern Central Asia, the eminence of the
goddess of waters and fertility – Nana, an imported variation of the Sumerian Inanna –
strongly affected Iranian culture, in particular Anāhitā (and the Vedic Sárasvatī as well), giving
them more prominence than the other Indo-European river goddesses. Mesopotamian
civilization affected Iranian culture both directly through ongoing encounters between
Iranians and Mesopotamians and indirectly through the Elamites. Like the Elamites, the
ancient Mesopotamian peoples had a number of important goddesses whose roles and
functions were slowly taken over by male deities with the passage of time. The Sumerian
goddess Inanna and the Babylonian Ištar, who shared many similarities in their functions
and associated rituals, are two examples of goddesses who held central importance in their
respective societies. Many of their functions as well as their broad popular appeal appear to
have been passed on to Anāhitā. Similarly, Inanna/Ištar was identified with the planet Venus,
an association later inherited by Anāhitā.
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Lopez, Donald S., Jr. Hyecho’s Journey: The World of Buddhism. Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press. 2017. 245 pp. (ISBN-13: 9780226517902 [Hardcover])
This beautifully produced book, a result of the collaborative effort of a scholarly team
lead by Donald Lopez, the Arthur E. Link Distinguished University Professor of Buddhist
and Tibetan Studies at the University of Michigan, captures the reader’s attention almost
immediately with a claim of being “a different kind of book about Buddhism: in its scope, in
its content, in its method, and in how it was made.” Departing from this point, and journeying
into the text, the reader soon becomes captivated by the creative approach presented in
Hyecho’s Journey: The World of Buddhism.
Hyecho (ca. 700-ca. 780), a Korean monk who travelled from Korea to China, India,
Central Asia and back to China, visiting Buddhist sites throughout Asia and reaching as far
west as Arabia, is the protagonist of the story. His travel journal, available in fragments but
covering a period of approximately three years, becomes the pretext for taking the reader
through a carefully controlled “exercise in imagination.” In this way, the recapitulation of a
single monk’s journey, combined with the author’s imagination, provides a detailed in-depth
introduction to Buddhist thought as well as the principles of Buddhist art. This distinctive
approach of zooming in on the events from Hyecho’s Memoirs of a Pilgrimage to the Five Indian
Kingdoms entirely contradicts the somewhat coquettish statement made in the introduction
suggesting that “instead of covering twenty-five hundred years the book would focus only
on the three year period of 724-727 CE.” Also, it provides the reader with a rare chance to,
somewhat effortlessly, enter into the spatial structure of the systematically and tightly woven
matter of Buddhist doctrine, and to travel through various lands and different centuries.
The book is also structured in a manner which, in relation to most of the known studies
on Buddhism, could be described as unique or, at least, unusual. Nevertheless, it opens with
an introduction which provides a fair yet highly synthetic account of the foundations of the
Buddhist tradition, as well as an outline of Hyecho’s biography, and a detailed account of his
journey, compiled on the basis of the remaining fragments of his diary. It also candidly explains
the apparent insignificance of Hyecho’s diary among Buddhist accounts on pilgrimages to
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India, such as the ones produced by Faxian, Xuanzang, and Yijing. However, it also points out
the freshness of Hyecho’s approach, the remarkably young age at which he began his travels,
and the amazing geographical extent of his journey. Overall, the introduction together with
the bibliographic note and the list of further reading provided at the end of each chapter
shall quench the thirst of all who would seek in this book a primarily scholarly approach,
which, appearances apart, can be seen throughout the entire text.
The twelve autonomous chapters which follow the introduction are, as the author claims,
“admittedly speculative.” However, the “speculations” rest on a solid ground of scholarship,
and are supported by decades and volumes of studies of Buddhist doctrine, bringing a
synthesis of long-standing academic discussions over many unsettled issues, for example,
the mode of portraying the Buddha in a symbolic or figurative manner, the credibility of
both Lumbinī as the place of Buddha’s birth and Kuśinagara, where he is believed to have
attained nirvāṇa, as well as the relationship between Buddhism and Islam in South Asia and
the possible effects of their encounter. Also, each chapter provides references to the texts
of earlier travel accounts by Buddhist monks who travelled from China to India, as well as
frequent, detailed references to the state of research, presented in a most attractive and, at the
same time, entirely efficient manner.
The primary concept of the book is the notion of pilgrimage, explained in the Buddha’s
deathbed words, where he instructs his followers to visit four places of special meaning:
Lumbinī where he was born, Bodh Gayā where he attained enlightenment, Sarnath where
he gave his first sermon, and Kuśinagara where he departed from this world. However, just
like its protagonist the travelling monk, the book takes the reader also to other locations,
other important places in the world of Buddhism, such as the vicinity of Rājagṛha, as well as
Śrāvastī and Vārāṇasī. The chronology of the reader’s travel through the text follows the map
of Hyecho’s travels, not the sequence of events in the Buddha’s life, adding to the map of the
world of Buddhism Dunhuang as the departure point of Hyecho’s journey and Wutaishan as
his final destination. Each chapter comprises three parts, opening with a story connected to
some aspect of a place visited by Hyecho, followed by a commentary rich in scholarly data
as well as bringing some inducement to the reader’s imagination, and concluding with an
inspiring analysis of two art works, always in some way connected to the place which Hyecho
visited. Even though each chapter constitutes an integral entirety, interconnecting references to
other chapters are also provided for those who wish to follow the route from beginning to end.
The three-fold structure of each chapter resembles one of the traditional jātaka stories,
constructed as frame-tales in which the Buddha, appearing in his present life and usually
while speaking to monks about the issues regarding the monastery, provides the frame. Then,
the Buddha tells a story of his past life. When the Buddha finishes telling the story of the
past, the reader returns to the present, and the Buddha provides an interpretation of the
story. This interpretation reveals the connection between the frame-tale and the story. And,
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Just as the jātaka tales maintain a careful balance between locality and universality, as well as
the past, the present and the future, the author of the book also admits to making an attempt
to transcend the boundaries of time and space.
In Hyecho’s Journey: The World of Buddhism, the connection between the frame-tale and the
story is additionally sustained by concluding each chapter with the meticulous portrayal of two
masterpieces of Buddhist art. The selection of the twenty-four art works was made from the
Freer and Sackler collections, partly from the 2017 exhibition “Encountering the Buddha: Art
and Practice Across Asia,” organised at the Freer and Sackler galleries in Washington, D.C.,
the Smithsonian’s galleries of Asian art. This part of each chapter most certainly deserves
special attention, for all the twenty-four careful analyses, dwelling also on possible associations
to Hyecho’s journey, stimulate the reader’s imagination and help him or her to fully participate
both in the journey of Hyecho and in their own travels through the world of Buddhism.
All in all, it is indeed the world of Buddhism presented through the prism of Hyecho’s
journey out of which light is shed concentrically on the subsequent circles of Buddhist
thought and art. The reader is provided with a unique opportunity to engage his or her
own imagination and become a part of the journey of the eighth century Korean Buddhist
monk, accompanied not only by the findings of extensive academic research, but also by the
researcher’s rare creativity, the role of which in this study can never be stressed enough.
Renata Czekalska
Jagiellonian University, Krakow, Poland

Allsen, Thomas T. The Steppe and the Sea: Pearls in the Mongol Empire. Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press. 2019. 231 pp. (ISBN-13: 978-0812251173)
Thomas T. Allsen’s book The Steppe and the Sea: Pearls in the Mongol Empire, part of the
Encounters with Asia series published by the University of Pennsylvania Press and edited
by Victor Mair, takes the pearl as a means to analyze the trans-Eurasian exchange networks
commonly known as the Silk Roads during the Mongol Empire. The first part of the book
deals with pearls in relation to the political and cultural elements internal to the workings of
the Mongol Empire in two broad stages: first during the expansionist period (1206-1260) and
then during the period of protracted conflict and negotiation between the Yuan Dynasty, the
Il-Qan State, the Chaghadai Qanate, and the Golden Horde (1260-1370). Here, Professor
Allsen compares and contrasts the use of pearls in the political economy of the constituent
regions of the larger empire. The second part of the book looks at pearls during the Mongol
Empire more broadly and covers the external influence and longer term ramifications the

144

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 4, No. 2, December 2019

Mongolian interest in pearls had in Eurasia. Specifically, Allsen points to the process of
“southernization” and the need to pay closer attention to the importance of the north-south
axis in light of the general focus in scholarly work on East-West relationships. Thus, in the
main, pearls are a lens through which to see the relationship between Mongolian specifically,
but Eurasian generally, overland and seaborne trade. Allsen argues that the impact and
advocacy of sea trade and of seaways by the Mongols has hitherto been underappreciated.
The first chapter is about the natural and cultural properties of pearls: where they come
from, how nature produces them, and their human uses. Allsen lucidly delves into a variety of
natural considerations such as colors, shapes and sizes, along with cultural indicators such as
value, utility, and symbolism. He aptly combines the general with cogent details, for example
that Pinctada radiata or Pinctada maxima oyster species from prime growing regions such as Sri
Lanka or Bahrain historically produced the most coveted pearls. In providing all of this, Allsen
goes on to show how the Mongols understood and absorbed this long standing information
and set of standards. This dovetails nicely with chapter two, which discusses how pearls are
harvested and prepared for market, covering topics which include extraction, sorting, and
valuation. According to Allsen, the Mongols were effective at moving skilled pearl craftsmen,
particularly borers and stringers, to various centers in the empire such as Hormuz, and that
this practice occurred widely with important economic and cultural results.
Chapters three and four outline the accumulation and storage of pearls during the
Mongol Empire. The primary methods of acquisition were plunder, tribute, taxes, and trade.
Allsen uses Rashid al-Din’s History of India as a reliable source to single out the primacy
of the Indian Ocean in the pearl trade and to highlight the Mongols, oceanic knowhow.
This quest for pearls led to increased magnitudes throughout the empire, which naturally
created concerns about the storage and administration (or lack thereof) of these treasures.
Nevertheless, Allsen argues that pearls may have been more prevalent than references suggest
due to linguistic ambiguities, and based on some examples provided, exchanges or stores of
pearls could be counted in the millions. This led to clear logistical dilemmas for which the
Mongol leaders increasingly relied upon foreign specialists who, although bringing much
needed expertise, were prone to lax administration and corruption.
For chapters five and six, Allsen turns to a brief cultural history of the display,
distribution, and consumption of pearls during the Mongol Empire. The Mongols, due to
their nomadic background, had a proclivity for jewelry, especially earrings and necklaces, for
display on the head or upper body. Examples include Yuan pearl-bedecked headgear used to
display wealth and rank along with pearled clothing and robes. Additionally, Mongol rulers
routinely exchanged and distributed symbolically valuable pearl encrusted belts, badges, and
insignia. Pearls in various forms functioned as gifts to individuals, groups, or states, such as
bestowals upon guests at galas to show power over subordinates. Ultimately, pearls were a
form a political currency and a tool in Mongolian statecraft. Preferences for positional goods,
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competitive gift giving, and conspicuous displays of wealth and status, Allsen contends, were
essential to Mongol court politics. Thus, the Mongol rulers, elite, and even some commoners
were avid consumers of foreign luxuries with far reaching consequences.
Allsen rounds out part one in chapters seven and eight with a look at pearls in Mongol
identity politics and at the continuity of such symbolism during the wane of the empire.
Mongol leaders believed pearls promoted virility and fertility, and pearl imagery features
prominently in their creation myths. White was a highly charged color for Mongol rulers that
symbolized good fortune, which could be spread with the possession and distribution of
lustrous pearls. With the 14th century disintegration of the Mongol Empire, such valuations
continued into the Ming Dynasty, among the Temurids of Central Asia, and in Moscovite
Russia after the Golden Horde. Again, Allsen reasserts the “southernization” thesis, mediated
by the Mongol Empire, which created massive concentrations and dispersals of prestige
goods including pearls from the southern seas.
Chapter nine begins part two of the work and shifts to an analysis of the larger impact
of transcontinental commerce and cultural standards on local tastes and local economies.
To this end, Allsen examines long term fluctuations in the value of pearls and other gems,
considering the influential Indian practice of exaggeration for magnificence. Tempered by
limited data on the “real” prices of pearls, Allsen views the Mongol Empire and beyond as
a mixed system of exchange where trade, per se, only fulfilled a partial role. How myths and
marketing coupled with substitutes and counterfeits for pearls played a role in this market
is presented in chapters ten and eleven. Merchants augmented their sales tactics with myths
and elaborate stories about pearls and other exotic prestige goods. Lore of health, good
fortune, and magical properties helped pearls gain a stronger hold upon potential customers,
including the Mongols. These claims proved to be very durable and versatile leading to
marketing strategies that traveled across time and space and imprinted their values upon
disparate peoples. This helps explain not only the far reaching demand for certain prestige
goods, but also, Allsen proposes, the rampant production of substitute and counterfeit items.
Such production inspired developments in alchemy, industry, and technology with distant
economic reach. Taking porcelain and textiles as examples, Allsen further argues that the
dissemination and emulation of foreign models in turn stimulated new consumption and
production patterns.
Ending with chapters twelve, thirteen, and fourteen, Allsen returns to the crucial point
sustained throughout the book, namely the relationship between the steppe and the sea. He
draws attention to early penetrations into the steppe of southern products and tastes, such as
Mediterranean coral and of course pearls, that affected the preferences of nomadic people.
This led to knowledgeable and direct Mongol interaction with the sea through sustained
southern incursions and probing. Allsen shows that coordinated sea and land routes evolved
together and tries to analyze the balance of trade between the two methods over time and
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under variable circumstances. Ultimately, he challenges the assumption that nomadic warfare
led to a decline in overland trade and thus seaborne trade inevitably grew. A survey of missions
conducted throughout the Mongol Empire suggests an alternative Siberian route that proved
safer and faster at times, which leads Allsen to argue for a more flexible view of routes
along the Silk Roads. It is clear, however, that the Mongol Empire exercised an undeniably
strong influence upon seaborne trade, and he reiterates the Mongol instrumentality in its
flourishing. A concluding survey of sea interests during the Yuan, Il-Qan, and Golden Horde
periods considers environmental variations and relations with local populations, including
widespread collaborations with merchant classes. In closing, Allsen firmly states that the
Mongol leaders in various incarnations were business friendly, consumer driven, and most
importantly, sea oriented.
Overall, The Steppe and the Sea provides a subtle, wide ranging analysis and departs from
totalizing histories of the Silk Roads in favor of a nuanced study using a single luxury good,
pearls, to illuminate complex relationships covering vast spans of time and space. It is a
thoroughly researched work that intricately strings together diverse threads and ties them
nicely together like pearls on a necklace. Viewing Mongol interactions with the southern seas
using pearls as a fulcrum sheds much needed light upon the total system of communication,
exchange, and diplomacy during the Mongol Empire in Eurasia. For a relatively short book,
there is a remarkable range and richness in the text.
While Allsen tries admirably to stay on course, due to the fragmentary nature of the sources,
the text at times strays from its center of gravity, which hinders readability and referencing.
Additionally, the author should be commended for the succinctness and vigor of his research,
but in certain instances the reader is left with certain unanswered questions. For example,
throughout the text, people are referred to with clear ethnic or religious distinctions or even
with thorough personages, such as the Venetian traders in the Yuan Court. In several instances,
however, a category of important and influential people in the Mongol Empire, the Muslim
traders, are only referred to quite vaguely with blanket terms. Finally, although the author clearly
enumerates the civil-war-like nature of the conflicting factions within the Mongol Empire, he
at other times glosses over the entire empire using the standard concept of the Mongol Peace.
These minor criticisms notwithstanding, the work is an engaging resource that this writer
is happy to have on his bookshelf. This work will surely appeal to scholars of the Mongol
Empire and greater Eurasia for it unique approach. Additionally, scholars in various fields will
find the political, economic, and cultural implications of the work engaging and useful. The
book can be enjoyably read cover to cover but individual chapters, or clusters thereof, should
appeal to specialists in their respective disciplines.
Warren Parsons
Keimyung University
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Visvizi, Anna, Lytras, Miltiadis D., Alhalabi, Wadee, and Zhang Xi, eds. The New Silk Road
Leads Through the Arab Peninsula: Mastering Global Business and Innovation. Bingley, U.K.: Emerald
Publishing. 2019. 280 pp. (ISBN: 978-1-78756-680-4)
Before reading this book, I had considered the One Belt One Road (OBOR) project a public
construction work to develop overland and overseas routes to satisfy China’s desire to build the
country’s infrastructure. Additionally, as a finance professor, I knew that the Asia Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) had been established to complement and cooperate with development
banks in existing member countries and to meet China’s infrastructure needs.
This book completely revamps my previous understanding of the spirit of the Silk
Road. In the first chapter, the author explains how the ancient Silk Road was a series of
trade and cultural transmission routes that connected the West and East by linking traders,
pilgrims, soldiers, and urban dwellers from China and India to the Mediterranean Sea. OBOR
is a significant strategy shaped by the Chinese government that focuses on connectivity
and promotion of economic co-operation among countries along the Silk Road and silk
belt routes. OBOR represents a third of the world’s total economy and more than half the
global population. China plans to promote the economic development and prosperity of the
countries along the Belt and Road through enhanced economic cooperation with the spirit of
peace and cooperation, openness and inclusiveness, mutual learning, and mutual benefit. The
Belt and Road Initiative’s (BRI) objective is to traverse the world’s longest economic corridor
that originates in China and includes Central Asia, Southeast Asia, South Asia, West Asia, and
part of Europe in order to link the Asia-Pacific economic circle at the east end of Eurasia
and the European economic circle at its west end.
The second chapter, “The Spirit of Silk Road: The Impact of Medieval Chinese-Arab
Relations on the Contemporary Bilateral Sino-Arab Relations,” addresses history and sociocultural factors influencing the prospect of implementing the BRI on the Arabian Peninsula.
It emphasizes the collaboration based on coexistence and harmony developed between China
and the Arab world.
“The Past, the Present, and the Future of the New Silk Road: China as a Leader or
a Free-Rider in International Relations” discusses the diplomacy and strategy inherent in
the BRI. It examines the limitations of China’s ambitions in international relations. Chinese
policy-making has not yet adapted to the new reality that they are a leader rather than freerider taking advantage of the international involvement of other world powers. The main
question posited in this paper is whether China is ready for this change.
“Dispute Resolution along the Belt and Road Initiative” presents the legal implications of
the BRI, especially with regard to dispute resolution and ways of handling disputes effectively.
The chapter provides insightful answers to the legal questions regarding the BRI and dispute
resolution via an examination of the BRI’s current legal status, as well as exploring how trust
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and cultural awareness can contribute to avoiding business disputes.
“The State of Innovation Dimensions in the GCC Countries: Past Development and
the Future Ahead” presents an overview of the state of innovation in the Gulf Cooperation
Council. The chapter explores the progress of innovation in the GCC countries and highlights
the trends that are unfolding.
“Building ICT Knowledge Capacity for Female Entrepreneurship for Sustainable Socioeconomic Growth in the Middle East” discusses the prospects for improving competitiveness
in the region. It investigates the challenges and constraints faced, and the support and
opportunities available to female entrepreneurs in ICT. It also presents research on the
growing phenomenon of female entrepreneurship in the Middle East and suggests ways to
overcome barriers in institutions of state and trade that inhibit or make it difficult for women
to run a business.
“The Analysis of ‘Online Silk Road’ from the Perspective of Big Data” focuses on big
data analysis and its application in the context of the BRI. This chapter suggests that data
mining and analysis have the potential to uncover certain otherwise neglected trends with
regard to exports and imports. What follows is the application that big data that may serve
as a powerful tool in examining and streamlining supply and demand of certain commodities
along the BRI.
“A Framework for the Competitive Intelligence Service System for Strategic Emerging
Industries in China” features a case that demonstrates that the BRI necessitates a change and
evolution of the Chinese business sector. The chapter examines a number of issues related
to competitive intelligence and its role in developing strategic industries in China.
“An Overview of Artificial Intelligence Research and Development in China” addresses
the development and application of artificial intelligence (AI) technologies and highlights its
role in the context of the BRI. It offers an overview of recent advances in AI research and
development in China, and its implications for the BRI and its development. In addition,
“Introduction to Chinese Knowledge Graphs and their Applications” details the use of
knowledge graphs as knowledge dissemination mechanisms in the context of the BRI.
“Pakistan’s Role in the New Silk Route: Belt and Road Initiative” addresses the question
of Pakistan’s role in the BRI. This chapter examines the extent of domestic support for the
China-Pakistan Economic Corridor (CPEC) and its possible impact on the whole initiative
and how deficiencies in local infrastructure may take away from its success.
“The Chinese and the Saudi New Energy Models Transcending into Regional Energy
Cooperation” offers a captivating insight into energy sector development in China and Saudi
Arabia. It demonstrates that energy transformation strategies in China and Saudi Arabia
share many similarities and enjoy a great degree of complementarity.
The following two chapters are case studies that showcase how the BRI opens new
opportunities for the Chinese business sector. “Cluster Analysis and Overseas Warehouse
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Assignment of Chinese Smartphones under ‘The Belt and Road Initiative’” examines the
prospects of e-commerce development along the BRI, providing an assignment pattern of
inventory among overseas warehouses based on real data of sales and costs. “A Research on
the Development Trend of Knowledge Payment Based on Zhihu” discusses the emerging
industry of Q&A systems in China.
Overall, the BRI presents a unique case, challenging businesses to master global
economic exposure, strategy, diplomacy, and political communication. This book consists of
case studies in global business and innovation and demonstrates how OBOR has provided
economic stimulus, created new job opportunities and subjects of study for young people
in all participating countries. I highly recommend this book, which has introduced several
important debates.
Yoonmin Kim
Keimyung University

Frankopan, Peter. The New Silk Roads: The Present and Future of the World. London: Bloomsbury.
2018. : 320 pp. (ISBN-13: 9780525656401)
“The real struggle is not between East and West, or capitalism and communism, but between
education and propaganda,” said Martin Buber, the Austrian philosopher (1898-1965). I
would say more. The book The New Silk Roads is not about the Silk Road itself, investment
in infrastructure, or even the economy of the region; it is about a nascent new world order
and opportunities to establish an alternative. Only at first glance does it seem that the book
is about China. Apparently, the book is actually concerned with a newly established world
order and norms. Therefore, a large part of the book is devoted to neither India nor China,
but to the United States.
The time we live in is extremely volatile. Geopolitics and trade tensions are just part
of it. The gap between the elite and working class is obvious. Fundamentally, we can say
something is happening with civilization and between civilizations. Meanwhile, development
is proceeding faster than ever before, and globalization gives even poor nations a chance
to get the benefits of technological and management progress. All these contradictions are
shaping the time in which we live. The book The New Silk Roads is a challenge to look at the
world order from another perspective and poses the question “What is happening?”
The author takes a long journey to a different part of the globe, trying to compose the
mosaic of the world map, simultaneously assessing the key places of global decision-making
and concentration of power. Shifting from West to East and back again, he explores the
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contrasts and hidden agendas between super powers. Maybe the advantage of this book is in
attempting to evaluate the global picture from Eastern perspectives. Another advantage of
the book is the dominance of a global view of the world process, illustrated through different
painful occurrences.
The book focuses on the Belt and Road Initiative, which is the best example of how
political power can bring real economic dividends to a nation. Until now, this has been
demonstrated by the US, and now it is China’s turn. The book gives the impression that the
Belt and Road Initiative is not about investment, but rather communication between diverse
countries and nations across the region. The author tries to show this based on the current
relations between China and the countries of Central Asia. The crucial area to concentrate
on is the post-Soviet Central Asia region, which is quite diverse and controversial. From
the beginning, China recognized natural-resource-abundant countries like Kazakhstan,
Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan as a delicious titbit and they were not
mistaken. However, the Chinese investment process in Central Asia has not been as smooth
as was desired by both sides. Despite China’s tremendous efforts to promote the Belt and
Road Initiative by regularly putting this initiative on the agenda, there is a very little or almost
no mention of it in the book.
It would be better if the above-mentioned initiative was elaborated on as one of the key
indicators of the Chinese rapid development model. Education and propaganda as key pillars
of today’s competition are applicable tools to gauge possible Chinese hegemony in the near
future, and not just in the region, but in the globalizing world.
The chapter “The Roads to Beijing” explicitly demonstrates China’s economic ambitions.
Although the author positively assesses China’s development perspective in the near future,
he doesn’t consider challenges and threats associated with institutional fragility, which may
impede development at any time. Hong Kong is a noteworthy example.
The author pays some attention to key regional powers like Russia, Iran and Turkey.
China pragmatically cooperates with each of them according to the circumstances and in the
context of long-term interest. At the same time, China takes into account global trends and
possible disadvantages from such cooperation.
The global role of China is brilliantly analyzed in the chapter “The Roads to Beijing.”
Particular focus on China’s relationship with Pakistan, India, Afghanistan and other unstable
countries demonstrates how risky the region is and how difficult it is under such circumstances
for political leadership to reach optimal decisions. The main leitmotif of this chapter is how
China has been reborn as a new global leader.
The Chinese are taking a soft power approach to extend their global presence. The
big question is, of course, how China can carry the load of global investment and how
successfully it can compete with the US in the near future. The last chapter, “The Roads
to the Future” should clarify this key question. However, the question remains open. The
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central line of this chapter is that the world is changing and in these circumstances of great
uncertainty, each “player” is trying not just to survive, but to find maximum benefit. Too
much dedication to the US-Saudi Arabia relationship demonstrates how much the current
U.S. administration values commercial gain rather than international reputation. The author
tries to contrast this with the case of the China-Russia partnership, which might have some
negative consequences for the U.S.
The author’s parallel reflection is that the center of gravity is shifting from the West
to the East and to China, in this case as the key pillar of the new world order. However,
the author offers no words about China’s weaknesses. It would be better if the author also
considered the vulnerabilities of the Chinese economy such as its high government and
corporate foreign debt, and its rank as the world’s most polluted economy. In 2017, China
accounted for 27.2% of global emissions, and continues to confront a high poverty rate.
However, the author rightly points out that the Chinese middle class is more mobile than
that of the U.S., which is one of the key indicators of long-term sustainability. It is noteworthy
that although the final chapter is informative, it leads to many open-ended questions such
as: What about different perspectives? How realistic is the establishment of a new alliance,
like a “China club” in the near future? President Xi denied it while talking about the Belt
and Road Initiative. However, the new competition on technical and technological standards
between the West and China has become stronger and definitely might be a new challenge for
beneficiary countries accepting Chinese investment.
Will this scenario weaken globalization and reinforce de-globalization?
There are more open-ended questions than answers. This work can serve as a starting
point and inspire researchers to work on the questions generated by the book.
Ingilab Ahmadov
Khazar University, Baku

Holslag, Jonathan. The Silk Road Trap: How China’s Trade Ambitions Challenge Europe. Cambridge:
John Wiley & Sons. 2019. 232 pp. (ISBN: 978-1-5095-3468-5)
The Silk Road Trap: How China’s Trade Ambitions Challenge Europe is critical to the Chinese
agenda on the new Silk Road (e.g., One Belt, One Road). According to Jonathan Holslag,
the new Silk Road demonstrates China’s economic and political ambition to enter the global
market and maximize trade benefits. As the Chinese economy expands, Chinese state-owned
companies seek out new markets in Europe in which to expand international trade. As a
consequence, China would gain more of the benefits from the new Silk Road, whereas the

152

Acta Via Serica, Vol. 4, No. 2, December 2019

countries of Europe would not. This is what Holslag describes as the “Silk Road Trap.” After
reviewing trade data between Europe and China, Chinese policy documents, and official
statements by the leaders of major Chinese companies, Holslag portrays the new Silk Road
as a risk for Europe. This is because the new Silk Road could contribute to massive trade
deficits, and European societies could become addicted to and dependent on cheap Chinese
products. Furthermore, Holslag emphasizes the need to rebalance the economic partnership
with China with the clear goal and vision of making Europe a better place for future European
generations and for their prosperity, dignity, and peace. According to Holslag, European
countries and the European Union have yet to develop a comprehensive strategic approach
in response to “China’s Dream.” European countries, therefore, must move cautiously and
realistically in dealing with China and comprehensively evaluate the impact of the Chinese
One Belt, One Road project on their societies and economies.
The book has six chapters, with each chapter exploring how China can derive economic
and trade benefits from the new Silk Road and how it could represent a double-edged sword
for Europe. The first chapter begins with the theoretical perspective of “economic realism,”
arguing that China’s One Belt, One Road project aims to enhance China’s economic “power.”
China in the twenty-first century seeks to influence the world by any means, and its policy
towards Europe is no exception. According to Holslag, the doctrine of economic realism
calls on European nations to maximize economic power, fundamentally shaping their ability
to defend against scarcity and deficits, and exert influence in external relations with other
nations while simultaneously maintaining internal cohesion for a better future. In such
contexts, economic realism is not only concerned with trade and the accumulation of wealth;
rather, it calls for the use of economic power to effectively build a more humane and better
society. It involves the maximization of economic benefits for the public welfare of both
China and Europe. In other words, economic realism is not only concerned with one country
gaining lopsided benefits.
In the second chapter, Holslag reviews how successful Europe has been in economic
partnership with China. The author evaluates progress both in terms of European policy
objectives and China’s impact on European Gross Domestic Product (GDP). The chapter
also mentions Europe’s failure to actively economically engage China as shown by Europe’s
large trade deficit in its unbalanced economic partnership with China.
The third chapter examines China’s economic ambitions and its new leadership’s
agenda and tries to interpret Beijing’s view of its future economic reform. The chapter
further elaborates on the Chinese government’s strategy to realize economic ambitions
by strengthening the manufacturing sector, enhancing Chinese technology, expanding the
Chinese market, and establishing Chinese hard and soft power in Europe.
The fourth chapter identifies the main instrument with which China seeks to execute its
economic strategy, using its soft power, such as by providing massive bank loans, to realize
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connectivity ambitions through the new Silk Road initiatives. Using its soft power, China
aims to strengthen economic cooperation, policy diplomacy, and engagement in trade and
other economic aspects. China’s connectivity ambitions include opening markets for Chinese
companies to sell products as well as acquiring cheap raw materials, standardizing Chinese
brands, and internationalizing Chinese “hard power” around the world.
The fifth chapter reviews China’s efforts to successfully achieve its strategic ambitions
through the “Belt and Road” and “Made in China 2025” policies. The chapter discusses
China’s activities and the industries that are the driving force behind its success, including
dredging, shipping, ports, shipbuilding and maritime equipment manufacturing, railways and
rail supply, steel, construction and engineering, energy, aviation, the internet (the digital Silk
Road), and robotics (leading the fourth industrial revolution).
In the final chapter, Holslag expresses frustration that European institutions have failed
to strike a balanced economic partnership with China and address trade deficits. Nevertheless,
the book concludes that Europe must undertake initiatives such as “Europe’s Future Made
in Europe,” and this requires European countries to be stronger, more competitive, more
sustainable, more creative, and more humane.
Overall, the book only provides the European perspective on the impact of China’s new
Silk Road (e.g., One Belt, One Road) on European countries. Notably, Holslag is a European
citizen paid by European taxpayers and thus may not be impartial. A more balanced view
is therefore warranted to also explore the benefits of China’s new Silk Road to European
societies. Further assessment of the economic, social, and environmental impact of China’s
New Silk Road in Africa and South Asia as well as East Asian countries (e.g., Korea, Japan,
and Mongolia) is also important.
Madhu Sudhan Atteraya
Keimyung University

Kashmeri, Sarwar A. China’s Grand Strategy: Weaving a New Silk Road to Global Supremacy.
Philadelphia: Praeger. 2019. 171 pp. (ISBN: 978-1-4408-6790-3)
Sarwar Kashmeri in China’s Grand Strategy: Weaving a New Silk Road to Global Primacy, adopts
a very favorable view of China’s grand strategy and rise to power, and argues that China’s
Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) foreign infrastructure assistance program will bring mutual
prosperity, development, and higher living standards to recipient nations, ushering in a new
age of Chinese global leadership based on authoritarian capitalism. Kashmeri undermines
his analysis and predictions, however, by attributing to China a contradictory and ultimately
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incompatible combination of realist and liberal motives for the BRI. While maintaining that
China primarily introduced the BRI to serve its own security interests, Kashmeri also insists
that gains from exchange will be equally shared with BRI recipients, none of whom are military
allies of China. The numerous instances cited by Kashmeri of unfavorable treatment of BRI
recipients indicates that China is primarily seeking to use the program to maximize returns to
China, rather than raise recipient living standards or foment goodwill as the author predicts.
Following a brief introductory chapter, Kashmeri places the Belt and Road Initiative
within the context of Chinese grand strategy, which also consists of Deng Xiao Ping’s growthpromoting capitalist economic reforms and the modernization and strengthening of naval
power to protect China’s coasts from foreign invasion. Kashmeri describes the evolution of
the $1.3 trillion Chinese-led BRI investment program from One Belt, One Road (OBOR)
to the Belt and Road Initiative in 2013. The BRI was to create a web of infrastructure,
comprised of roads, railways, telecommunications, energy pipelines, and ports, that would
enhance economic interconnectivity and facilitate development across Eurasia, East Africa,
and more than 70 partner countries. Infrastructure would be constructed within land belts of
linked countries, connecting China with Pakistan, the Persian Gulf, and the Mediterranean
Sea, via central and western Asia and along maritime roads connecting China’s coastal ports
to ports in the Indian Ocean, East Africa, and Europe via the Suez Canal.
To fund BRI projects, China supplied low interest loans with long repayment periods
through existing state-owned banks (Agricultural Development Bank of China, China
Development Bank, and the Export-Import Bank of China), and the newly created Silk Road
Fund, Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, and New Development Bank. The Chinese
government’s international network of 480 Confucius Institutes were to provide public
relations for the program.
In chapter three, Kashmeri outlines China’s economic and geopolitical/security
motivations for the BRI. He presents the program as a type of Marshal Plan “on steroids,”
arguing that the construction of infrastructure in developing countries will advance China’s
long-term economic interests by raising living standards and consumption and promoting the
formation of a middle class, which will increase demand for Chinese products.
Unencumbered by American style military alliances, China will use the aid to cement
commercial ties and build good will in the nations that receive BRI projects. BRI-constructed
infrastructure will enable China to overcome the “Malacca Dilemma” in which 60% of China’s
trade, and most strategic imports of oil and gas, flow through the narrow, highly vulnerable
Straits of Malacca. BRI-constructed transportation corridors in Pakistan and Myanmar will
provide alternate import routes for oil and gas, while ports and rail infrastructure in Africa
will provide China access to critical natural resources. Kashmeri views China’s projection of
military power into the gas rich South China Sea through military modernization and base
construction on reef islands as a further attempt to secure control over critical trade routes
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and lower risk by diversifying sources of oil and gas.
In chapter four, Kashmeri discusses the politics and economics surrounding BRI
projects in Asia and Europe, particularly in Pakistan, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, and Greece.
Pakistan is the largest and most diverse single-country BRI program, totaling US$65 billion,
fulfilling a critical role as an alternate import route for oil from Gwadar Port on the Arabian
Sea to Xinjiang Province. The BRI has come under attack for predatory lending practices
in Pakistan, intentionally burdening the country with greater loans than Pakistan can afford
to repay, as part of a plan to force conversion of non-performing debt to Chinese owned
assets, and Chinese workers have suffered violent attacks in Pakistan’s unstable Baluchistan
province. Sri Lanka’s inability to repay oppressive BRI loans actually resulted in the Chinese
takeover of ownership of the strategic port of Hambantota. In Myanmar, local opposition to
discriminatory high wages for Chinese workers led to the suspension of numerous projects
including a dam delivering 90 percent of its energy to China’s Yunnan Province. The author
insists that these incidents are part of a “steep learning curve” and that China will adjust to
avoid future mishaps.
In chapter five, Kashmeri examines BRI projects in 12 African nations which center on the
construction of port and transportation infrastructure and operations to extract natural resources.
Up to 10,000 Chinese firms are also involved in the transfer of labor-intensive industrial production
to Africa. The author argues that China’s focus on Africa will win the “hearts and minds” of
Africans and that Africa’s future importance will help China become the next hegemon.
In chapter six, Kashmeri examines U.S. grand strategy towards China, which he concludes
does not exist, since many American business leaders seem unaware of the BRI. He advises
the US to sign up to borrow BRI funds to improve its roads, bridges, and airports. The book
concludes with a 60-page appendix consisting of the Center for Strategic and International
Studies’ previously published list of BRI projects.
The book’s most glaring flaw is Kashmeri’s attribution of an incompatible combination
of realist and liberal motives for China’s BRI. While holding that security concerns over
supplies of oil, raw materials, and trade routes motivate the BRI, he also insists that China
will undertake exchange with each of the BRI recipients according to the “win-win” liberal
principle of shared gains. In fact, the evidence shows that China is more interested in exerting
power to maximize its gain.
Kashmeri draws a mistaken analogy between the BRI and the U.S. use of Marshall
Plan aid to raise European living standards following World War 2. While the U.S. needed
the industrial might of its Western European NATO allies to deter the Soviets, aid to BRI
recipients would not contribute to strengthening a pro-Chinese military alliance. Some BRI
recipients, in fact, are NATO members.
The deceptive terms of excessive BRI lending, which include requirements to employ
Chinese workers and adjudicate disagreements in Chinese courts, and Chinese takeovers of
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BRI assets do not derive from Kashmeri’s claimed steep “learning curve,” but from the
economic and security incentives which drive the BRI program.
While China’s security plan to acquire outposts along critical trade routes and construct
infrastructure to secure access to natural resources requires friendly local political leadership,
it does not require that China expand the domestic market or raise the living standards of
BRI recipients.
Chinese domestic economic actors have taken advantage of the BRI to press their
interests. Firms in the aluminum, steel, cement, and construction industries see large-scale
extractive and infrastructure projects overseas as a solution for massive production overcapacities and an underutilized Chinese workforce. Over-lending results from Chinese stateowned banks competing to lend on projects without coordinating lending.
Rather than build good will, Chinese investment in natural resource extraction and
infrastructure may ultimately turn popular opinion in BRI recipient countries against China.
Nations undertaking large-scale fixed-cost investments overseas often encounter the problem
of an “obsolescing bargain” in which economic bargaining power shifts to the host country
following initial investments. China may feel compelled to intervene politically to preserve its
property rights, especially in Pakistan, which is to serve as a critical conduit for oil supplies.
Political interference will likely engender anti-Chinese sentiment.
A lack of “soft power” may also mean that China will face stronger opposition to its
rise. Democratic institutions and support for the rule of law and international organizations
helped check excessive use of American power, precluding challenges to U.S. hegemony
following the Cold War. Authoritarian China lacks those restraints, as made clear by the recent
repression of one million Uyghurs in Xinjiang and the violation of the one country, twosystems agreement in Hong Kong and subsequent oppressive crackdown (with Kashmeri’s
encouragement on Twitter) on protesters. As China abandons the model of self-restrained
Confucian rule in favor of Xi Jinping’s centralized control, Chinese power will appear more
threatening and inspire fiercer resistance.
U.S. grand strategy towards China is evolving, rather than absent as Kashmeri claims. If the
U.S. remains true to its democratic roots and identity, it will check China’s authoritarian challenge.
In summary, Kashmeri China’s Grand Strategy is more interested in providing favorable
public relations for the Belt and Road Initiative than in presenting a logically consistent
hypothesis to explain Chinese grand strategy. The same realist self-interest that motivates
the BRI is leading China to wield its power to secure one-sided gains from the program’s
recipients. I only recommend the book for those interested in learning the Chinese perspective
of the nation’s Belt and Road Initiative.
James C. Schopf
Keimyung University
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Regourd, Anne, ed. The Trade in Papers Marked with Non-Latin Characters: Documents and History.
Leiden: Brill. 2018. 268 pp. (ISBN: 978-9004357402)
In the closing centuries of the first millennium, paper launched its voyage as a new
writing material from the Middle East to North Africa and then to Europe. The spread of
Islam facilitated this movement to the Iberian Peninsula under the Andalusian Umayyad
dynasty (756-1031), which in turn, is considered the Golden Age of Islam through the
establishment of some of the first universities and libraries in Europe. Europe’s first paper
mills and paper production facilities were inaugurated in the eleventh century by Arab
papermakers on the Iberian Peninsula. From there, the art of papermaking spread to the
rest of Europe. In addition, Sicily was another point of entry to Europe for the techniques
of papermaking. Significant accomplishments in literature, poetry, and architecture
contributed remarkably to the burgeoning of culture(s), which forged the foundation
of the European Renaissance in the following centuries. Promethean forces in all areas,
including technologies regarding papermaking, were unleashed by the same Renaissance
movement across Europe accelerating the technological and cultural unmooring of the
West.
Anne Regourd, a senior researcher at the University of Copenhagen and an associée at
the Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique (CNRS) of France, in this edited volume,
focuses on global history through the paper trade. Regourd and her colleagues give the reader
a tour de force vis-à-vis the evolving paper trade in North Africa, the Middle East, and the Horn
of Africa. The Trade in Papers Marked with Non-Latin Characters: Documents and History is part of
a series of volumes on Islamic manuscripts and books comprising a wide range of subjects
ranging from paleography to calligraphy to the history of typography and lithography.
This edited volume by Anne Regourd contains well-delineated chapters in English and
French. The nine chapters by seven experts in their respective fields treat paper as an essential
source in the production of manuscripts in space and time and delve into a wide range
of cases from Ethiopia, Nigeria, Tunisia, the Ottoman Levant, Mecca, Persia, Russia, and
Yemen.
The first chapter by Michaelle Biddle discusses the Arabic script watermarks in three
northern Nigerian manuscripts at the end of the nineteenth century. The watermarks in these
manuscripts appear to have machine-made paper. Biddle describes the techniques behind its
production and examines sources and dates to shed light on the shifting trade routes related
to the political background of the region at that particular time in history. The second short
chapter by the same author delves into a collection of Tunisian government documents
written in July 1860 and February 1861 under the twelfth ruler of the Husainid dynasty. The
documents are part of the Islamic manuscripts section of the Department of Rare Books
and Special Collections at Princeton University Library.
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Evelyn Kropf, in the third chapter, investigates the origins of the term Alikurna in the
late nineteenth century Ottoman Levant classification of papers. The Ottomans used to
get this variety of paper from Livorno/Liguria. Eventually, they began applying the term
Alikurna to these watermarked imports, which is believed to be a corrupted version of the
city or region mentioned above. In the nineteenth century, Italian paper producers recalled
this denomination by a countermark in Arabic script placed on their paper products for the
Ottoman market.
In the fourth chapter, Anne Regourd explores the period during which various Abū
Šubbāk papers were used in Yemen and Ethiopia. Furthermore, Regourd relies on paper as
the primary source for the history of commerce and instrumental in the reconstruction of
trade routes. To this end, the author attempts to identify/classify various examples known to
this date to provide a spectrum of their possible use in space and time. The following chapter
by the same author takes a look at Bombay paper, which was manufactured in England and
then distributed by Indian merchants first to Yemen and later to Ethiopia.
Francis Richard, in his chapter, argues that between 1850 and 1880, especially in Persia
but also in the Ottoman Empire, it was not unusual to notice the use of paper imported
from Russia, which had the particularity of being marked by a dry seal printed on each sheet.
This period coincided with Russian colonial expansion in the Caucasus and the Caspian Sea
regions. Subsequently, the author examines papers with Cyrillic and Armenian inscriptions
which were exported to Persia from the Russian Empire.
The remaining three chapters illustrate specific cases from Iran and the Arabian
Peninsula. Alice Shafi-Blanc, while studying manuscript illuminations during the Moẓaffarid
dynasty between 1314 and 1393 in southern Iran, notices the presence of a countermark
in Arabic language and script. Although inconclusively, the author attempts to unravel the
presence of possible European watermarked papermaking techniques in the Persian world.
Jan Just Witkam focuses on paper through the practice of text copying in Mecca in the
middle of the geopolitical quagmire of the tempestuous years of 1885-1889. Finally, the last
chapter by Olga Yastrebova probes a collection of Persian farmāns issued by Fatḥ ʿAlī Šāh of
the Qajar dynasty around the time of the Russo-Persian War in the Caucasus from 1804-1813
to show that paper produced in Russian paper mills along the Volga River was exported to
Persia through the Caspian Sea.
This edited volume must be considered complementary to research on the trade/
movement of paper and papermaking along the Silk Road. Paper was traded on the Silk Road
and spread across Asia first to the Middle East and later into Europe. The means to produce
paper traveled along the Silk Road in the seventh and eighth centuries. It is important to
remember that the Islamic Middle East obtained the means of the production of paper
after a Chinese Tang military expedition to Samarkand in the eighth century. Samarkand was
probably the first place in the broader Middle East to develop papermaking technology. To
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truly appreciate this edited volume, readers must be familiar with the political and economic
history of the Middle East, North Africa in particular, and Eurasia/Silk Road in general.
Cagri Erdem
Keimyung University

