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TO OUR READERS

The present volume is one of the first issues of Studia Asiatica and 
Archaeus to be co-edited by the Romanian Association for the History of 
Religions (RAHR) and the Institute for the History of Religions of the Romanian 
Academy, founded in 2008. With it we have prepared a complementary volume 
(Studia Asiatica VII.2 î2006º-VIII î2007º), while volume IX (2008) is to be 
published as Proceedings of a colloquium co-organised in Paris in 2005, about the 
history of Asian studies in Europe. 1  Three volumes of Proceedings of the 
International Congress of the History of Religions, held in September 2006 in 
Bucharest, have been published or are in the course of publication in Archaeus.
Studies in the History of Religions (XI-XII î2007-2008º, XIII î2009º and XIV 
î2010º). Together with them shall be issued the proceedings of Asian religions 
panels of the Congress organised by the RAHR under the auspices of the EASR 
and the IAHR, containing a volume dedicated to Indian religions and Buddhist 
studies (edited by E. Ciurtin), and another dedicated to Iranian religions (edited by 
Mihaela Timu]), as the Institute itself includes a Department of Indian and Iranian 
Religions.

Studia Asiatica X (2009), the issuing of which has for the first time in 
its history been endorsed by Romanian public institutions, contains the ten 
contributions of eight researchers coming from Germany, Italy, Japan, the 
Philippines, United States, and Romania. Interested in a religiously articulated 
entomology, Ionu\ Daniel B`ncil` (Berlin) discusses, against a comparative 
backdrop, the range of issues raised by generatio spontanaea and by the position 
of insects and other creatures considered pernicious by Manichaeism. Anna 
Caiozzo (Paris) analyses a rare illustrated manuscript of the Timurid age (in the 
possession of the Bibliothèque nationale, Paris), which describes a mi‘rŸj nŸmeh
at the crossroads between Islamo-Iranian, Judaic, and Christian apocalyptics. The 
Indian section of the volume puts forth one contribution on the history of 
Buddhist earthquakes (E. Ciurtin). Those who are familiar with the motif called, 
with reference to Sanskrit literature, “the whiteness of laughter” (Minoru Hara; 
see p. 93 in this volume) may possibly be taken by surprise, yet will undoubtedly 
be comforted by the ethnographical, historical and anthropological study of 
Thomas J. Zumbroich (Austin, TX) and Analyn Salvador-Amores (Baguio), about 

1 E. CIURTIN, Živa VESEL, Leili ANVAR, Pascale LAVAGNE, and Mihaela TIMU},
Orientalismes et espaces culturels. Monde anglophone. Europe centrale et 
orientale. Actes de la table ronde organisée par le GDRI “Les mondes lettrés” 
(CNRS), ACI TTT 014 “Les savoirs de la réflexivité” and UMR 7528 (CNRS-
Paris III-EPHE-INaLCO) “Mondes iranien et indien”, Paris, 7-8 octobre 2005, 
Cahiers de la Société Asiatique, n.s. vol. VI & Studia Asiatica IX, Louvain-Paris, 
Éditions Peeters (forthcoming 2010).
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the blackening of teeth in the Philippines, another incursion that our periodical 
makes towards Southeast Asian world. Ionu\ B`ncil` returns with an overview of 
the Christian literature translated and preserved in Sogdian, assessing sources, 
editions and commentaries too often ignored both in the history of Christianity 
and in that of Central Asian religions. Two contributions by Daniela Dumbrav` 
(Rome) reopen for discussion, with new sources and innovating demonstrations, 
the superabundant world of Nicolae Milescu’s presence in Asia (as he was 
recently commemorated on his tricentennial). This time, she insists especially on 
the year 1675, the starting year of Milescu’s mission to Pekin, as well as on his 
association, virtually unknown or vastly neglected by Romanian historians, with 
Johan Gabriel Sparwenfeld. Andrei Oi]teanu (Bucharest) continue the incursion 
into the manifold modernity of Europe’s connections with Asia. Not without a 
return to Milescu, he opens an enthralling, complicated and necessary file,2 that of 
the connections of certain travellers into Asia of Romanian origin or from 
Romanian territories with narcotic and hallucinogenic substances, studied from a 
perspective that includes ethnography, medicine, pharmacy, history of mentalities 
and history of religions. In a review article, Joseph O’Leary (Tokyo) rediscusses 
the relation between wisdom and compassion in MahŸyŸna Buddhism, starting 
from Ludovic Viévard’s contribution (on which see also Studia Asiatica 3 î2002º: 
189-202).

It is only befitting to reiterate here our thanks addressed to all those that 
have stood behind our project, especially to Prof. Andrei Ple]u, to Ionu\ B`ncil` 
and Daniela Dumbrav`, as well as to a certain friend who, in his generosity, has 
surrounded himself with an extreme discretion. 

On April 4th, 2007 Arion Ro]u departed from us: a few lines written in 
his memory are a more than appropriate presence in the periodical that would not 
have been born without his example, support, and friendship.

E. Ciurtin 
Bucharest, November 17, 2009

2 Otherwise, as Madeleine Biardeau once mentioned, “dans quelques décennies on 
ne verra dans l’étude de Wasson îSoma, Divine Mushroom of Immortality. Etno-
mycological Studies, New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1968º qu’un témoin 
de la grande époque du LSD” (IIJ 20 î1978º: 262). 
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IN MEMORIAM ARION RO}U (1924-2007)

Par la mort de Arion Thomas Ro]u, le 4 avril 2007 à l’hôpital de 
Versailles, l’indianisme français et international perd l’un des savants les 
plus rares et respectés. Nestor des orientalistes d’origine roumaine, Arion 
Ro]u a consacré la partie principale de son labeur de toute une vie à la 
médicine indienne, et son œuvre a tous les traits distinctifs pour être 
considéré parmi les plus redoutables et significatifs pour l’époque où 
l’ yurveda a gagné droit de cité dans les études indiennes. 

Le petit Arion na[t à Bucarest le 1er février 1924, et vivra les 
premières années à Sinaia, petite ville des Carpates de Prahova, fondée 
vers 1700 autour d’une monastère homonyme qui rappelait le pèlerinage 
au mont Sinaï du sp`tar Mihail Cantacuzino. Après 1883, où Charles I et 
sa reine Elisabeth — en outre correspondants de Max Müller — 
inaugureront le Château Pele] en tant que résidence d’été, Sinaia 
deviendra une ville attachante. Arion Ro]u n’oubliera pas comment, en 
jouant aux environs, avait risqué d’être écrasé par une voiture d’où allait 
descendre un autre jeune homme, Michel I (n. 1921), dernier roi (1940-
1947) d’une Roumanie qui, traversée par des convulsions innombrables, 
marquera pour toujours son adolescence et ses années d’étudiant. 

Pas très loin d’autres anciens édifices cantacuzènes, sa famille 
modeste s’établira dans la capitale de la Roumanie en 1931, et ici Arion 
fera ses premières études, dont le parcours est chancelé par l’instabilité 
économique, les incertitudes suscitées par la situation politique locale et 
bientôt l’arrivée de la guerre. Témoin et victime des persécutions raciales 
et idéologiques, des dictatures qui se succèderont en Roumanie jusque 
très tard, en 1989, il sera protégé au début seulement par la solidarité 
exemplaire de sa famille, par des rares bourses des pauvres institutions 
privées et, au seuil et à travers la guerre, en plein formation intellectuelle, 
par l’amitié lumineuse avec des collègues juifs et catholiques attirés par le 
monde indien et les civilisations de l’Asie. Il évoquera toute sa vie les 
adolescentes d’autrefois, Anton Zigmund-Cerbu (1923-1964), Liza 
Zigmund-Cerbu (1924-1965), Marcel Leibovici (1924-2005), Anton, 
Marcel ]i Arion faisant par ailleurs partie de la même classe — harcelée 
plus d’une fois par le numerus clausus — et partageant la ferveur des 
mêmes, difficiles lectures. Leurs chemins divergeront néanmoins, les trois 
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— à la différence de Arion Ro]u — arrivant à émigrer en France déjà en 
1947, où ils suivront un parcours orientaliste solide surtout à l’École 
Pratique de Hautes Études et ensuite au Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique, se retrouvant finalement professeurs d’histoire des religions 
asiatiques à la Columbia University (Anton Zigmund-Cerbu), où 
d’assyriologie à l’Université de Montréal (Marcel Leibovici). Ils seront 
pourtant toujours liés par l’appartenance à une première génération 
d’orientalistes roumains à laquelle se rattache un autre grand ami et 
collègue indianiste, Sergiu Al-George (1922-1981). Ainsi comme l’avait 
écrit Arion Ro]u sur les Cerbu, dans ce même périodique, « ils se 
partagèrent, pour ainsi dire, l’Orient, d’une part l’Asie orientale, de 
l’autre l’Asie antérieure, qui englobait l’Orient chrétien auquel était 
rattachée l’Europe de l’Est ». 

Manifesté très tôt, la vocation profonde de Arion Ro]u pour 
l’étude de l’Inde n’a pas été concurrencé par rien, et rien n’a pu détourner 
le souhait de s’y consacrer, en s’appuyant sur sa formation en philologie 
classique, illustrée d’une manière convaincante alors par l’Université de 
Bucarest. Comme ses collègues, il a bénéficié dans sa première jeunesse 
de l’existence, à Bucarest, d’un indianiste et historien des religions qui 
deviendra plus tard partout connu: Mircea Eliade (1907-1986). Stimulé 
par son plaidoyer intense à la faveur des études indiennes, Arion Ro]u 
découvrira, assimilera et continuera sa thèse de doctorat sur le Yoga 
soutenue à Bucarest en 1933 et publiée en 1936 (Yoga. Essai sur les 
origines de la mystique indienne, Bucure]ti, Funda\iile Regale — Paris, 
Librairie orientaliste Paul Geuthner). Nulle part ailleurs n’est si 
profondément et personnellement exprimé le parcours de Arion Ro]u — 
entre « cet indianisme sans école » qui a été et restera jusqu’aujourd’hui 
celui roumain, et l’incomparable indianisme français et européen — 
comme il se retrouve dans un article resté inédit, qu’il dédiera au 
« Professeur Mircea Eliade à 70 ans »: 

« Les premiers travaux d’indianisme de Mircea Eliade, notamment sa 
thèse sur le Yoga, préparée en Inde sous la direction de S.N. Dasgupta, ont 
suscité à Bucarest un vif intérêt et allumé chez de jeunes philologues 
classiques tels que Zigmund-Cerbu et moi-même la flamme du sanskrit et 
de la pensée indienne. La direction féconde de son analyse des techniques 
corporelles et spirituelles du Yoga est rejointe par mes travaux 
philologiques entrepris à Paris depuis 1965 sur la médicine indienne 
traditionnelle, spécialement sur la psychosomatique de l’ yurveda. Attiré 
dans les années 1940 par l’orientalisme sous l’impulsion des recherches 
de Mircea Eliade, dont je n’ai fait la connaissance qu’un quart de siècle 
plus tard en Occident, un long détour m’a ramené en fait à son inspiration. 
Ma rencontre, attendue quatre lustres, avec les ma[tres français en 
indianisme m’a en effet reconduit en quelque sorte au point de départ, à 
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savoir l’analyse donnée par Mircea Eliade des pratiques 
psychosomatiques du Yoga. C’est elle qui a été déterminante pour ma 
démarche intellectuelle. Comme dans la légende hassidique interprétée par 
Heinrich Zimmer, où un pieux rabbin de Cracovie a dû faire un voyage à 
Prague pour découvrir finalement son propre trésor caché derrière le poêle 
de sa maison, de même j’ai dû personnellement faire un long voyage 
d’initiation pour pouvoir retrouver l’idée qui m’avait poussé, encore 
collégien à Bucarest, à me consacrer aux études sanskrites. D’autre part, 
j’ai renoué avec la tradition savante de mon devancier Constantin 
Georgian. Il y a un siècle celui-ci avait en effet été auditeur de la 
conférence de sanskrit que donnait Abel Bergaigne à l’École des Hautes 
Études, et ce génial védisant a marqué la destinée de Sylvain Lévi, le 
ma[tre de mes ma[tres, Louis Renou et Jean Filliozat ». (Manuscrit des 
années 1970 offert par l’auteur ; deuxième rédaction, pp. 4-5.) 

L’œuvre de Arion Ro]u comprend presque une centurie d’études 
monographiques, articles, bibliographies, ainsi que plus de soixante 
comptes rendus critiques, notes et notices bibliographiques. Une étude sur 
« La musicothérapie en perspective historique et transculturelle », 
commencée pendant les dernières années, devrait s’ouvrir ainsi : « Tout 
arrive pour celui qui sait attendre ». Il s’était montré content de ce prélude 
(tout en écoutant Schubert), car il savait si bien ce qu’a été pour lui 
attendre. Imprégné par la culture française et stimulé par l’existence d’un 
Lycée Bossuet ou bien d’un Institut français à Bucarest, dirigé alors par 
Alphonse Dupront, ami de la culture roumaine et futur recteur de la 
Sorbonne, il a depuis très tôt essayé d’absorber l’œuvre des ceux qu’il 
vénérait, et qui — de Louis Renou et Jean Filliozat à Colette Caillat - l’ont 
guidé à travers tout son travail. 

Ce savoir d’attendre vaillamment s’est vite vu transformé dans 
une ascèse, que le professeur Pierre-Sylvain Filliozat avait ainsi qualifiée 
d’héroïque. Et ceux qui admettront qu’on peut apprendre le sanscrit dans 
un contexte suffoquant — noyé dans l’incertitude, travaillant sur un 
chantier mesmérisé par Staline, avec une grammaire dans la poche — ne 
feront peut-être jamais la majorité. Il s’était ainsi à la fin des années 1940 
inscrit en doctorat à l’École Pratique des Hautes Études, il devait 
néanmoins ardemment patienter une vingtaine d’années avant qu’il 
s’intègre ainsi au milieu indianiste parisien. Le résumé profond de cette 
mutation est à retrouver dans la seconde dédicace de sa thèse : Amicis
rarissimis qui in partibus Occidentis consistunt ob insignia eorum erga 
me beneficia quod cum exul solum natale aufugere deberem benigniter 
me hospitem acceperunt gratissimo animo D.D.D.

Arion Ro]u a débuté en 1956, avec un article sur les différents 
« noms de la pupille en sanscrit », publié en français à Berlin. La date ne 
devra tromper : elle reflète plutôt les conditions plus que précaires qui 
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étouffaient, dans l’Europe captive des ces années-là, toute étude 
humaniste. Cependant le professeur Raghu Vira, alors directeur de 
l’International Academy of Indian Culture à New Delhi, lui écrira le 10 
juin 1958, avant qu’il vienne à Bucarest (comme le fera aussi le président 
Radhakrishnan) : « îyºou have devoted your time and energy to the study 
of India and that makes you a bridge between India and Romania ». Avec 
son ami et collègue Al-George, avec qui il maintiendra une longue, 
douloureuse correspondance jusqu’à sa fin), il s’édifie une formation 
philologique et historique solide dans des conditions d’isolement, 
incertitude et risque qu’il racontait intensément et rarement, en 
privilégiant toutefois l’évocation sereine, comme il aurait le faire, en 
compagnie de sa fille Myriam, en 2001, quand il était venu pour la 
dernière fois en Roumanie. 

La rencontre avec l’école de Louis Renou, qu’il vénérait depuis 
son adolescence et surtout celle de Jean Filliozat, son intégration dans la 
bibliothèque du Musée Guimet (1965-1967) et ensuite au Centre national 
de la recherche scientifique (1967-1990), lui ont permis de parachever sa 
vocation. Ses reconnaissance et attachement pour la France, sa langue et 
sa culture ont toujours été impeccables. Dans l’œuvre extraordinairement 
solide et diverse et dans la personnalité humaniste de Jean Filliozat Arion 
Ro]u a retrouvé, directement et indirectement à la fois, le stimulus le plus 
précieux, même si la découverte des écrits du médecin saxon de Ranjit 
Singh, Honigberger, ou les contributions de Reinhold F. G. Müller l’avait 
depuis déjà 1950 attiré vers la médicine traditionnelle de l’Asie du Sud. 
Sous la direction de son ma[tre il réunira, dans sa thèse classique soutenue 
en 1974 et publiée en 1978 — Les conceptions psychologiques dans les 
textes médicaux indiens — l’entière problématique et littérature de l’Inde 
ancienne et médiévale autour de l’unité psychosomatique, relisant et 
réécrivant sans relâche, avec une extrême densité et concision. « Je te 
connais bien, tu es un “perfectionniste” passionné », lui écrira Eliade le 
29 septembre 1977. Problèmes essentiels pour la pensée médicale 
indienne, avec des faisceaux de ramification au-delà l’ yurveda, n’ont 
pas été étudiés avec le même acumen jusqu’aujourd’hui. Beaucoup 
d’études des années 1970-2000 approfondiront la trajectoire du disciple, 
devenu ma[tre dans un canton de l’indianisme classique pour trop de 
temps trop peu fréquenté et assumé en tant que priorité humaniste. La 
cohérence et la rigueur de toutes ses études organisent à elles seules 
plusieurs volumes qui, reprises en Opera minora, pourront aisément 
amplifier la thématique et la méthode d’une recherche d’une vie, 
substantielle et novatrice, et cela était dans l’intention de Arion Ro]u 
pendant ses dernières années.

En souhaitant construire une œuvre digne de la vigueur de celle 
de Jean Filliozat, Arion Ro]u s’est ainsi orienté, méthodiquement et 
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assidûment, vers les questions fondamentales, cherchant toujours à 
illuminer des particularités de la culture médicale et religieuse indienne 
restées obscures, plusieurs d’elles jamais détectées ou comprises avant 
lui. Il a étudié quelques traités essentiels comme le MŸdhavanidŸna
(1977) ou le Rasendrac Ÿma¡i, d’où il a extrait, comme jadis P. C. Ray, 
édité, traduit et annoté un fragment difficile (1997), au sein de son plus 
laborieux et novateur effort inédit. Il a étudié la déontologie médicale en 
Inde (1981, 1985), la tradition et le renouveau modern de l’ yurvedei 
(1981, 1982, 1984, 1987, 1991) et l’évolution des traditions médicales du 
subcontinent (2002), en accordant la priorité aux études sur le rasŸyana et 
le rasa¿Ÿstra (1975, 1976, 1984, 1986, 1988, 1997, à para[tre), les 
filiations entre médicine, alchimie et Yoga (1982) ou les carrés magiques 
(1987, 1989) en yurveda. Ses études sur trivarga (1978), marman
(1981), mantra et yantra (1986) ou vajrol  mudrŸ (2002) sont dotées 
d’une fiabilité qui ne concède que très peu au temps écoulé depuis. Une 
dernière ample illustration du mariage des sciences philologiques et 
historiques avec une curiosité jamais éteinte se retrouve dans la 
monographie sur « L’eau en Inde. Philologie et réalités » qui a vu le jour 
dans le Bulletin d’Études Indiennes et à laquelle s’ajoutent d’autres 
ramifications parues dans la même revue entre 1999 et 2007. Les 
antiquisants reconna[tront dans ce sous-titre celui d’un également long 
travail que Louis Robert avait publié dans le Journal des Savants de 
1961-1962, à l’époque où l’émigré de Bucarest se préparait de le 
rencontrer. La préparation de l’édition et de la traduction du 
Rasendrac Ÿma¡i, « Le joyau de diadème pour le mercure », ont été 
annoncées en 1985 déjà (IASTAM Newsletter, no. 5). Arion Ro]u avait 
réalisé le premier survol complet de ce traité à une époque où, au-delà 
d’un intérêt croissant pour les médecines traditionnelles, il n’y avait 
aucune édition et traduction complète d’un texte alchimique ou 
iatrochimique indien. Son attachement pour les realia, d’autre part, est 
observable déjà dans les annotations pour une traduction roumaine de 
KŸlidŸsa publiée en 1964. Préservés par la famille, trois « Carnets de 
mission » conservent d’innombrables observations directes et lectures 
rares faites à travers ses voyages en Inde (1978-1982). Sachant toutes les 
qualités des recherches de Arion Ro]u, il est vivement souhaitable que 
l’apparition de ce livre — trouvé à présent aux soins des professeurs 
Pierre-Sylvain Filliozat, Dominik Wujastyk et David Gordon White — ne 
tarde, en récompensant la persévérance de l’auteur même posthumément.

Il faudra mentionner que parmi ses directions de recherche se 
trouvait également la présence de l’Inde dans la culture roumaine et en 
Europe de l’Est, de ses études sur le médecin transylvain Johann Martin 
Honigberger (1959-1960, 1962, 1963, 2004, à para[tre), Constantin 
Georgian (1966) et Mihai Eminescu (1970) jusqu’aux pages sur Al-
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George (1982), Zigmund-Cerbu (1999-2000) et Eliade, avec qui il se 
mettra en correspondance dès 1965, le rencontrant pourtant seulement à 
partir de septembre 1968 quand ils feront connaissance à Neuilly. Il faut 
également rappeler que Arion Ro]u a étudié avec acribie à la fois le rôle 
des lettrés français ou des missionnaires européens dans l’histoire des 
sciences et des techniques de l’Inde (1991; 1993, 2003), s’intéressant de 
près à des savants indianistes, précurseurs ou contemporains, comme 
Marcelin Berthelot (1983, 1986, 1990), Chandragiri Dwarakanath (1980), 
Jeannine Auboyer (1990) — c’est elle qui jouera le rôle essentiel dans son 
émigration en France, après lui avoir publié ses premiers articles — , 
Albert Le Bonheur (1993-1994), Priya Vrat Sharma (1997), et surtout à 
ses meilleurs devanciers dans l’étude de l’ yurveda dans l’espace 
français, de Gustave Liétard et Palmyr Cordier (1989) à Jean Filliozat 
(1984, 1993-1994). 

La majorité de ces contributions ont paru dans des périodiques 
français consacrés à l’Inde, comme Arts Asiatiques (1957-1967), Journal 
Asiatique (depuis 1968, où il est membre de la Société Asiatique, 
jusqu’en 2005, étant l’un des plus présents indianistes et même 
orientalistes provenant de l’Europe de Est dans toute l’histoire sans émule 
de ce périodique), Bulletin de l’École française d’Extrême-Orient (1969-
1982, 2001) et bien évidemment surtout Bulletin d’Études Indiennes :
depuis sa fondation en 1983 et jusqu’à sa mort. Il publiera dans le 
périodique fondé par Nalini Balbir et Georges-Jean Pinault, édité par 
Nalini Balbir, plus de 200 pages, comprenant 9 articles et pas moins de 55 
comptes rendus critiques et notes bibliographiques, la plupart d’eux la 
consacrant aux publications indiennes touchant à l’ yurveda. Au-delà de 
ses contributions aux périodiques d’indianisme et d’études asiatiques 
d’Allemagne, de l’Inde et de Roumanie, Arion Ro]u a représenté la 
France dans le Comité éditorial du Journal of the European yurvedic 
Society / Traditional South Asian Medicine (1990-2001), contribuant aux 
volumes 2-7 (1992-2003). L’Institut d’Études Indiennes du Collège de 
France conserve depuis plusieurs années une bibliothèque prodigieuse de 
separata en provenance de tous les Orients et consacrés à l’histoire de la 
médecine indienne au sein de l’indianisme classique. A eux sont joints, 
depuis en 2008, les livres de son cabinet de travail à Versailles, et c’est 
ainsi que ce Fonds Arion Ro]u puisse être considéré comme le plus 
significatif pour la médecine et l’alchimie indienne dans le monde 
francophone. 

Les derniers événements publics auxquels il participera ont été 
liés à son ma[tre et à son pays d’origine. Le 17 novembre 2006 il assistera 
au colloque « Sciences et médecine en Asie » consacré au centenaire de 
Jean Filliozat par l’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres — dont 
Arion Ro]u fut lauréat en 1979, et le 8 décembre 2006, à l’occasion d’une 
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réception offerte à l’Ambassade roumaine à Paris, on lui décerna l’ordre 
« Meritul cultural » en grade de Commandeur conféré par le président de 
la Roumanie à Bucarest en septembre 2006. (A Bucarest, une des salles 
de l’Institut d’histoire des religions de l’Académie Roumaine porte, 
depuis sa fondation en 2008, son nom.) Mais si peu de temps après, des 
souffrances plus vieilles, dont certaines remontaient à son adolescence, 
l’ont attrapé : les mois passés à l’hôpital seront les derniers. 

Les funérailles ont eu lieu le samedi avant les Pâques à l’Église 
Saint Symphorien de Versailles. Sa femme Claude Ro]u, celle qui l’a 
accompagné une quarantaine d’années, ne lui survivra que jusqu’en 
décembre la même année. Ils reposent l’un auprès de l’autre dans le 
cimetière normand de Sées. 

Il reste après Arion Ro]u une œuvre fondamentale pour l’histoire 
de la médecine et des religions indiennes. Elle est encore plus rare 
puisqu’il l’avait bâtie résolument dans des circonstances souvent très 
délicates, où seulement la force de sa vocation et un destin hors de 
commun pourraient l’achever. Ceux à qui il était, à la fois ou de concert, 
ami, collègue et ma[tre ne peuvent pas l’oublier, ainsi comme il n’oubliait 
ceux d’autrefois. Ses rigueur et modestie, discrétion et bonté — 
incomparables pour tous ceux qui l’ont connu de près, auxquels il 
s’adressait « cu veche prietenie » — nous engage une reconnaissance qui 
lui survivra. 

Note. Une bibliographie complète d’Arion Ro]u (avant 2004 et dressée avec son 
aide) est publiée dans cette même revue (4-5 î2003-2004º) : Du corps humain, au 
carrefour de plusieurs savoirs en Inde. Mélanges offerts à Arion Ro]u par ses 
collègues et ses amis à l’occasion de son 80e anniversaire / The Human Body, at 
the Crossroad of Multiple Indian Ways of Knowing. Papers Presented to Arion 
Ro]u by His Colleagues and Friends on the Occasion of His Eightieth Birthday,
Bucarest-Paris, De Boccard, 2004, pp. 23-39, volume qui ne pouvait para[tre sans 
le concours de l’équipe de recherche du CNRS à laquelle il avait appartenu. Il 
s’ouvre avec l’évocation de Madame Colette Caillat (1921-2007), membre de 
l’Institut (augmentée ensuite dans Comptes rendus de l’Académie des Inscriptions 
et Belles-Lettres, avril-juin 2005, pp. 539-541). Ont vu le jour depuis décembre 
2004 : « En marge des pratiques tantriques du JA 290.1.2002, p. 293-313 », 
Journal Asiatique 293.1 (2005), pp. 379-381; une notice sur David Gordon White, 
Kiss of the Yogin . “Tantric Sex” in Its South Asian Context, Chicago-Londres, 
University of Chicago Press, 2003, in Archives de sciences sociales des religions
132 (2005), p. 72; ainsi que la nécrologie de « David Pingree (1933-2005) », 
« Chronique de l’eau (suite) îIVº », les notices sur David Pingree (Catalogue of 
Jyotiða Manuscripts in the Wellcome Library: Sanskrit Astral and Mathematical 
Literature, Leiden-Boston, Brill, 2004) et Priya Vrat Sharma (Six Decades of 

yurveda î1941-2000º. A collection of selected articles and lectures, Delhi, 
Chaukhamba Sanskrit Pratisthan, 2005), tous dans Bulletin d’Études Indiennes
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22-23 (2004-2005), pp. 13-14, 585, 642-643 et 644. « Le ku¡ alin yoga et les 
charmeurs des serpents » est publié dans Nalini Balbir (éd.), Penser, dire et 
représenter l’animal dans le monde indien, Colloque international, Paris, 25-28 
mars 2002, Paris, Bibliothèque de l’École Pratique des Hautes Études, 2009, pp. 
305-308. Une deuxième partie de l’étude autour du rasŸyana (cf. Indo-Iranian
Journal 17 î1975º, pp. 1-29 et 395), ainsi que d’autres travaux, sur la craniolâtrie 
indienne, autour du médecin transylvain J. M. Honigberger ou bien d’autres, 
préparés en collaboration depuis 2000, para[tront posthumément. D’autres 
cependant, partiellement rédigés ou esquissés seulement, resteront probablement 
dans leur état embryonnaire. La plus significative contribution encore inédite reste 
certainement l’édition et la traduction française du Rasendrac Ÿma¡i.
 La nécrologie lue par Pierre-Sylvain Filliozat, membre de l’Institut, à la 
séance du 11 mai 2007 de la Société Asiatique, est publiée dans Journal Asiatique
295.2 (2007), pp. 217-219. D’autres sont parues dans Traditional South 
Asian Medicine 8 (2008), pp. 1-8 (en roumain) et 9-15 (en anglais), et Bulletin 
d’Études Indiennes 24-25 (2006-2007) î2009º, pp. 5-10. « In memory of Arion 
Ro]u, remarkable scholar of yurveda » est dédiée la contribution de J. E. M. 
Houben, « CakrapŸ¡i-DŸsa’s AbhinavacintŸma¡i : early modern or post-classical 

yurveda ? », Electronic Journal of Indian Medicine 1 (2007), pp. 63-88. Voir 
aussi G. Fussman, « Éditorial », Lettre d’information de l’Institut d’Études 
Indiennes no. 19 (octobre 2007), p. 2 et E. Ciurtin, « Buddha: cutremurele. La 
desp`r\ire, domnului Arion Ro]u », Idei [n dialog îBucarestº IV, no. 8 (35), août 
2007, pp. 19-22 (en roumain). 
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Ionu\ Daniel BÃNCILÃ
Seminär für Kirchengeschichte, Humboldt Universität, Berlin

I.

“Oh, full of scorpions is my mind ...” 
W. SHAKESPEARE, Macbeth III, ii, 36. 

Cosmological narratives are the clearest example of making 
things with words, programming worldviews and codes of behaviour. In 
the case of Manichaeism, such narrative was one about the drama of 
divine Light and its agenda was that of liberating the entrapped Light 
form its material prison1. Ecology and worldview are, thus, intertwined in 
setting the stage of this agenda. Manichaeism is all about a grim stage: all 
the creatures of earth are considered as result of a demonic initiative2. In 
this context, the notion of “mixture” and suffering of (divine) Light 
particles defines the attitude toward the outer world. However, while the 
vegetation is actively taken up in the Manichaean daily ritual in order to 
free the Light particles, the animals never met such a valorisation and the 
“Cross of Light” is never identified in the animal world3.

1 H.-C. PUECH 1979, 32: “Le mythe î...º est, en un sens, expression suprême de la 
quête du salut, expérience dilatée en vision cosmogonique, mais il est surtout 
système et articulation d’un ensemble de perspectives cosmiques et historiques où 
peut se replacer notre situation présente, constitution d’un univers et théorie d’une 
nature humaine capables non seulement d’expliquer le besoin du salut, mais de le 
justifier et d’en permettre l’accomplissement”; cf. G. STROUMSA 1984, 153.
2 P. O. SKJÆRVØ 1997, 334-335: “everything in the world, including man, is 
therefore ultimately created from the substance of the powers of darkness”. 
3 A. BIEDENKOPF-ZIEHNER 2002, 156 n. 386. Some polemical texts, such as those 
making the ants vessels of the Manichaean “Living Soul”, have an overtly 
mocking intention. See R. KÖBERT 1969. 
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The Iranian classification system of the living creatures, used 
dualistically in orthodox Zoroastrianism, was inherited by the 
Manichaeans and refashioned to express the whole faunal world in terms 
of machinations of the Darkness4. In its Manichaean rendering, the 
classificatory list counts the human beings together with random animals, 
on the basis of their biological constitution5.

A technical example for a Manichaean classifying list of the 
living “creatures”6 offers the Parthian HuyadagmŸn Hymn (H. IV, 7b): 

mrdwhmg’n tnb’r / mwrg’n ’ndrw’zyq / zrhyg m’sy’g’n / cwhrb’d’n u 
wysp dywg (HuyadagmŸn IV, 7b) 
The bodies of men, and of birds of the air, of fish of the sea, and four-
footed creatures and all insects (BOYCE 1954, 81, 82) 

We have thus the following sequence: two-legged creatures, 
four-legged creatures, flying animals (birds), aquatic animals (fishes) and 
creeping animals (reptiles, insects)7. The order is not always observed, 
sometimes the features being duplicated in order to fit the fivefold 
sequence8.

4 H.-P. SCHMIDT 1980, 232: “Manichaeism differs form Zoroastrianism by 
considering all the animals as demonic creatures. ... Thus the da¢vic animals 
could be listed with the others”. 
5 Ph. GIGNOUX 1993, 73: “dans le manichéisme ... l’homme est classé non en 
dehors de la liste, mais au premier rang, comme pour signifier peut-être sa place 
dans le monde animal et lui denier sa prééminence et sa domination sur les êtres 
vivants qu’on lui conna[t dans la tradition judéo-chrétienne”. Also I. COLDITZ

2005a, 23, in a discussion on the Middle Persian designation nar dŸm, for the 
Manichaean First Man: “Dabei ist der Terminus nar dŸm doppeldeutig und kann 
sowohl ‘Geschöpf’ als auch ‘Tier’ bedeuten ... îBºei Mani îistº der Mensch als 
Schöpfung der Dämonen, äußerlich nach dem Vorbild des Drittes Gesandten 
gestaltet, aber geschaffen um das Licht eng an die Materie zu binden und die 
Lichtseele ihre Herkunft vergessen zu machen. Dieser sogenannte Alte Mensch 
‘schlägt’ und quält deshalb das gefangene Licht, und vor Empfang der Gnosis ist 
er nicht besser als ein Tier”. 
6 H.-C. PUECH 1979, 142: “à vrai dire, peut-on même parler de ‘création’ dans le 
manichéisme?”.
7 Cf. H.-P. SCHMIDT 1980, 232; Acta Archelai X, cf. M. VERMES 2001, 55; “the 
terms <<two-legged>> and <<four legged>> as well as their opposition go back 
to Common Indo-european times and are reflected in many historical Indo-
European dialects”, Th. GAMKRELIDZE and V. IVANOV 1995, 395; for Greek 
classifications: A. ZUCKER 2005; for Hebrew texts: R. WITHEKETTLE 2003. 
8 In the account of Abd Al-JabbŸr on Manichaeism, for example: “(the queen of 
Darkness went into the abyss) and thereupon there came into existence the five 
(sorts of) trees and (of) animals: the flying ones, the creeping (reptilian) ones, the 
swimming ones, those with legs, and the insects”, F. DE BLOIS 2006, 44. On the 
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What troubled for some time the minds of various scholars is the 
last entry of the list above, the term dywg. In other Parthian Hymns dywg
ranks, together with various dangerous creatures, as poisonous animals9.
As early as the ’30s W. B. Henning translated the term as “worms, 
vermin” and considered it a Middle Persian name of a xrafstar (i.e.
noxious animal)10. The semantic sphere of the term seems, however, not 
restricted to mere “insects”, but may include various reptiles and/or 
mites11. The form of the word, might hint towards a diminutival —ak
construction, suggesting its rendering as “little demon”12. Under the form 

 (dewak, dewuk) the word is inherited in New Persian, denoting a 
wide spectrum of insects “a weevil, a moth, the white ant, the leech”13.
Thus, while “certainly not demons”14, the dywg were surely to be 
understood as “demonic”15.

need of “pentadization” in Manichaean writings, see T. PETTIPIECE 2007. The 
expression “fivefold creatures” is used generally for animals in some Old Turkic 
(P. ZIEME 1975, 34) and Coptic texts (Kephalaia 6). In the Sermon of Light-Nous, 
the “fivefold (animal) creatures” belong to the cosmic (demonic) tree: “das Laub 
sind die fünf fleischlichen Ausgeburten (wrgr pnj pdyn zhg)”, cf. W. 
SUNDERMANN 1992, 67 and 121 n. 95a4, for comments. One should remember 
similar occurences in Zoroastrian ritual texts, concerning the cow, as a general 
denominatior of animals: “ î...º das Vieh (aller) fünf Arten (und wie) die übrigen 
guten Geschöpfe, (die) Ahura Mazda eigen (sind), wie (sie auch immer) zwischen 
Himmel und Erde (heißen mögen)” (J. HAMPEL 1974, 159). 
9 “Alle Yaksas, wilden Tiere und alles Ungeziefer fürchteten sich vor ihm, weit 
hinaus fliehen sie (hrwyn yxš’n / dd’n ’wt dywg’n tyrsynd / ’ac hw dwr byh 
’bnmynd)” (C. RECK 2004, 117, v. 1228-1230); “die leuchtende Lampe entzünden 
wir, und wir löschen sie nicht, damit sie uns nicht Schaden zufügen, diese 
Ungeziefer mit dem scharfen Gift (hwyn tyr  jhr dywg)” (C. RECK 2004, 125, v. 
549-552)
10 W. B. HENNING 1937, 82, 90. 
11 H.-P. SCHMIDT 1980, 232 n. 53: “from the parallel texts it clearly appears that 
dywg does not mean ‘insects’, nor ‘vermin, worms’, but all creeping creatures, 
possibly also including flying insects”; C. RECK 2004, 179 n. 1193: “dywg
bezzeichnet solche kriechenden Ungeziefer wie Würmer, die also den 
Vorstellungen vom Drachen verwandt sind”; B. LINCOLN 1991, 112: “vipers and 
serpents — the mythic magnifications of necrophagous worms”. In the Pahlavi 
Rivayats of DŸdestŸn  D¢n g, the term (d¢wak) was translated simply as “leech”, 
cf. A. V. WILLIAMS 1990, 296. 
12 C. SALEMANN 1900, 279; E. BENVENISTE 1930. 
13 F. STEINGASS, 1892, 556. 
14 W. B. HENNING 1937, 82. 
15 H.-P. SCHMIDT 1980, 232 and n. 58. Further discussion in S. SHAKED 1994, 96 
and Z. ZARSHENAS 2004. For a complete discussion on da¢vas, see J. KELLENS

1994, 11-34.
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Manichaeans were, one might suppose, not much more at ease 
than the modern scholars in what the status of the creeping, stinging or 
just annoying creatures as insects and arthropods, was concerned. Long 
before the classifying thought of modern biological science or 
entomology acquired shape, the Manichaean must have taken his or her 
attitude towards the noxious animals very seriously, urging them to take 
sides in great battle between the Light and the Darkness.  

In the following, we shall document only a part of the curious 
place that insects and other noxious creatures occupied in Manichaeism, 
namely the way in which an ancient popular theory of the living was 
responsible for a dualistic worldview. 

II

“And thou, dull beetle get back to hell 
to sting the ghosts of Babylonian kings” 

(SHELLEY, Oedipus Tyrannus
or Swelfoot the Tyrant, 270-271) 

 Beyond the paradigm of syncretism, the Manichaean thinking 
was itself not a closed system of thought. During its genuine inculturation 
in different geographical and cultural milieus, be it in Persia, Egypt, the 
Uyghur Kingdom, North Africa or in China, the Manichaeans learned the 
indigenous cultural idioms, which were to be adapted for expressing their 
own message. This is also the case with the tradition concerning the 
unreproductive generation of insects, worms, maggots, and similar small 
animals and arthropods, the so called “spontaneous generation”. Rooted 
in the popular practical wisdom, this theory was transmitted by various 
literates of the Antiquity in their works16. It was not confined, however, to 
the Hellenistic learned society, but was also popular in Iranian religious 
tradition.

The Manichaean Parthian fragments M 1005 and M 1008, 
previously published and translated by W. Sundermann17 and recently 

16 Aristotle, Historia animalium 539a15-25; De generatione animalium 715a20, 
b25; 713b10; 732b19; 743a35; 757a30, b20; 758a5; 761a15; 762a5-763a30; De
anima II 4, 415a26. See also E. MCCARTNEY 1920; D. M. BALME 1962; W. 
CAPELLE 1962; A. PREUS 1970; J. LENNOX 1982; A. GOTTHELF 1989; J. ALTHOFF

1992, 179-181; for Lucretius see W. READ 1940; P. BRIEN 1968 and P. H. 
SCHRIJVERS 1999, 53-54; for Pliny the Elder, see F. CAPPONI 1994, 183-206. See 
also A. SAUVAGE 1970. 
17 W. SUNDERMANN 1973, 28. 
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analyzed and corrected by P. O. Skjærvø, compares the insects coming 
out of the human dead body to wild beasts:

w sp(y)š ’wd ryšk ’wd k(y)k hngn ’wd hyjg y ’b’ryg yš’n m’n’(g) hynd 
ky byrwn ’b(r) ns’ hwmbwsynd yn hrw pd nyš’n g dd’n hynd ky pd hwšk
pd qwp’n pd dšt ’wd pd r(zwr’n) phryzynd 

P. O. SKJÆRVØ 1994, 271, 284-285. 
“... and lice and nits and fleas, ticks and other crawling things that 
resemble them, which come into existence (or: fester) on the outside of the 
corpse, who are all like wild animals who live in the desert, in mountains, 
on the steppe, and in forests.” 

P. O. SKJÆRVØ 1994, 285. 

 According to the context, here the microcosmos-macrocosmos 
parallelism in reworked in an anthropogonical narrative18. Discussing the 
verbs used in the text, P.O Skjærvø discerned a contrastive parallel of 
hamb s- “to be spawned” with hambaw- “to be conceived” and 
interpreted it as proof of the Manichaean reiteration of the Old Avestan 
da¢vic vocabulary in descriptions of the Kingdom of Darkness and its 
actions19. In Pahlavi texts (GBd XXII), the verb hamb s- expresses the 
idea of non-reproductive generation of the noxious creatures (xrafstar),
out of the four elements20. The list of the waterly, earthy and winged21

xrafstar in GBd. XXII is paralleled by the chapter 21.a of the Pahlavi 
RivŸyats of DŸdestŸn  D¢n g22. The RivŸyats are particularly concerned 
with ritual matters and ethical retribution in case of killing such animals23.
The accurate identification of each creature listed as well as the 

18 For a good synthesis on this topic in the Coptic sources, see P. NAGEL 1979. 
Editing for the first time the texts, Werner SUNDERMANN understood them as a 
description of the “inner” organs/faculties of the (primordial?) man compared 
with wild animals: “im vorliegender Text sind die ‘äußeren’ Glieder vielleicht mit 
wilden Tiere vergliechen worden, genauer: die ständige Aufnahme von 
Impressionen durch die Sinnesorgane mit der Raublust wilder Tiere”, cf. W. 
SUNDERMANN 1973, 26. 
19 P. O. SKJÆRVØ 1994, 278-285. For the “ahuric” and “da¢vic” vocabulary of 
Avesta, see H. GÜNTERT 1914 and J. GRAY 1927, cf. also I. COLDITZ 2005b, R. C. 
ZAEHNER 1972, 305-306, B. LINCOLN 2007, 127 note. 
20 GBd. XXII (TD 1: fol 58 v = p. 117 ff.; TD 2: p. 142ff.), edition and translation: 
BAILEY 1933, 704ff., T. ANKLESARIA 1956, 182ff. 
21 GBd. XXII, 9-27 (from XXII, 10, with a variant also in DH, a manuscript close 
with TD 2, cf. W. BELARDI 1977, 194-196). 
22 A. V. WILLIAMS 1990, I, 112-115; II, 310-312 — text; A. V. WILLIAMS 1990, II, 
45-46 — translation. 
23 For a synoptic view of the entries, see A. V. WILLIAMS 1990, II, 170. 



IONU| DANIEL BÃNCILÃ26

(parasitical) nature of the xrafstras24 and their mythological staging (in the 
context of the Tištrya/Sirius myth)25 would require itself a longer and 
independent study, and will not concern us here.

In Vid¢vdŸd 17.2-3 the ritual purity of material elements26 and 
the pollution resulted from cut fingernails and hair27 are central topics.
Here the “coming into being” of noxious creatures in the waste-disposal 
earth-holes28, refers to a state opposed to (good) creation29, thus indicating 
a da¢vic activity, a sort of “counter-(self)-creation” out of filthy matter30.
Such (mis)creatures of Ahriman are to be killed at any occasion, in 
exchange of moral merits31, or in annual festivals, observed up to the 
modern times32. Outside theological systematization, the “spontaneous 
generation” was a widespread popular belief among Iranian or Iranian-

24 See DkM. 98-100, and S. SHAKED 1967 for the m¢n g — g¢t g problem. A. 
PANAINO 2004, 136: “l’existence d’Ahreman et de ses forces a dans le g¢t g une 
fonction parasitaire sans qu’il n’y ait aucune création ahrimanienne véritable”. 
25 Cf. GBd. VIb, 4-6 (T. ANKLESARIA 1956, 72-75), on which see B. FORSSMAN

1968; PANAINO 1995, 95-103 and for possible Caucasian connections, M. VAN

ESBROECK 1992.
26 The early Bruce LINCOLN saw in the text an echo of the old Indo-Iranic 
cosmogonic plot about the slaying of a primordial being: “when one buries his 
hair in the ground according to the sacred rules, he repeats the act of creation; he 
is projected back to the time of the beginnings and becomes like the first victim, 
whose body supplied all the raw material for creation”, cf. B. LINCOLN 1977, 360. 
27 P. O. SKJÆRVØ 1994, 275: “the common theological rationale for the ritual 
disposal of hair and nail trimmings is that as soon as hair and nails are trimmed 
they become dead matter and thus belong to the unholy creation of Ahriman”. 
28 The image appears also in an Old Avestan passage, as a metaphor coined in an 
eschatological context, cf. M. SCHWARTZ 1985.
29 Cf. again B. LINCOLN 1977, 360: “if proper disposal serves to create the cosmos, 
then improper disposal can de-create it or, to put it negatively, can serve to create 
chaos out of cosmos”. 
30 H. BAILEY 1931, 599: “cocoons of small snakes” issued from excrements; M. 
JAAFARI-DEHAGHI 1998, 69: putrid meat as cause of the xrafstra, dead bodies 
containing great “filth and contagion” (M. JAAFARI-DEHAGHI 1998, 191). See also 
J. MODI 1909. 
31 As systematized in the Pahlavi RivŸyats of DŸdestŸn  D¢n g, capter 21, 
referred to above. In Manichaean ethos one was not allowed to kill (even noxious) 
animals, as was agriculture forbidden for fear of hurting the “Living Soul” of the 
Earth. Thus, the test of ants-killing imposed by Persian rulers on converted 
Manicheans is completely justifiable in an Zoroastrian milieu, cf.  R. KÖBERT

1969 and S. LIEU 1992, 111-112. 
32 M. BOYCE 1989, 202; J. PALSETIA 2001, 16-17; C. ABIVARDI 2001, II, 454; on 
the old Greek accounts on Iranians killing noxious animals (Herodot I, 140; 
Plutarch De Is. et Osir. 46), see A. DE JONG 1997, 341-341. 
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influenced people and religious communities33. As Ahriman’s creation, 
such animals also populate the Iranian hells34.

Matters concerned with waste disposal came to be discussed 
early in ancient India, especially in Jain monastic contexts35 according to 
the believed generative power of filthy matter. Already in the Laws of 
Manu an allegedly interpolated passage on cosmology36 ascribes the 
origin of various insects to the “filthy atmosphere” (as recently glossed)37:
“those born from warm moisture are creatures that sting and bite; lice, 
flies and bugs; those borne from heat; as well as other similar creatures”38.
 Back to our Manichaean context, the same set of ideas is 
expressed in an Old Turkic fragment: 

t(a)qı in ä k(a)ltı tonnu  biti, kim kišinä  t(ä)risintä ünüp, y(a)na kišinä
kanın k(ä)ntü sorar, kiši anı körsär, y(a)na yarsıyur

T II D 173 a, 13-17, cf. Z. ÖZERTURAL 2008, 81-82. 
Furthermore, also the louse of clothing which arises from a person’s skin, 
and then itself sucks the person’s blood. The person sees it, and then he is 
disgusted39.

 This passage seems to be part of a homiletic text which 
illustrates the doctrine of reincarnation with a list of parable-like images. 
The first three of them (the fire which, although born out of a tree40, ends 
up in burning it; the lamb reborn as lion or wolf, which in turn will kill 
the shepherd; the hammer made out of iron, which in turn is used to 
destroy the iron) are found in the same order in another Old Turkic 
fragment, which, unfortunately breaks immediately after that41. That lice 
(tonnu  biti42) is born out of the human skin, whose blood will afterwards 
serve him as mere food is said already by Aristotle, who echoes popular 

33 For Yezidi examples, see G. ASATRIAN and V. ARAKELOVA 2004, 244 and S. 
GÜNDÜZ 2004, 123. 
34 ArdŸ V rŸz NŸmak 34, cf. where the torture by the xrafstras punishes faults 
related to the pollution of fire, through cut hair, cf. Ph. GIGNOUX 1984, 84 and 85: 
text; 181-182: translation. See also Ph. GIGNOUX 1968, 240.
35 Cf. A. METTE 2002.
36 P. OLIVELLE 2005, 53. 
37 S. PADHY, S. DASH and R. MOHAPATRA 2006, 5. 
38 P. OLIVELLE 2005, 89; text - 390. 
39 My translation. For other proposals of translation, see M. ERDAL 2005, 375, 
444; I. HAUENSCHILD 2003, 62-63; Z. ÖZERTURAL 2008, 84.
40 On the parallel, but not congruent ablative constructions of the passage, see M. 
ERDAL 2004, 375. 
41 Z. ÖZERTURAL 2008, 89-91.  
42 “îBºody (lit. clothes) louse”, cf. G. CLAUSON 1972, 296. 
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traditions of his time43. Infestation with lice (phthiriasis) was believed in 
Antiquity to be a deadly and very painful illness, moralizing accounts in 
antique historiography giving some examples of tyrants suffering and 
dying because of it44. Arab books on zoology also make mention of how 
the louse is generated from the filth of the human body45.

Particularly noticeable is the use of the verb yarsı- (“to be 
disgusted and revolted by something and loathe it”, cf. Erdal 1991, 534) 
in describing the attitude towards the very existence of this kind of insect. 
Interestingly enough, the same verb comes forth in the Old Turkic parable 
on the drunken and necrophile husband, as he realized in the morning that 
what he had mistaken for his wife was actually a dead body46.
Contemplating the ignoble life of a louse, would equate for a Manichaean 
the experience of the Gnostic coming to one’s senses.

This Old Turkic fragments echoes the attitude Mani himself 
must have had regarding the nature of the human body. Concerning 
Mani’s polemic against the repeated cleansing ceremonials of the baptist 
Judeo-Christians of his youth, the Greek “Mani Cologne Codex” refers to 
the body’s filthy nature, due to its disgusting digestive processes47. That 

43 Hist. An. 5.31.556b-557a: “Lice are produced out of flesh. When lice are going 
to be produced, small eruptions form, but without any purulent matter in them; 
and if these are pricked, lice emerge. Some people get this disease when there is a 
great deal of moisture in the body” (transl. by A. L. PECK, Loeb Classical Library, 
1970, vol. II, p. 209).
44 Cf. Th. AFRICA 1982; H. KEIL 1951. See also A. COCKBURN 1971; A. 
KEAVENEY and J. MADDEN 1982; M. WAEGEMAN 1984.
45 al-Qazv n : “die Laus (qaml) entsteht aus Schweiß und Schmutz auf dem 
menschlichen Körper. Wenn diesen ein Kleid oder Haare bedecken, denn der 
Schweiß verwest, wenn ihn das Kleid und die Haare warm halten”, cf. E. 
WIEDEMANN 1916-1917, 266; also E. WIEDEMANN 1916. This conception is to be 
fond also in Talmudic literature, cf. I. LEWYSOHN 1858, 326. For further Arabic 
texts, see H. EISENSTEIN 1991, 120, R. KRUK 1990 and D. DE SMET 2007.
46 T II D 176.12-13: nä ä yügürür ärti an a kusar yarsıyur ärti, cf. Z. ÖZERTURAL

2008, 113. See also ZIEME 2008. 
47 CMC 81, 10-13: “Die Taufe, mit der ihr eure Speisen tauft, hat keinen Wert. 
Denn dieser Körper ist unrein und das Gebilde einer unreinen Schöpfung. Hier ist 
der Beweis: wenn jemand seine Nahrung reinigt und sie zu sich nimmt, nachdem 
sie bereits rituell gewaschen ist, so ist evident, daß trotzdem daraus Blut, Galle, 
Fürze, schädlicher Kot und die Unreinheit des Körpers entstehen“ (A. HEINRICHS

and L. KOENEN 1978, 101); CMC 83, 3-19: “Warum tauft ihr auch erneut jeden 
Tag, nachdem ihr einmal getauft und gereinigt seid? Gerade darin wird deutlich, 
daß ihr euch jeden Tag vor euch ekelt und euch wegen des Ekels tauft, ohne euch 
reinigen zu können. Gerade darin zeigt sich aufs deutlichste, daß die 
Ekelhaftigkeit vom Körper kommt. Seht, auch ihr seid mit ihm bekleidet”, cf. A. 
HEINRICHS and L. KOENEN1978, 103. 
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filthy and impure matter can generate from itself insects and worms must 
have been a widespread belief among the popularizing medical digests 
from which Mani supposedly extracted much material for his spiritual 
message48. Furthermore, the Manichaean repulsion towards the “beastly 
body”49 might be the central point also in a Sogdian fragment on 
embryology, recently discussed by Christiane Reck and belonging to a 
reach Oriental tradition of medical and parabolic literature50.

The generation of evil powers out of an Aeon’s mistake in 
various schools of Gnostic thinking, call to one mind the same idea of 
spontaneous generation, as has already been pointed out by various 
scholars51.

III

The medical and philosophic theory of spontaneous generation 
was employed in various traditions of thought, in various contexts and 
with various ends. For example, one could find it in the theological 
disputes on the origins of Christ’s body52, validating the power of Nature 
in paracelsian alchemy53 or explaining the origins of life in ancient and 

48 J. BEDUHN 2001, 34-35. 
49 J. SCHOFER 2005, 197:”îTºhe beastly body — the human body as an entity that 
consumes, excretes, has intercourse and reproduces, and dies and decays”. 
50 So 18700, 6-11, on the foetal condition of the still unborn child: “and he makes 
to this ... and dirty place ... out of which he wants to be born. And in that place, so 
much ... difficulties and miseries he has been seen as if somebody ... him ...” cf. C. 
RECK 2005, 341. 
51 Z. PLEŠE 2006, 146: “Sophia’s attempt at parthenogenesis represents a radical 
deviation from the normal patterns of coming-to-be provided by higher animals, 
most notably humans. The absence of pre-existing male relegates Sophia’s action 
to the reproductive activity characteristic of the lowliest among beings — 
spontaneous generation”. See also the commentaries on the generation of the five 
evil Kings given by A. BIEDENKOPF-ZIEHNER 2002, 12, in her analysis of the sixth 
Chapter of the Kephalaia: “diese Könige sind keine Emanationen, also 
stufenweise auseinander hervorgehende Verwirklichungen der Hyle, sondern ihre 
Selbstverkörperungen, Personofizierungen, die zwar Teile der Gesamtpersonifi-
zierung sind, jedoch in einem spontanen Manifestationsvorgang entstehen”. 
52 P. ROREM 2003. See also SALS 2009.
53 W. PAGEL 1982, 116: “’Spontaneous’ generation which produces small animals 
from herbs works by putrefaction. All these animals ... are poisonous — snakes, 
toads, scorpions, basilisks, spiders, wild bees, ants, midges, beetles. ... Monsters 
produced by spontaneous generation are short-lived and hated by normal beings. 
They are refused bliss since they do not bear God’s likeness. They were created 
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modern atomistic materialism54 and biological evolutionism55. Although 
faded through modern science56, “spontaneous generation” connected at 
times with various kinds of insect scare57 in the context of developing 
hygienic medicine and popularized entomological research, continued to 
lurk epidermically on the surface of Western thought at the level of 
mentalities, fears, and even war propaganda58.

The cultural biography of this idea59, of which the Manichaean 
case here analysed is but a small episode, still remains to be written.  

by the devil in order that they may serve him. The devil has ‘marked’ then 
(gekenzeichnet)”. For the alchemical tradition, see W. NEWMAN 2006, 146-149. 
54 M. GOODRUM 2002; M. GREGORY 2007, 79-99. 
55 J. STRICK 1999. 
56 For histories, see E. MENDELSOHN 1976; J. FARLEY 1972, 1977; J. K. CRELLIN

1966.
57 J. CLARK 2001, 90: “the category of insect pest had no independent existence in 
nature; it was a socio-cultural category. An insect was only a pest as defined by 
humans in specific cultural contexts”. 
58 From a very rich literature, see J. BUHS 2002, S. JENSEN 2003. For the 
“entomological” vocabulary of the early modern texts on Jews, see recently N. 
HORTZITZ 2005, passim. On war propaganda and inducing disgust, repulse, and 
offensive engagement (cf. B. LINCOLN 1991, 143, 145) through entomological 
imagery, see E. RUSSELL 1996.
59 Especially interesting for the “cultural entomology”, cf. C. HOGUE 1980, 1987.
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REMARQUES SUR LA STRUCTURE DES CIEUX 
DANS LE MI‘RÂJ NÂMEH DE LA B.N.F. 

(Ms. sup. Turc 190) 

Anna CAIOZZO
Université Paris 7 - Denis Diderot 

Le Manuscrit supplément turc 190 est une version illustrée du 
voyage céleste du Prophète Muhammad, à la fois isrâ’ (voyage nocturne)1

et mi‘râj (ascension céleste). Il est écrit en alphabet ouighour et en 
tchagataï, langue turque pratiquée dans la tribu à laquelle la famille 
timouride, qui régna sur le monde oriental de la fin du XIVe à la fin du 
XVe siècle, appartenait2. Le manuscrit comporte deux parties : la première 
est consacrée à la visite des cieux et des enfers par Muhammad illustrée 
par 60 miniatures ; la seconde est une traduction du Mémorial des saints
de Far[d al-d[n ‘Attâr (m. 1220). Le colophon indique que l’ouvrage fut 
réalisé à Hérat en 1436 par Harou Malek Bakhsh[, mais sans préciser le 
destinataire3.

Le voyage nocturne et l’ascension ne sont mentionnés dans le 
Coran que de façon très rapide (Coran 17.1, 53.1-18), et c’est surtout la 
littérature exégétique (Tafs[r de Tabar[) ou les biographes du prophète 

* Les planches indiquant les miniatures seront celles de M.-R. SÉGUY, Mirâj 
Nâmeh, Le voyage miraculeux du prophète, Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale, Ms. 
Sup. Turc 190, Paris, Draeger éd., 1977, qui a publié le manuscrit.
1 C. GILLIOT, « Coran 17, Isrâ’, dans la recherche occidentale. De la critique des 
traditions au Coran comme texte », dans Le voyage initiatique en terre d’islam, 
ascensions célestes et itinéraires spirituels, éd. M. A. AMIR-MOEZZI, Louvain, 
Peeters, 1996, p. 1-26. J. E. BENCHEIKH, Le voyage nocturne de Mahomet, Paris,
Imprimerie Nationale, 1988. 
2 Mirâj Nâmeh, d’après le manuscrit ouighour de la Bibliothèque Nationale, trad.
A. PAVET DE COURTEILLE, Paris, E. Leroux, 1882. 
3 F. RICHARD, Splendeurs persanes, Manuscrits du XIIe au XVIIe siècle, Paris, 
B.n.F., 1997, p. 77, no. 41. 
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(Ibn ‘Abbâs4, Kisâ’i5, Tha‘âlib[6) qui ont relaté, souvent de façon 
apocryphe, les différents épisodes de ce voyage. Il existe une version 
latine du Livre de l’échelle réalisée au XIIIe siècle en Espagne à partir 
d’un original arabe qui serait perdu. Par bien des aspects, le texte turc, 
quoique court, demeure proche de la version occidentale, en particulier 
l’ordre des prophètes qui est caractéristique d’une version commune. 
Pourtant, le texte latin est bien plus complet : il décrit de nombreux 
épisodes, dont la visite des sept terres7.

Cet événement de la vie du prophète qui appartient au registre du 
merveilleux demeure fondateur pour l’Islam, puisque Muhammad 
rencontra Dieu et rapporta les grands éléments du dogme musulman dont 
les cinq prières. Le manuscrit en lui-même est un pur produit des ateliers 
timourides. Les miniatures reflètent le style de l’école dite de Hérat : 
costumes, décors, couleur, aspect des personnages. 

Le manuscrit, comme de nombreux ouvrages timourides, 
comporte des influences stylistiques venues d’horizons divers (turco-
mongoles, chinoises) où dominent cependant celles des sanctuaires 
manichéens et bouddhistes du Turkestan chinois entre le VIIIe et le Xe

siècles (ouvrages d’art, fresques, tablettes votives, tissus). L’art de ces 
régions, où avaient vécu et régné les Turcs ouighours8 et avec lesquels ils 
conservaient des contacts (route de la soie, ambassades vers la Chine), se 
retrouve de façon manifeste dans ce manuscrit9.

En outre, le texte lui-même reflète à la fois la marque des 
croyances musulmanes relatives au voyage, à la conception du paradis et 
de l’enfer mais aussi celui des conceptions préislamiques de ces lieux, en 
particulier celles issues de la littérature apocalyptique juive ou 

4 Ibn ‘Abbâss, Le voyage et l’ascension nocturne du Prophète Muhammad, éd. Ali 
DRUART, Paris, 2002. 
5 Al-Kisâ’i, Tales of the Prophets, Qisas al-anbiyâ’, éd. W. M. THACKSTON JR.,
Chicago, 1997. 
6 Tha‘âlib[ : W. M. BRINNER, ‘Arâ’is al-majâlis f[ qisas al-anbiyâ’ or « Lives of 
the Prophets », Leyde, Brill, 2002.
7 Le Livre de l’échelle de Muhammad, éd. G. BESSON, M. BROSSARD, Dandré, 
Paris, 1991. J.-P. GUILLAUME, « Moi, Mahomet, Prophète et Messager de Dieu : 
Traduction et adaptation dans le Liber scale Machometi », dans Le voyage 
initiatique, op. cit., pp. 83-98.
8 E. ESIN, Antecedent and Development of Buddhist and Manichean Turkish Art in 
Eastern Turkestan and Kansi, Istanbul, 1967. 
9 The Turks, A Journey of Thousand Years, 600-1600, éd. D. J. ROXBURGH,
Londres, 2005, pp. 32-37. A. VON LE COQ, Chotscho, Facsimile-Wiedergaben der 
wichtigeren Funde ersten königlich preussischene Expedition nach Turfân in Ost-
Turkistan, Berlin, D. Reimer, E. Vohsen, 1913, réimp. Graz, 1979. 
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chrétienne10, à savoir les Écrits intertestamentaires11, les Évangiles 
apocryphes12, ou bien la littérature visionnaire iranienne (Ardâ V[râz)13.

Tous ces éléments se conjuguent ici pour offrir une vision 
iconographique unique de l’ascension, des cieux et des créatures qui les 
peuplent.

1. Le voyage ascensionnel.

Le voyage ascensionnel se décompose en trois parties : le voyage 
nocturne, l’ascension des sept cieux et la visite de l’enfer. 

1.1. L’Isra ou l’envol vers Jérusalem. 

L’isra fait partie de la tradition musulmane évoquée par la 
sourate 17.1 et se retrouve entre autres dans la S[ra d’ibn Hishâm sans 
beaucoup de détails14 : elle débute par l’apparition de l’ange Gabriel à La 
Mecque, venu réveiller le Prophète (Séguy, pl. 2, fo3vo). Le cadre de la 
chambre est de facture timouride tel qu’on le rencontre dans d’autres 
miniatures15. Toutefois la tête du prophète est encadrée par cette aura 
particulière que l’on associe dans l’Iran préislamique aux personnages 
sacrés pour indiquer la lumière émanant des êtres exceptionnels et que 
l’on utilise pour signaler les martyrs et les saints16.

Puis, monté sur Bourâq, il s’envole vers Jérusalem encadré par 
une armée d’anges dont Jibrâ’[l, le guide, et M[kâ’[l tenant l’étendard de 
l’Islam (Séguy pl. 3, fo5). Ces compagnons privilégiés durant ce voyage, 
se relayant dans la traversée des cieux, sont deux des quatre archanges de 

10 R. BAUCKHAM, The Fate of Dead : Studies on the Jewish and Christian 
Apocalypses, Leyde, Brill, 1998. 
11 La Bible, Écrits intertestamentaires, éd. A. DUPONT-SOMMER et al., Paris, 
Gallimard, 1987. 
12 C. CAROZZI, Eschatologie et au-delà, Recherches sur l’Apocalypse de Paul,
Aix-en-Provence, 1994. 
13 Le Livre de l’Ardâ V[râz, éd. Ph. GIGNOUX, Paris, CNRS, 1984. 
14 Ibn Ishâq, The Life of Muhammad : A Translation of Ishâq’s « S[rat rasûl 
Allâh », éd. A. Guillaume, Karachi-Oxford, 1990, pp. 184-187. 
15 T. LENTZ, G. LOWRY, Timur and the Princely Vision, Persian Art and Culture 
in the Fifteenth Century, Los Angeles, Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, 
1989, p. 108, illus. 32, Nizâm[, Khamsa, Herat, 1445, fo62ro.
16 Ibid., p. 101, no 28, Majma’ al-tawâr[kh, Hâfiz-i Abrû, Herat, 1425. Sur la 
lumière de gloire, Khvarnah et son corollaire, « le farr », voir la bibliographie 
donnée par A. S. SOUDAVAR dans The Aura of the Kings, Legitimacy and Divine 
Sanction in Iranian Kingship, Costa Mesa, Mazda Pub., 2003. 
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la tradition musulmane avec Isrâf[l, l’ange du jugement dernier sonnant 
de la trompette et Izrâ’[l, l’ange de la mort. 

Muhammad a pour monture Bourâq17 une créature hybride, un 
mulet à tête de femme, monture des prophètes avant lui. Les hybrides, 
assimilés aux races monstrueuses et hérités de la littérature antique 
(Hérodote, Pline, Ctésias puis le Pseudo-Callisthène18), ont généralement 
une tête animale et un corps humain (en dehors de certains poissons, des 
harpies, de l’anqâ selon certaines traditions). Ici, la tête est humaine et 
semblable à celle des anges, ce qui fait de Bourâq une créature supérieure 
au règne animal et jouant le rôle de médiateur entre le monde céleste et le 
monde terrestre19. Signalons que l’on possède une représentation des 
sirènes sous forme d’hybrides semblables, par l’aspect, à Bourâq20.

Les anges qui encadrent la scène sont porteurs de présents. Tous 
ont la tête des jeunes femmes ou des jeunes gens dans les miniatures 
timourides et des coiffures analogues à celles des femmes et des autres 
anges21. La scène n’est pas sans rappeler les scènes d’offrandes au 
bouddha et les anges ont d’ailleurs des corps en flammèches d’origine 
bouddhiste, comme on le voit sur les fresques des peintures de Toung 
Houang (VIe siècle)22.

Muhammad arrive ainsi à Jérusalem, omphalos du monde dans 
les religions monothéistes ainsi que dans l’Islam23, et là, il entre dans ce 
qui deviendra la mosquée al-Aqsâ, où il rencontre Abraham, Moïse, Jésus 
vêtus de marron comme des moines, et trois autres prophètes vêtus 
comme des Arabes enturbannés, ce qui permet d’établir une continuité 
visuelle entre l’Islam et les deux précédentes religions révélées : judaïsme 
et christianisme, Abraham étant le père des Arabes par Ismâ‘[l, Moïse le 
guide par excellence des Hébreux et Jésus celui des chrétiens. Tous 
l’assistent au moment où il prend son envol vers les cieux (Séguy pl. 4, 
fo5vo et pl. 5, fo7).

17 R. PARET, Art. « Burâk », Encyclopédie de l’Islam, édition cédérom, Brill, 
1999.
18 On les trouve fréquemment dans la cosmographie de Qazw[n[, ‘Ajâ’ib al-
makhlûqât wa gharâ’ib al-mawjûdât. 
19 Ibn ‘Arab[, Le voyage spirituel, éd. M. GIANNINI, Louvain-La-Neuve, 1995, pp. 
49-50.
20 L’Étrange et le Merveilleux en terres d’Islam, RMN, Paris, 2001, p. 152, 
Qazw[n[, ‘Ajâ’ib al-makhlûqât wa gharâ’ib al-mawjûdât, 1410-1425, Genève, 
Musée d’art et d’histoire, inv. No1971-107-448, fig. 7. 
21 T. LENTZ, G. LOWRY, Timur, op. cit., p. 61.p 108 ; anges : p. 60, p. 185, p. 194. 
22 B. GRAY, Buddhist Cave Paintings at Tung Huang, Chicago Press, Londres, 
1959, cave 649, VIe siècle, p. 101, cave 659, début VIe siècle, p. 111, etc. 
23 O. GRABAR, La formation de l’art islamique, Paris, Champs Flammarion, pp. 
72-92.
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 2.2. L’ascension des cieux.  

Le Mi‘râj – littéralement monter une échelle ou un escalier24 – 
est représenté principalement depuis le XIVe siècle dans les miniatures de 
la Khamsa de Nizâm[ et illustre le Trésor des secrets selon la tradition 
exégétique et coranique : Bourâq emporte Muhammad dans les cieux, 
guidé par un archange (Gabriel ou Michel) tenant l’étendard vert, couleur 
de l’Islam et du manteau du prophète selon la tradition. 

Cette scène est représentée de façon différente dans plusieurs 
miniatures attribuées à un peintre du XIVe siècle conservées dans l’album 
Hazine 2152 compilé en 1544. Les folios 42ro, 61ro, 121ro montrent 
Muhammad sur les épaules de l’ange Gabriel25. En effet, Muhammad eut 
plusieurs montures hormis Bourâq. Il eut cinq moyens d’ascension : 
l’échelle, puis il fut porté par les anges, puis par l’aile de Gabriel avant 
qu’il ne découvre Rafraf sa dernière monture qui le mena vers Dieu et qui 
ici est absente26.

Quant à l’échelle, elle est totalement occultée par l’enlumineur 
en dépit du texte qui précise : 

« Je vis un escalier de lumière reposant sur la terre et aboutissant au ciel. 
Gabriel me dit Ô Mohammed, monte cet escalier (...) je montais les 
escaliers et arrivais sans peine tout près du ciel. »27

Absente de la miniature islamique médiévale, contrairement à la 
tradition chrétienne, cette échelle de joyaux composée de sept degrés 
(rubis, émeraude, perle, et pierres précieuses)28, est présente dans une 

24 B. SCHRIEKE, J. HOROVITZ, « Mi‘râdj », Encyclopédie de l’Islam, édition 
Cédérom, 1999. Études sur le mi‘râj en histoire de l’art voir P. P. SOUCEK, « The 
Life of the Prophet : IIlustrated Versions », dans Content and Context of Visual 
Arts in the Islamic World, Papers from A Colloquium in Memory of Richard 
Ettinghausen, Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 2-4 April 1980, éd. C. 
Manson Bier, Londres, 1988, pp. 193-209 ; R. ETTINGHAUSEN, « Persian 
Ascension Miniatures of the Fourteenth Century », dans Accademia Nazionale dei 
Lincei, Classe di Scienze Morali, Storiche e Filologiche, I/2, 1957, p. 360-383, J. 
VAN ESS, « Le Mi‘râj et la vision de Dieu dans les premières spéculations 
théologiques en islam », dans Le voyage initiatique, op. cit., pp. 56.1959, p. 360-
383.
25 R. ETTIGHAUSEN, Persian, op. cit., p. 360-368. Baruch lui aussi est emporté 
« comme porté par des ailes », Apocalypse grecque de Baruch, dans Écrits, op. 
cit., p. 1150. 
26 Ibn ‘Arab[, Le voyage, pp. 99-100. 
27 A. PAVET DE COURTEILLE, Le Livre, op. cit., pp. 4-5. 
28 Livre de l’échelle, op. cit., p. 111. 
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miniature très tardive (Hamleh-i Hayderi, Inde, 1808, Paris, B.n.F., Ms. 
persan 1030, fo35vo)29.

L’échelle qui le mène au paradis se retrouve à la fois issue de 
l’influence du culte de Mithra (l’échelle des degrés franchis par l’initié) 
mais aussi de l’échelle de Jacob (Genèse 28, 12-13) et dans le Livre des 
Jubilées on retrouve aussi cette échelle (27.21). D’un point de vue 
iconographique la tradition perdure en Occident via l’échelle de Jacob30.

D’ailleurs, après avoir survolé, comme Baruch, le Kawthar ou 
mer d’éternité, sorte de barrière liquide infranchissable entourant les 
cieux comme l’océan des ténèbres, la terre31, Muhammad va enfin gravir 
les sept cieux (Séguy, pl. 7, fo9).

On peut noter dans toutes ces miniatures l’importance des 
influences extrême-orientales, conformes au goût des Timurides pour les 
chinoiseries, ici dans les nuages stylisées dits « à la chinoise », tout 
comme dans les broderies des costumes. Ce goût, en partie hérité des 
dynasties mongoles qui les précédèrent, se renforça lors de l’acquisition 
d’objets confisqués à la Horde d’or, puis des relations et ambassades 
qu’ils envoyèrent en Chine où figurent des peintres tel Ghiyyâth al-d[n 
Naqqâsh qui, en 1419, émerveillés, rapportèrent de Pékin techniques et 
albums de modèles à la cour d’Hérat32.

2. Une structure des cieux en partie islamisée.

2.1. Des cieux superposés. 

Les cieux sont souvent représentés selon la tradition d’Aristote 
ou de Ptolémée dans les manuscrits à peintures de l’Orient médiéval33 : 
soit pour décrire les orbites des planètes à l’image des miniatures de la 

29 L’Étrange, op. cit., p. 285. 
30 C. HECK, L’échelle céleste dans l’art du Moyen Âge, une image de la quête du 
ciel, Paris, Flammarion, 1997. 
31 Apocalypse grecque de Baruch, dans Écrits, op. cit., p. 1149. 
32 Voir les nombreux exemples de miniatures et d’objets timourides de facture 
sinisante, dans T. LENTZ, Timur, op. cit., pp. 159-236, et « Ghiyyathuddin 
Naqqash’s Report on Timurid Mission on China », dans W. M. THACKSTON JR., A
Century of Princes, Sources on Timurid History and Art, Cambridge, 1989. Y. 
Crowe, « Some Timurid Designs and their Far Eastern Connection », in L.
GOLOMBEK, M. SUBTELNY (eds.), Timurid Art and Culture, Leyde, Brill, 1992, pp. 
168-178.
33 E. JACHIMOWICZ, « Islamic Cosmology », dans Ancient Cosmologies, éd. C. 
BLACKER, M. LOEWE, Londres, 1975, pp. 143-171.



REMARQUES SUR LA STRUCTURE DES CIEUX  
DANS LE MI‘RAJ NÂMEH DE LA B.N.F. 

47

clepsydre d’al-Jazar[34 ou de ce planisphère turc35 qui présentent des 
sphères planétaires embo[tées avec au centre la terre. 

Un second modèle, qui organise les cieux de façon juxtaposée, 
est un héritage de la représentation babylonienne du monde, reprise par la 
théorie des keshvars en Iran décrite par al-B[rûn[ et que l’on observe dans 
une miniature de la Marciana et dans les miniatures timourides36.

Or, la conception des cieux ici présentés diffère des cieux 
sphériques des astronomes ou des astrologues37 où ils sont superposés, 
comme le veut le Coran (21.32, et 52.5, 79.28), et si plats qu’ils peuvent 
même être enroulés (21.104, 39.67). Les encyclopédistes, conscients de 
cette distorsion entre la science et la religion, donnent en général les deux 
versions : comme une coupole (au dessus du monde) ou en couches38. Ce 
modèle particulier est issu des traditions mésopotamiennes où les sept 
degrés des ziggourats correspondaient aux sept planètes et dont le monde 
musulman conserve le souvenir encore visible dans l’évocation des sept 
temples planétaires de Harrân  dans la cosmographie de Dimashq[39. Au 
demeurant, les sept cieux font écho aux sept terres superposées qui sont, 
elles, d’un point de vue eschatologique, les sept niveaux de l’Enfer40.

Cette représentation des cieux superposés se retrouve d’ailleurs 
dans le manuscrit indien cité plus haut. 

34 D. HILL, Ibn al-Razzâz al-Jazar[, Kitâb f[ ma'rifat al-Hiyal al-Handasiyya, The 
Book of Knowledge of Ingenious Mechanical Devices, Dordrecht, D. Reidl 
Publishing Cie, 1974. 
35 Les mansions lunaires dans le Zübdet al-Tevarih, Istanbul, Türk ve Islâm 
Ezerleri Müzesi, Ms. 1973. Illustration dans S. H. NASR, Islamic Science, An 
Illustrated Study, Westerham, World of Islâm Festival, 1976, Pl. 135. 
36 A. CAIOZZO, « Astrologie, cosmologie et mystique, remarques sur les 
représentations astrologiques circulaires de l’Orient médiéval », Annales 
islamologiques 38 (2004), pp. 311-356. 
37 Cette apparente contradiction est d’ailleurs résolue chez les Ikhwân al-Safâ’ : 
voir Z. VAN LAER, « Le ciel (samâ’), dans la littérature arabe », dans Le ciel dans 
les civilisations orientales, éd. C. CANNUER, F. MAWET, J. RIES, Louvain-la-
Neuve, 1999, pp. 167-174. 
38 Al-Maqdis[, Le livre de la création et de l’histoire, éd. C. HUART, vol. 2,1899, 
p. 5 et p. 7 (la grande sphère qui entoure les sept sphères). 
39 Al-Dimashq[ (Shams al-Din Abû ‘Abdallah Muhammad), Manuel de la 
cosmographie du Moyen Âge,(Nokhbat al-Dahr f[ 'Ajâ'ib al-Birr wa al-Bah’r),
trad. F. Mehren, Copenhague, P. E. Leroux, 1874, pp. 42-47.
40 Kisâ’i, Tales, op. cit., pp. 8-9. 
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2.2. Les êtres d’exception. 

Au cours de son voyage Muhammad rencontre des anges 
particuliers et des prophètes distribués dans les sept cieux. Les quatre 
archanges jouent un rôle essentiel dans le monde musulman : si Gabriel, 
l’ange de l’annonciation, et Michel sont les guides de ce voyage, il 
manque ici l’ange Isrâf[l, celui qui sonne le jugement dernier (Séguy, pl. 
12, fo13vo).

En effet, l’ange de la mort Isrâ’[l, rencontré au deuxième ciel, est 
présenté au Prophète en raison de son rôle central, puisqu’il enlève les 
âmes au corps des humains pour les conduire en enfer ou au paradis. Il a 
toutefois perdu l’aspect effrayant qu’on lui donne dans les récits 
apocalyptiques telle l’Apocalypse de Moïse41 ou même dans la version 
latine du Livre de l’échelle : 

« A sa gauche aussi (celle de Isra’il), il y avait une foule d’autres anges, 
ils étaient tous plus noirs que l’encre, avaient des yeux rouges comme le 
feu, sentaient excessivement mauvais, avaient des voix plus fortes que le 
tonnerre et tous étaient horribles à voir »42.

Les anges, Ismâ‘[l, gardien du premier ciel, et Ridwân, le gardien 
du paradis, sont évoqués sans être nommés, ou signalés de façon 
particulière par l’iconographie, contrairement au gardien des enfers Malik 
(Séguy pl. 40, fo 47vo, pl. 44 fo 53).

Si des nuées d’anges peuplent chacun des cieux, on peut noter 
que les anges zoomorphes habituellement distribués dans les sept cieux43

comme le montrent les cosmographies illustrées par exemple44, ne sont 
pas présents ici : en forme de vache (1er ciel), de vautours multicolores (2e

ciel), d’aigles (3e ciel), de chevaux, de houris, d’enfants, ressemblant à 
des hommes45.

Dans certains récits apocalyptiques telle l’Apocalypse de Paul, le 
bienheureux voyageur rencontre également les prophètes qui l’accueillent 
dans la cité des bienheureux sur le lac Acherusa, se tenant par groupes 

41 M. GASTER, « Hebrew Vision of Hell and Paradise », Journal of the Royal 
Asiatic Society, 1893, p. 577, et J. MACDONALD, « The Angel of Death in Late 
Islamic Tradition », Islamic Studies 1964, pp. 485-519. 
42 Livre de l’échelle, op. cit., p. 113. 
43 Al-Tha‘lab[, ‘Arâ’is, op. cit., p. 21-23 et Kisâ’i, Tales, op. cit., pp. 11-12. 
44 J. BADIEE, « Angels in Islamic Heaven », dans Los Angeles County of Art 
Museum Bulletin, 1978, pp. 56-59. 
45 T. FAHD, « La naissance du monde selon l’islam », dans Sources orientales,
1959, Paris, pp. 237-252. 
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aux quatre coins de la cité d’où s’échappent les quatre fleuves de lait, de 
vin, de miel et d’huile46.

Dans la cosmologie islamique, chacun des cieux est en revanche 
dévolu à un prophète mais ici, la distribution ne correspond ni à celle 
donnée par le Tafs[r de Tabar[ (Adam, Jésus et Jean, Joseph, Idr[s, Aaron, 
Moïse, Abraham)47, ni à celle proposée par ibn ‘Arab[ (Adam, Jésus, 
Joseph, Idr[s, Aaron et Jean, Moïse, Abraham)48 : 

1er ciel : Adam 
2e ciel : Yahya et Zakariyya 
3e ciel : Jacob, Joseph, David, Salomon 
4e ciel : Musa (Moise) 
5e ciel : Ismail, Isaac, Loth, Jacob, 
6e ciel : Moise, Noé, Idris 
7e ciel : Ibrahim 

On peut noter la relative unité de style et la ressemblance des 
visages ; tous sont enturbannés et identiquement vêtus de marron ou de 
vert (Séguy, pl. 8, fo9vo, pl. 13, fo15, pl. 16, fo17vo, pl. 17, fo19, pl. 20, 
fo22vo, pl. 22, fo24vo, pl. 24, fo26vo, pl. 26, fo28vo)49.

En théorie, des signes d’une possible correspondance entre 
l’astre, le prophète, la couleur et la propriété du ciel devraient s’observer, 
mais ils n’existent que pour le premier ciel : celui d’Adam, père des 
hommes, ciel de Lune qui est aussi dans les croyances de l’Iran 
zoroastrien à l’origine des espèces végétales ; la couleur est le blanc, celle 
du ciel de perles. 

Muhammad rencontre également les bons et les mauvais 
musulmans. Or, les bons musulmans sont vêtus de blanc, couleur du deuil 
en Islam mais aussi couleur des élus dans les écrits apocryphes (Séguy, 
pl. 27, fo30).

46 « L’Apocalypse de Paul », dans Les Évangiles apocryphes, op. cit., p. 804. 
47 E. RENAUD, « Le récit du Mi‘râj : une version arabe de l’ascension du Prophète 
dans le Tafs[r de Tabar[ », dans Apocalypses et voyages dans l’au-delà, éd. C. 
KAPPLER et al., Paris, Cerf, 1987, pp. 266-292. 
48 Ibn ‘Arab[, Le voyage, op. cit., pp. 52-56.
49 Contrairement aux œuvres antérieures, voir : T. W. ARNOLD, The Old and New 
Testament in Muslim Religious Art, London, Oxford University Press, 1932 et R. 
MILSTEIN, La Bible dans l’art islamique, Paris, PUF, 2005. 
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2.3. Les merveilles des cieux. 

Parmi les merveilles rencontrées dans les cieux, Gabriel lui 
montre le sidrat al-muntaha, ou jujubier de l’Extrême Limite, évoqué 
dans le Coran (53.14), au pied duquel coulent les quatre fleuves du 
Paradis de l’Ancien testament : Phison, Tigre, Euphrate, Géhon, qui se 
retrouvent chez Hénoch (24.4), chez Paul ainsi que l’arbre de vie, 
l’équivalent du Tuba (Séguy, pl. 31, fo 34)50.

Ce tuba, ou sidrat al-muntaha, est de la même couleur verte que 
le Trône et sa lumière, et il serait, d’après ibn ‘Arab[, un rameau issu de 
l’arbre du monde, axe cosmique qui se confond souvent avec le mont Qâf 
qui soutient le monde51, et que l’on retrouve chez les Zoroastriens comme 
l’arbre de vie ou arbre primitif de toutes les espèces végétales s’élevant au 
milieu de l’océan primordial (Yaƒt 12)52.

Le paradis al-janna53, qu’il ne visite qu’après sa rencontre avec 
Dieu, se trouve au septième ciel. Après avoir observé le fleuve Kawthar
qui coule en ce lieu et en avoir franchi les portes, semblables à des dômes 
de l’architecture timouride54, il pénètre dans un jardin proche de ceux des 
miniatures timourides55, peuplé d’arbres fruitiers, de fleurs, de ruisseaux, 
de belles demeures mais aussi de houris56, de magnifiques jeunes femmes 
qui se distraient (Séguy, pl. 39, fo45vo, pl. 40, fo47vo, pl. 41, fo49, pl. 42, 
fo49vo, pl. 43, fo51).

50 Écrits apocryphes sur les Apôtres, III, éd. Dom Louis LELOIR, Turnhout, 
Brepols, 1986, pp. 87-172, « L’Apocalypse de Paul », dans Les Évangiles 
apocryphes, op. cit., p. 804 (fleuves), p. 820 (arbre de vie) et sur l’arbre de vie, E. 
O. JAMES, The Tree of Life, An Archeological Study, Leyde, Brill, 1966. 
51 A. RIPPIN, art. « Sidrat al-muntaha », et M. STRECK, art. « Kâf », Encyclopédie
de l’Islam, cédérom, 1999, Ibn ‘Arab[, L’arbre du monde, trad. M. GLOTON, Paris, 
1982, pp. 56-59 et G. WIDENGREN, Muhammad, The Apostle of God and his 
Ascension (King and Saviour), Uppsala - Wiesbaden, Uppsala Universitets 
Årskrift - Harrasowitz, 1955, p. 208. 
52 A. CAIOZZO, « « Arbre de vie, arbre de mort : quelques remarques sur le 
zaqqûm dans le Ms. B. n. F. Turc 190 », Revue de la Renaissance, Tours, 2006, 
pp. 73-88. 
53 L. GARDET, Art. « Djanna », Encyclopédie de l’Islam, cédérom, 1999. 
54 T. LENTZ, Timur, op. cit., p. 40-45, fig. 7 Gûr-i Am[r, fig. 8 Shâh-i Zinda, fig. 
34, Registân. 
55 Ibid., p. 116-117, Anthologie, Shiraz, 1414, fo38ro, Londres, British Library, 
Add. 27261 et Anthologie, Herat, 1430, Paris, Musée des Arts décoratifs, inv. 
3727.
56 S. EL-SALEH, La vie future selon le Coran, Paris, Vrin, 1971, pp. 15-18. 
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On peut noter que les portes du paradis sont trois et non huit 
comme le veut la tradition islamique, ou sept selon la tradition 
apocalyptique57.

Il rencontre ensuite les femmes saintes, dont celle de Talhâ, 
compagnon du prophète, converti par sa femme qui en signe de dignité est 
ici couronnée. Il apprend que les bienheureux seront ressuscités à l’âge de 
Jésus, seront beaux comme Joseph, auront le cœur d’Abraham, la stature 
d’Adam, la voix de David, et la langue de Mahomet. 

2.4. Approcher et voir Dieu.

Avant de rencontrer Dieu, honneur suprême qui n’a été donné 
avant lui à aucun des Prophètes, Muhammad doit choisir l’une des trois 
coupes : le lait, miel ou vin, choix qui le qualifie comme ultime épreuve 
pour être consacré sceau des Prophètes (Séguy, pl. 32, fo34vo).

Les 70 000 voiles rappellent celui qui protége le saint des saints 
dans le temple (Exode 26.31-33, Baruch, 2.6.7). En revanche, les tentes 
sont de façon flagrante une adaptation au monde timouride et au mode de 
vie semi-nomade des princes tel qu’il est encore représenté dans les 
manuscrits princiers (Séguy, pl. 36, fo42, pl. 37, fo42vo)58.

Puis, Muhammad rencontre Dieu et reçoit ses directives de 
prières ; il s’adresse à lui six fois consécutives sur les conseils de Moïse 
afin de réduire les prescriptions quotidiennes de 50 à cinq par jour 
(Séguy, pl. 34, fo36vo, pl. 35, fo38vo, pl. 38, fo44).

3. Les anges et les êtres polymorphes
    hérités des mondes anciens.

Les anges sont toujours présentés par nuées comme dans le Livre
d’Hénoch, mais ils sont répartis en plusieurs catégories distinctes d’aspect 
et de fonction. 

57 J. MACDONALD, « Paradise », Islamic Studies, 5, 1966, pp. 343-344. 
58 Paris, B.n.F., Ms. sup. persan 1113, Herat, 1430-34, dans F. RICHARD,
Splendeurs, op. cit., p. 76. Sur le mode de vie timouride voir O’Kane B., « From 
Tents to Pavillions: Royal Mobility and Persian Palace Design », in G. NECIPO LU

(ed.), Pre-Modern Islamic Palaces, Ars Orientalis, 23, 1993, pp. 249-269 et M. 
GRONKE, « The Persian Court between Palace and Tent: from Timur to Abbas 
Ist », in L. GOLOMBEK, M. SUBTELNY (eds.), Timurid Art and Culture, Iran and 
Central Asia in the Fifteenth Century, E. J. Brill, Leyde, 1992, pp. 18-22 



ANNA CAIOZZO 52

3.1. Les anges anthropo-zoomorphes dans la tradition persane.

L’ange coq rencontré dans le premier ciel appartient au 
répertoire des anges zoomorphes précédemment évoqués et qui sont eux 
aussi présents dans la version latine (Séguy pl. 9)59 ; Le Coq aurait joué 
un rôle important dans les pratiques du culte mithriaque associé à l’un des 
porteurs de torche et dans la théurgie hermétique et gnostique, en 
particulier Caupatès (Soleil montant)60 et comme animal psychopompe 
accompagnant Hermès dans ses fonctions de conducteur des âmes61. Chez 
les Zoroastriens, associé au dieu Sršƒ62 il représente une protection 
mandatée par Ahûra Mazda destiné à chasser les démons63. Le coq est 
utilisé dans les pratiques mantiques des Harrâniens en particulier dans la 
confection des talismans de la planète ‘Utârid (Mercure) que l’on doit 
graver sous la forme d’un personnage portant une crête et une aile de coq 
dans sa poche, accompagné d’un petit coq. L’aile de coq était d’ailleurs 
utilisé pour éloigner les démons des femmes enceintes64.

Cet ange coq est représenté dans l’album Hazine 2154 (fo61vo) et 
il n’est pas sans rappeler d’un point de vue stylistique ce coq géant d’une 
tapisserie d’un sanctuaire manichéen de Turfân65. L’Apocalypse de 
Baruch évoque par ailleurs un coq vivant dans les cieux, origine probable 
du coq66.

L’ange à quatre faces d’homme, de lion, d’oiseau et de bœuf est 
une réminiscence des anciennes divinités mésopotamiennes, égyptiennes 
(décans) et gnostiques à têtes d’animaux (Séguy, pl. 30, fo32vo). Ézéchiel 

59 Le livre, op. cit., p. 127 (1er ciel, corps de vaches), p. 133 (3e ciel, tête de 
vaches), p. 137 (4e ciel, tête d’aigles), p. 139 (5e ciel, tête de vautour), p. 141 (6e

ciel, tête de cheval). 
60 R. TURCAN, Mithra et le mithriacisme, Paris, 2000, p. 48, 70, p. 79. 
61 Lucien de Samosate, La déesse syrienne, Dea Syria, trad. Mario Meunier, Paris, 
1980, p. 103. Dans son sanctuaire d’Hiérapolis, Mercure - Nêbo était vénéré à 
l’époque romaine pour ses facultés oraculaires et comme Hermès psychopompe. 
62 F. GRENET, « Mithra dieu iranien, nouvelles données », Topoi 11 (2001), p. 40, 
et « Religious diversity among Sogdian Merchants in Sixth-Century China : 
Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, Manichaeism, and Hinduism », Comparative Studies 
of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 27 (2007), no. 2, pp. 463-478 ; E.
KAGEYAMA, « Quelques remarques sur des monuments funéraires de Sogdiens en 
Chine », StIr 34 (2005), p. 259. 
63 T. GREEN, The City of the Moon God, Religious Traditions of Harrân, Leyde, 
E.J. Brill, 1992 p. 210. Voir Vd. 18.14-15, et Bd. 24.48 (selon l’édition de B. T. 
ANKLESARIA, 1956). 
64 A. CAIOZZO, « Les talismans des planètes dans les cosmographies en persan »,
Der Islam 77 (2001), no. 2, pp. 221-262 (ici pp. 236-239). 
65 A. VON LE COQ, Chotscho, op. cit. 
66 Apocalypse de Baruch, op. cit., p. 1157. 
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intégra ainsi à sa vision du Trône de Dieu (Ézéchiel 1.6-11) les 
gigantesques créatures ailées gardiennes des temples babyloniens qu’il vit 
alors qu’il était en captivité à Babylone67.

Les quatre animaux, devenus symboles des évangélistes appelés 
par les chrétiens puis par les musulmans « les porteurs du trône de Dieu » 
sont célébrés en Orient au cours de la liturgie copte (théophanie du 
trisagion). Les fresques orientales décorant les églises et monastères et 
représentant ce thème sont légions en Anatolie, en Égypte, et le thème est 
également présent dans les évangiles des chrétiens d’Orient. Si 
L’Apocalypse de Baruch parle de créatures « des hommes avec des faces 
de bœufs, des cornes de cerfs, des pieds de chèvres, et des hanches de 
moutons68 », l’Apocalypse d’Abraham (18.1-10) précise même que 
chaque créature se tenant sous le trône de Dieu à quatre faces69.

Toutefois, cette représentation est unique dans l’art islamique, 
comparée à celle des autres manuscrits (cosmographies), rappelant le 
thème70 et semble ici, non pas inspirée par l’art chrétien, mais par les 
divinités bouddhistes à multiples têtes d’animaux visibles sur les fresques 
de Chotcho. 

3.2. Les anges à têtes multiples et autres particularismes. 

L’ange feu et neige est représenté à la façon des bouddha de 
Bâmiyân dans le Ms. sup persan 33271 et il tient un tesbih (Séguy, pl. 10, 
fol 11vo). Tha‘âlib[ décrit au deuxième ciel un ange nommé Hab[b, mi-feu 
mi-glace72. Ce type d’ange se retrouve dans les ouvrages apocalyptiques : 
dans Le Livre des secrets d’Hénoch, il est fait mention de blocs de glace 
et, au milieu, des langues de feu vivant73, mais c’est surtout dans 
L’Apocalypse de Moïse que l’on découvre au cinquième ciel, des troupes 
d’anges à demi feu à demi neige74.

Le Prophète croise trois anges aux multiples têtes : un au 4e ciel, 
l’ange de la prière et l’autre au 3e ciel à 70 têtes (Séguy, pl. 13, fo15 et pl. 
18, fo19vo, pl. 29, fo32). Or, un ange similaire est évoqué par al-Maqdis[ 

67 Z. AMEISENOWA, « Animal Headed Gods, Evangelists, Saints and Righteous 
Men », Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 12-13 (1949), pp. 21-45. 
68 Apocalypse de Baruch, op. cit., p. 1150 
69 La Bible, Écrits, op. cit., p. 1716
70 A. CAIOZZO, « Les porteurs du Trône divin dans les cosmographies en arabe et 
en persan d’époque médiévale », Annales islamologiques 33 (1999), pp. 1-29. 
71 Tous[ Salmâni, Les curiosités de l’existence, Paris, B.n.F., Ms. sup. persan 332,
Bagdad, 1388, fo19ro. F. RICHARD, Splendeurs, op. cit., p. 71. 
72 Tha‘lab[, ‘Arâ’is, op. cit., p. 22. 
73 La Bible, op. cit., p. 550
74 M. GASTER, Hebrew, op. cit., p. 576. 
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qui précise que l’ange aux mille têtes, chacune avec mille faces, et chaque 
face mille bouches qui glorifient Dieu en mille langues différentes75. Ces 
anges ne sont pas inconnus dans les récits apocalyptiques, (par exemple 
l’Apocalypse de Moïse76. L’ange aux 70 000 têtes que l’on croise trois 
fois (nombre qui se retrouve surtout pour les voiles), serait ici une 
réminiscence d’une divinité bouddhiste, Avalokite¿vara, que l’on voit 
dans les fresques de Chotcho77.

Quant à l’ange aux dix mille ailes, il rappelle le récit de Tha‘âlib[ 
qui décrit un ange, Hazqiyâ’[l, ayant 18 000 ailes que Dieu porta à 36 000 
pour qu’il atteigne les deux cotés de son trône (Séguy, pl. 30, fo32vo)78.
Mais, outre les têtes et les ailes, les influences bouddhistes se retrouvent 
aussi dans les rubans volants, les poses rituelles, les auras de lumière et de 
flammes, comme les fresques de Turfan ou de Chotcho le montrent79.

3.3. L’enfer et ses créatures : damnés et anges bourreaux.

La porte de l’enfer est enfin ouverte au Prophète, mais sans que 
le lieu soit localisé dans l’espace. Il appara[t comme un endroit (ou 
plusieurs) sombre, encerclé par le feu. La tonalité est rouge et noire et les 
réprouvés, tous à demi nus semblent brunis par les flammes, en dehors 
des supplices spécifiques qui les attendent. 

Certains des tourments sont mentionnés dans le Coran et 
correspondent aux représentations mettant en scène les supplices infligés 
aux cupides, buveurs de vin, ceux qui prononcent des paroles fausses, etc. 
(Séguy, pl. 44-58, fo53, fo53vo, fo55, fo55vo, fo57, fo57vo, fo61, fo61vo, fo63,
fo63vo, fo65, fo65vo, fo67vo).

La plupart des châtiments sont donc ici directement en relation 
avec les péchés comme cela se retrouve déjà dans le livre de l’Ardâ

75 Al-Maqdis[, Le Livre, op. cit., vol. 1, p. 163 et E. ESIN, « An Angel Figure in 
the Miscellany Album H. 2152 of T.S.M. », dans In Memoriam E. Diez, Beiträge 
zur Kunstgeschichte Asiens, Istanbul, 1963, pp. 264-282.
76 M. GASTER, Hebrew Vision, op. cit., p. 575. 
77 F. W. BUNCE, An Encyclopaedia of Hindu Deities, Demi-gods, Godlings, 
Demons and Heroes : with Special Focus on Iconographic Attributes, New Delhi, 
2000, vol. 1, p. 35-37 et A. VON LE COQ, Chotscho, op. cit., pl. 45. E. ESIN, « An 
Angel Figure in the Miscellany Album H. 2152 of Topkapi », In Memoriam E. 
Diez, Beiträge zur Kunstgeschichte Asiens, Istanbul, 1963, pp. 264-282. 
78 Tha‘âlib[, ‘Arâ’is, op. cit., p. 25. M. GASTER, Hebrew Vision, op. cit., p. 577. 
79 A. VON LE COQ, Chotscho, op. cit., pl. 34. 
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V[râz80 mais plus sûrement dans l’Apocalypse de Pierre (IIe siècle)81 qui 
servit vraisemblablement de modèle à celle de Paul82.

En dépit de leur aspect effrayant, les tourmenteurs ne sont pas 
des démons mais des anges, car l’enfer demeure sous le contrôle de Dieu. 
Dans les récits, la géhenne elle-même lui est soumise. Ce sont ainsi des 
anges bourreaux qui effectuent la conduite, la garde et la punition des 
damnés conformément au texte et au Coran (74. 31). 

Ces anges bourreaux sont également décrits dans les récits 
apocalyptiques (Apocalypse de Paul)83. Or, ce type de personnages 
appara[t déjà en Égypte, émissaires des dieux plus proches des démons 
que des anges84. Ces anges tourmenteurs sont d’ailleurs curieusement 
typés : des hommes noirs, des hommes blonds à carnation rouge...

Les gardiens des châtiments sont visuellement apparentés aux 
divinités bouddhistes des fresques de Turfan ou de Chotcho85 par les traits 
du visage, la couleur de la peau et comme eux vigoureux et élevée 
(Séguy, pl. 44 à 57). Par certains traits, ils rappellent les d[vs issus des 
traditions iraniennes et plus encore les démons planétaires eux-mêmes 
visiblement inspirés de démons extrême-orientaux86.

80 Le Livre de l’Ardâ V[râz, op. cit., p. 153 et suiv. Ph. GIGNOUX, « L’enfer et le 
paradis d’après les sources pehlevies », Journal Asiatique 256 (1968), pp. 238-
241.
81 The Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, éd. F. BOVON, A. Graham BROCK, C. R. 
MATTHEW, Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 1999, pp. 160-166. B. 
TEYSSEDRE, « Une dramaturgie de l’horreur, l’Enfer dans l’Apocalypse de 
Pierre », dans Le Diable et l’enfer au temps de Jésus, Paris, Albin Michel, 1985, 
pp. 220-241 ; « L’Apocalypse de Pierre », dans Les Évangiles apocryphes, op.
cit., pp. 755-774. 
82 C.-C. KAPPLER, « L’Apocalypse latine de Paul », dans Apocalypses et voyages 
dans l’au-delà, éd. C. KAPPLER et al., Paris, Cerf, 1987, p. 235-265 et C.-C. 
KAPPLER, « L’ascension de l’Apôtre Paul et l’ascension de Muhammad : démons 
et merveilles de l’au-delà », dans Démons et merveilles du Moyen Âge, éd. D. 
MENJOT, B. CURSENTE, Université de Nice, 1990, pp. 283-294 ; « L’Apocalypse 
de Paul », dans Les Évangiles apocryphes, op. cit., pp. 762-770. 
83 « ... je vis des anges sans miséricorde, dépourvus de toute pitié, dont le visage 
était plein d e fureur ; et leurs dents sortaient hors de leur bouche, leurs yeux 
étaient fulgurants comme l’étoile du matin de l’orient, et des chevelure de leur tête 
sortait des étincelles de feu, ainsi que de leurs bouches. », dans C. CAROZZI,
Eschatologie, op. cit., p. 195. 
84 B. TEYSSEDRE, Anges, astres et cieux. Figures de la destinée et du salut, Paris, 
Albin Michel, 1986, pp. 253-256. 
85 A. VON LE COQ, Chotscho, op. cit., p. 31, 39, 46. 
86 S. CARBONI, « Jinn del Kitâb al-Bulhân e la sienza talismanica nel mondo 
islamico », Annali di Ca’ Foscari, Serie orientale 17, XXV (1986), no. 3, pp. 97-
108.
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Signalons que l’arbre zaqqûm, qui empoisonne les pécheurs, est 
une sorte d’arbre waq-waq hérité des croyances extrême-orientales 
relatives aux arbres votifs dédiés aux cultes des Grandes Mères (Séguy, 
pl. 45)87.

Quant aux pécheurs devenus hybrides, dont les peines sont 
mentionnées dans le Coran (changés en porcs ou en singes : Coran 5.60 ; 
2.65 ; 7.166), ils sont, eux, d’apparence proches de celle de démons 
intégrés à l’Islam ou des démons bouddhistes à têtes d’animaux88.

De par sa facture, le Manuscrit B.n.F. supplément turc 190
demeure unique. Ses qualités artistiques peuvent nous aider à comprendre 
pourquoi Le livre de l’échelle fut l’une des sources de La Divine 
Comédie, en raison de la spectaculaire mise en scène des bienfaits du 
paradis et des tourments de l’enfer89. L’iconographie réussit à montrer 
l’existence d’une hiérarchie angélique, mais aussi la place de choix 
réservée aux prophètes, aux saints et à tous les bienheureux qui gagneront 
les cieux face aux tourments épouvantables des damnés. 

L’aspect visuel, essentiel dans cette œuvre d’art, conjugue le 
goût de l’époque timouride, les influences artistiques dominantes 
(chinoises) et les apports culturels et artistiques du monde bouddhiste 
connu des Turcs. 

Le récit du Mi‘râj relève d’un genre littéraire très en vogue dans 
le monde iranien. Il représente un des aspects fondamentaux de 
l’imaginaire médiéval proche-oriental en nous dévoilant les nombreuses 
sources où puisent les croyances eschatologiques musulmanes, lieux de 
convergence de la littérature apocalyptique iranienne, chrétienne et juive, 
des écrits canoniques (anges, prophètes) qui se mêlent aux apports 
spécifiquement islamiques. 

Tous ces aspects conjugués et mis en scène ici font du Mi‘râj
nâmeh de la B.n.F. un manuscrit enluminé exceptionnel90.

87 A. CAIOZZO, L’arbre de l’enfer, op. cit. Sur les différents aspects de l’arbre 
waq-waq voir J.-L. BACQUÉ-GRAMMONT (éd.), L’arbre anthropogène du waqwaq. 
Les femmes-fruits et les [les des femmes, Naples, Università degli Studi di Napoli, 
2007.
88 Voir notes 33 et 34. 
89 E CERULLI, Il « Libro della scala » e la questione delli fonti arabo-spagnole 
della Divina Comedia, Vatican, 1949. M. ASÍN PALACIOS, La escatología 
musulmana en la Divina Comedia, Madrid, 1919. 
90 Voir le récent fac-simile et son commentaire : El Libro de la Ascensión, 
Mi‘rajnama Timúrida, Apocalipsis de Mahoma, The Timurid book of Ascension 
Mi‘rajnama, éd. C. J. GRUBER, Valence, éd. Patrimonio, 2008.
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Images numérisées sur le site de la B.n.F. 
http://mandragore.bnf.fr/

Pl. 1 :  l’ascension du Prophète dans le Ms. B.n.F. sup. Turc 190 (Hérat, 1436), fo

5ro

http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=COMP-1&I=4&M=imageseule

Pl. 2 :  l’ange coq dans le Ms. B.n.F. sup. Turc 190 (Hérat, 1436), fo 11ro.
http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=COMP-1&I=11&M=imageseule

Pl. 3 :  l’ange porteur du Trône divin dans le Ms. B.n.F. sup. Turc 190 (Hérat,
1436), fo 32vo.

Pl. 4 :  l’ange feu et glace dans le Ms. B.n.F. sup. Turc 190 (Hérat, 1436), fo 11vo.
http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=COMP-1&I=12&M=imageseule 

Pl. 5 :  l’ange aux 70 têtes dans le Ms. B.n.F. sup. Turc 190 (Hérat, 1436), fo 19vo.
http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=COMP-1&I=21&M=imageseule

Pl. 6 :  les damnés dans le Ms. B.n.F. sup. Turc 190 (Hérat, 1436), fo 65ro.
http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=COMP-1&M=tdm

Pl. 7 :  l’arbre zaqqûm dans le Ms. B.n.F. sup. Turc 190 (Hérat, 1436), fo 45ro.
http://visualiseur.bnf.fr/CadresFenetre?O=COMP-1&M=tdm
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Moving of th’ earth brings harms and fears;  
    Men reckon what it did, and meant; 

But trepidation of the spheres, 
    Though greater far, is innocent.

John DONNE, A Valediction Forbidding Mourning
(1611?), vv. 9-12
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 I. The setting*

It has gone unnoticed until today, it seems, that pan-Asian 
Buddhist scriptures — from Northern and Southern India to the world of 
Southeast Asia, and northwards, from China and Tibet to Mongolia, 
Korea, or in Japan — include many more references to earthquakes than 
those available throughout the history of Buddhist studies in all non-
Asian languages (and also, perhaps, in modern Asian ones). 1  The 
immense continental and island area is subjected to strong and frequent 

* The present contribution includes, in a considerably reworked form, parts from 
“On Water: Earthquakes as Seaquakes in Buddhist Cosmology and Meditation,” 
to appear in Proceedings of the 3rd Conference of the South and Southeast 
Association for the Study of Religion / Regional Conference of the IAHR “Waters 
in South and Southeast Asia: Interaction of Culture and Religion”, Denpasar, 
Bali, 3-6 June 2009.
1 An earlier analysis in CIURTIN 2007a: 19-22 (also 2007b and 2007c). The 
groundwork explorations which have led to this general statement shall be set 
forth in my forthcoming work. 
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seismological activity2, or else is earthquake-prone, and its literatures bear 
evidence of that to this day. Hundreds of texts of many kinds — from PŸli 
canonical suttas and commentaries, like the a½½hakathŸ, ½ kŸ or va¡¡anŸ,
to Sanskrit s tras and ¿Ÿstras, and to their abundant faithful renditions 
into Chinese and Tibetan from early and medieval times — mention and 
deliberate on earthquakes associated with the Buddha. The most pertinent 
canonical texts were translated into many other languages and cultural 
contexts (and seismic ones as well): precious references which identify 
the same Buddhist predicament are to be found in texts or fragments 
extant in Sogdian, Khotanese, Tocharian, Uighur, Mongolian, etc. Noting 
the recurrence of seismic elements in Buddhist thought, some scholars 
describe Buddhist earthquakes in general, in run-of-the-mill fashion, as 
“so popular as a dénouement in Buddhist tales” (Williams 1966: 2), as “a 
common enough occurrence in the MahŸyŸna s tras” (Strong 1977: 401) 
or, more generally and appropriately, as an earthquake “qui orchestre les 
grands actes de générosité et alerte les dieux” (H. Durt 2000b: 13), “a 
kind of rhythmical feature of cosmological nature in most of the tradition” 
(H. Durt 1999: 154 î259º), or even as “ein beliebtes Thema der 
buddhistischen Literatur” (Shimin, Laut, Pinault 2004: 49 n. 95). In the 
opening period of modern Buddhist studies, the circumstances for 
understanding Buddhist earthquakes were actually more limited. Even 
Burnouf had no definite means to appraise fully the recurrence of such 
“miracles,” as he once wrote: “Voilà un exemple des incroyables 
niaiseries auxquelles peut conduire la passion du surnaturel.”3  Alfred 
Foucher considered it a “cliché sacré,” without other specifications.4 On 
the other hand, to the genius of Burnouf belongs the first philologically 
accurate description: 

2 On seismic perception and activity (especially in modern South Asia), see, e.g., 
J. MACMURDO, ELLWOOD, BALLANTYNE, MACADAM, STEWART1823-1877; L. A. 
BURNES 1827-1833; S. K. BANERJI 1930; A. F. M. ABDUL ALI 1935; C. F. 
ANDREWS 1935; J. P. SINGH 1986-1987; N. AMBRASEYS, D. JACKSON 2003; R. 
BILHAM 2004, and the several seismological contributions of R. N. IYENGAR et al.
(1984-2006). R. BAIRD-SMITH published a Memoir on Indian Earthquakes as 
early as 1843-1844, but an Indian Catalogue of Earthquakes appeared only 
recently (A. BAPAT, S. K. GUHA, R. KULKARNI 1983). See also
3 Cf. E. BURNOUF 1852: 234. 
4  A. FOUCHER 1905: I, 398. However, Alfred FOUCHER (1863-1952) was 
sometimes even more critical, speaking about “l’ennui scolastique avec ses 
pédantes énumérations,” “ce fouillis de platitudes et de contradictions” (1949: 
158), or “de la monotonie de tous ces pas perdus ou de ces inertes litanies” (1949: 
183).
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“îTerre éºbranlée de six manières différentes. Rien n’est plus commun 
dans les grands Sûtras du Nord que ces descriptions de tremblements de 
terre fabuleaux î...º Ce sont trois verbes exprimant le mouvement et 
l’agitation à des degrès divers, qui sont différenciés par l’addition d’un ou 
de deux préfixes dont la nuance propre n’est pas bien définie.” 

E. BURNOUF 1852: 307 îad 4bº. 

No one, I think, will disagree here. However, as T. W. Rhys Davids had 
noted already in 1881, “the train of early Buddhist speculation in this field 
has yet to be elucidated.”5 To H. Kern belongs another intuition, this time 
related solely to the Vessantara-jŸtaka: “it appears that the earthquake, 
caused by the great liberality of the prince, is something most essential.”6

Furthermore, the entire geography of the early and medieval 
dissemination of Buddhism was prone to frequent earthquakes, of various 
magnitudes and intensities, and an additional link between earthquakes 
and cosmology may be found in the earliest colonial reports on such 
occurrences. After an earthquake on January 27th, 1820, James
MacMurdo wrote from Kathmandu to William Erskine in Bombay, “At 
noon this day we had a very strong shock, attended by a loud noise like 
distant thunder. Several shocks have likewise occurred since the 
accompanying details were written. î...º I have felt the motion frequently 
during the night, and am anxious as to what may yet happen. The morning 
is close, and appearances unfavourables. My table and chair are at this 
moment shaking under me.” Detailed religious interpretations of 
earthquakes occur in other contexts. Reporting from Kutch, the same 
colonel MacMurdo, resident at Bhooj and “collector at Anjar,” described 
some eccentric indigenous earthquake manifestos from Benares 
concerning the same event of 1819, which stands proof of the strong 
modern inclination for syncretistic approaches:

“One of these papers was stated to come from Kassee (Benares); and, as it 
had a remarkable effect upon all classes of Hindoos, I am induced to 
submit a verbal translation of it: ‘A letter has been received in the name of 
Shri Ramjee. It has come from Kassi Benares. In the middle of this Iron 
Age, the Golden Age will make its appearance: Shri Bhuddajee will 
appear. Of the iron age have elapsed 492 years; and after Sumvut 1876 (A. 
D. 1819) the golden age will last 13,033 years. On the 5th Asonsood (or 
24th September 1819), after twenty-two ghurries of the night have 
elapsed, at that moment will Bhuddajee appear, and the golden age 
commence. The earth will shake for seven ghurries and thirty pulls. The 
earth will open: then will false and uncharitable people be swallowed up.

5 RHYS DAVIDS 1881: 46, n. 1, and again in 1890/1973: II, 115 n. 2. Only 
WIJESEKERA 1990/1993, it seems, has cited it.
6 H. KERN 1880: 289. 
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Those who are charitable and religious, depend upon Bhugwun, give alms, 
do virtuous actions, and fear bad actions, — these will be saved. î...º This 
event has been extracted from the Vedas after much study’. î...º At the 
hour appointed in it for the destruction of sinners, almost every Hindoo of 
respectability purified himself, and sat with the toolsi leaf in his mouth, 
patiently expecting a fate which he had endeavoured to evade by liberal 
donations to Brahmins. î...º The Hindoo attributed the earth’s motion to a 
quarrel among the Dyets and Dewas, and fabricated the most ludicrous 
stories on the subject. Prophets sprung up from all classes, castes, and 
sects: some asserted that they had foretold the calamity which had 
occured; others boldly pointed out the moment and hour at which still 
more calamitous events were to happen; and in short there was a 
superabundant display of every thing absurd or extravagant that could be 
advanced by ignorance and presumption, deceit and superstition.”7

One earthquake testimony has been preserved which belongs to Brian 
Houghton Hodgson — the person responsible for starting Buddhist studies 
in Europe, as a result of his sending dozens of Nepalese MahŸyŸna 
manuscripts to London and Paris, while also highly interested in the 
natural sciences of Southern Asia — and it was written even as the 
earthquake’s aftershocks were in progress: “îwºhilst I write, the Earth is 
trembling under my feet, and the unhappy population of the crowned 
Capital are responding with an audible wail of awe and fear to every 
mutter of the Earthquake.”8 To take just one other example, from another 
angle of the Buddhist world, Yagumo Koizumi, better known as Lafcadio 
Hearn, published in 1897 a short novel titled “Living God” and included 
in his Gleaning in Buddha-fields (reminiscent of Sk. buddhakðetra or 
bodhisattvabh mi), where he described a seaquake. 

7 Unabridged text in MACMURDO et al. 1823: 105-107 / 1877: 112-114. 
8  Letter of August 28th 1833 addressed to W.M. Macnaghten, then Political 
Secretary for the Government at Fort William, published by A. F. M. ABDUL ALI

1935: 475. The major earthquake had taken place two days before. It was by no 
means an isolated statement. On January 27th 1820, James MACMURDO also wrote 
the following post scriptum to William Erskine in Bombay: “îaºt noon this day we 
had a very strong shock, attended by a loud noise like distant thunder. Several 
shocks have likewise occured since the accompanying details were written” (J. 
MACMURDO et al. 1823/1877: 97; see also his four other letters in A. F. M. 
ABDUL ALI 1935: 468-473). The frequency of the earth’s quakings was 
prodigious: “I have felt the motion frequently during the night, and am anxious as 
to what may yet happen. The morning is close, and appearances unfavourables. 
My table and chair are at this moment shaking under me” (J. MACMURDO et al.
1823/1877: 116). In terms of colonial history, the earthquake could also be seen as 
a marker of natural and ecological differences between the colonist (coming from 
a considerably less seismic isle) and the colonized, i.e., the inhabitants of South 
Asia.
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Beyond a doubt, modern scholars of Buddhism have evidently 
edited, translated and discussed, brilliantly sometimes, the occurrences of 
earthquakes in Indian texts, but only in a few unconnected instances has 
their contribution amounted to more than just that. More often, 
earthquakes are relegated to a single minor note, or at the best to some 
paragraphs, to say nothing of the incongruence of certain approaches9.
The insistence on “tale,” “motif,” or “literature” is part of the late career 
of an outdated approach, the comparative folklore of the 19th century, 
when the dominant paradigm of Buddhist narrative earthquakes was 
folklore, a case in point being the cover of the first Western translation 
from the JŸtakas. To relegate all seismic episodes of the Buddhist doctrine 
and writings to mere fanciful literary motifs of things extraordinary — as 
many a scholar has done since Burnouf — is erroneous and risky for a real 
understanding of the texts we study. 

Perfectly rendered by “tremblement de terre,” “Erd-beben,” 
“terramoto” (Italian or Portuguese) or “earth-quake,” PŸ. pa½havi-, Skr. 
p¼thiv - (or PŸ. Skr. bh mi-) PŸ. Skr. -kampa (or PŸ. Skr. -cŸla)10 are 
common designations of mighty earthquakes manifested in crucial 
episodes of the Buddha’s, bodhisattvas’ and sa¸gha’s life, as classified in 
most ancient Buddhist canons (preserved in PŸli, îBuddhist Hybridº 
Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan), MahŸyŸna scriptures and different post-
canonical and commentarial traditions. Combining the comparative 
evaluations of such narratives from dozens of s tras, we may well detect 
and in the interim already systematize the main parameters.11 Some of 
these can be enumerated as follows: all Buddhist earthquakes mentioned 
by the PŸli Canon are determined by the kinetics of salvation, 
concentrated, literarywise, in an epicentre, in the most intense episodes of 
the Buddha’s life, the result of his power of concentration and firmness; 
no earthquake is autonomous, however, not in the common sense of 
Western “nature” or “earth;” there never is physical destruction, nor are 
there any casualties; they involve a sophisticated kind of stereocinetics; 
the earth, like the quaking, is qualitatively different from all our 
(post)modern representations, and being as such the earth, acetanŸ or 
not,12 is summoned to the Buddha, the bodhisattvas and, later, to their 

9 The single short article, an introduction whose viability should be tested, seems 
to be WIJESEKERA 1993. 
10 Note the change from p¼thiv cala to p¼thiv kampa, together with the change of 
kampati in calati in later texts like the ¯ ra÷gamasamŸdhis tra 216 (É. LAMOTTE

1965 / 1998: 216). 
11 See E. CIURTIN 2007a: 19-20, 2007b, 2007c and forthcoming a). 
12 The best portrayal of this great literary and doctrinal theme remains I. B. 
HORNER 1966: 158-159: “îiºn Pali literature not the earth, but mount Meru 
(Sineru) is the symbol of stability. The earth, on the contrary, the sustainer or 
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iddhi (Sk. ¼ddhi); such earthquakes are a subtle element of a larger anti-
Brahmanical polemic regarding meditation and cosmology; the tectonic 
feature is completely dependent on bodhi, the earth participating 
rhythmically in the destiny of a mahŸsattva; the earthquake-like roaring is 
a supreme example of religious sonicity (this time not only in early 
Buddhism, still a sharp difference persists); the Buddhist earthquakes 
express their fundamental commentarial character of the Buddha’s 
biography, a kind of cosmic ratification; their “aesthetics” is simply not 
apocalyptic, and the texts explicitly state that ten thousand world-systems 
“shouted for joy.” The very pinnacle of firmness for Indian, Central Asian 
and Chinese Buddhism — a historical geography always possessed of a 
delicate seismicity — involves producing earthquakes. Studying 
Vessantara’s mahŸdŸna-anubhavŸ from this point of view, one will 
discover a series of seven earthquakes13 following his gifts and classified 
as a whole as the ninth typology discussed by the Milindapañha and its 
commentaries. Vessantara’s earthquakes are, however, not magn-animous
— as Vessantara was portrayed in Victorian England — but quite trepidans,
tremendous (cp. Fr. “trépidant”), and literarily, for Buddha’s followers, 
exorbitant. Strongly related topics are: the structures of time (viz. 
instantaneity and fitting moments) and of deeds (karmic consequences), 
meditation (epicentres and scales of intensity), and cosmology. All early 
Buddhist earthquakes develop a powerful contrast between the masterly 
minerality of meditation, while the cosmic expression of earthquakes is of 

supporter of Sineru, can not only split or open itself to form a fissure; it can also 
quake and tremble: eight causes of earthquakes, bh micŸla, are enumerated (D. ii. 
107, A. iv. 312). î...º And, though over and over again is called acetanŸ,
incognizant, unconscious, un-volitional, this does not seem borne out entirely by 
the facts recorded. At least one commentarial passage (DA. 560) faces the 
difficulty: it argues that when from the eight causes the earth quaked during the 
conception and nativity of the Buddha, that the earth had no incognizance, n’atthi
acetanatta, may be attributed to the earth-devatŸs. Otherwise, apart from this 
passage which may be unique, the earth is described as acetanŸ. (e.g., Miln. 179; 
AA. i. 183). Whether earthquakes are being reported or the earth’s opening itself 
and forming fissures and chasms to entrap those of gross unskill. î...º The earth 
therefore, though utterly indifferent alike to the lovely and the filthy things thrown 
on it (M. i. 423), seems to be endowed by popular tradition with some awarness of 
‘world-shaking’ events in the life of man; and though it is difficult to determine 
whether it is regarded as more or less alive, whether cognizant or not, it could be 
regarded as an active agent. And not only active, but also co-operative in its 
power to mark astounding events by quaking and trembling î...º.” On pa½hav
udr yati, see also O. von HINÜBER 1994/2005: 152. 
13 An earlier but less known Chinese version mentions no earthquake (cf. H. DURT

1999: 154 î259º), a fact which will be of the highest importance for the 
comparative study of its textual transmission. 
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the very nature of sounds and vibrations. Buddha’s petrified nunc stans
entails the world’s sonic nunc tremens.

II. The “Sutta of earthquakes”

The Buddhist texts themselves are by far more generous, subtle 
and systematic in this respect. In the PŸli canon, the Bh micŸlasutta,
literally the sutta of earthquakes, from a vagga specifically named 
Bh micŸla, belongs to a fundamental episode of the 
MahŸparinibbŸnasuttanta (sixth part), which occurs after the last 
interference of MŸra in the Buddha’s biography and his subsequent 
announcement that he is to enter nibbŸna three months after rejecting his 
remaining “vital compositions” (Ÿyusa¸khŸra÷). At that moment, when 
the Buddha and nanda dwell alone near VesŸl , at a shrine (cetiya)
concordantly named CŸpŸla, 14  an extremely powerful earthquake 
emerges. The Buddha then offers an explanation 15  to nanda’s
bewilderment. There are good reasons for including this sutta among the 
earliest ones of the D ghanikŸya, as it “makes good sense in the context”16

even if the subsequent text seems to be affected by interpolation, one 
which was considered representative — for the composition and closing of 
the Canon — by the best PŸli scholars17. Let us reread the essential text in 

14 On this name, see MALALASEKERA 1937-1938/2003: 863 and BAREAU 1979: 77 
/ 1995: 339, who distinctively recognizes the possibility that the place might 
possess a seismological memory (“Le mot cŸpŸla significant mobilité, instabilité, 
on pensa que le sanctuaire en question marquait un endroit où la terre avait 
manifesté cette mobilité, avait tremblé”). 
15 Almost everything from this sutta would be changed, accommodated into other 
contexts, or considerably altered, during the polymorphic transmission of the 
Buddhist tradition, including this very explanation of the cause, which does not 
remain the Buddha’s speciality. A sextuple earthquake accentuates the gift and 
departure of Vessantara’s children (see infra), but with a significant difference. 
From two early 8th c. CE Chinese translations by Yijing, of the M lasarvŸstivŸda
Sa÷ghabhedavastu and Bhaiðajyavastu, “îwºe learn that a ¼ði called VŸsið½ha î...º 
explains the cause of earthquakes as the gift of the children, the sight of whom 
was a joy for everybody (T 1448 66c1-5; T 1450 1823b23-c1)” (H. DURT 2000a: 
135 î268º). 
16  O. von HINÜBER 1996/2001/2008: 31 § 60). Some critically edited texts, 
translations, and indexes are K. E. NEUMANN 1911/1923; R. O. FRANKE 1913; K. 
E. NEUMANN 1907-1912-1918; M. WALLESER 1924/1973; W. STEDE 1931-
1932/1971; M. YAMAZAKI, Yumi OUSAKA, K. R. NORMAN, M. CONE 1997; J.-U. 
HARTMANN 2004: 119-137; NANDAJYOTI 2008.
17 One specific difficulty is dealing with “such an unusual long text. Time and again 
they îscil. the authorsº are at the point of losing their thread, e.g. then the Buddha 
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its most recent authoritative translation18, by the acting president of the 
Pali Text Society, inserting the PŸli terms and concepts that constitute the 
topic of this investigation:

“Then the venerable nanda went to the Blessed One, saluted him, and 
then sat down on one side. 
 Once seated, he spoke to the Blessed One: ‘This is remarkable, 
this is extraordinary — the earth quaked, the earth quaked violently, 
frightening, making my hairs stand on end, and claps of thunder rent the 
sky! What is the cause, what is the reason, what is the cause for the 
occurrence of this earthquake?’ 
‘There are these eight causes of and reasons for the occurrence of 
earthquakes. Which eight? This great earth rests on water (mahŸpa½hav
udake pati½½hitŸ), the water on wind, and the wind on space. At times the 
great winds blow; when they disturb the water, the disturbed water 
disturbs the earth (hoti so kho î nandaº samayo ya÷ mahŸvŸtŸ vŸyanti,

explains the eight reasons for an earth quake to nanda, which makes good sense in 
the context, other group of eights from the A¸guttaranikŸya follow suit, which have 
no relation at all to the context (DN II 107,19-112,20). This at the same time shows 
how pieces of texts known by heart may intrude into almost any context once there is 
a corresponding key word. This ‘uncontrolled orality’ created those small sections, 
called ‘Sondertexte’ by P. Hacker, which are embedded in larger texts” (von Hinüber 
1996/2001/2008: 31). The s tra “is attested by all versions and is firmy knit 
together with the action of the narrative” (E. FRAUWALLNER 1955: 156-158 îhere 
158º). “Sometimes it is because a passage seemed appropriate to the context. For 
example, when in the MahŸparinibbŸnasutta the Buddha has given eight reasons 
for an earthquake occurring, a number of other sets of eight phenomena are 
added” (K. R. NORMAN 1997: 3 / 2006: 4). K. R. Norman perceives in the very 
title the existence of a C laparinibbŸnasutta, purged from the additions which can 
still be made out, see K. R. NORMAN 1983: 37. 
18 The first English translation of our text was made by George Turnour (1799-
1843): “He inquires from him the cause and the import of an earthquake; BUDDHO
and îsicº explains that ‘The great earth rests on water, the water is sustained by the 
wind, and the wind is supported by the air (or atmosphere); and when a storm 
prevails a natural earthquake is produced — this is the first cause; and the effect of 
a great quaking of the whole earth. The second series of causes proceeds from the 
miraculous powers possessed by inspired persons’” (Turnour 1837-1838, V: 1001-
1002). The first French translation (from the DivyŸvadŸna) and commentary were 
offered by Eugène Burnouf in Histoire (E. BURNOUF 1844: 79-82; English edition 
forthcoming (E. BURNOUF î2009º). In his review, Bathélemy SAINT-HILAIRE noted,
“il îscil. the Buddhaº lui îscil. nandaº explique, pour le prepare sans doute aux 
grandes catastrophes qui doivent accompagner sa mort, les causes d’un 
tremblement de terre” (L’Institut, Journal universel des sciences, et des sociétés 
savantes en France et à l’étranger, IIe section: Sciences historiques, 
archéologiques et philosophiques, nos. 133 (janvier), 1847: 6-11 (here 7).
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mahŸvŸtŸ vŸyantŸ, udaka÷ kampenti 19 , udaka÷ kampita÷, pa½havi÷
kampeti).20 This is the first reason and cause (pa½hamo hetu pa½hamo 
paccayo). Again, when an ascetic or Brahman who has abilities and has 
gained the mastery of the mind, or when a good of great accomplishment 
and power has cultivated the notion of earth as insignificant (parittŸ
pa½hav saññŸ bhŸvitŸ) and of water as immeasurable (appamŸ¡Ÿ
ŸposaññŸ), then he disturbs the earth, shaking it, causing it to shudder, 
and quake (kampati sa÷kampati sampakampati sampavedhati). This is the 
second reason and cause”21 (Gethin 2008: 61).

I shall privilege here the analysis of the first cause of 
earthquakes, its strong connections with the second one, the significance 
of its position in the greater list, and also the relevance of earthquakes in 
the Buddhist world. While the MahŸparinibbŸnasuttanta “is indeed the first 
really long literary composition extant in ancient India î...º built according to 
a uniform plan î...º the structure of the text î...º has never really been 
investigated.”22 This statement is particularly helpful when taking a fresh 
look at the above quoted “S tra of Earthquakes,” which in fact opens — in 
PŸli, Sanskrit, Prakrit, Chinese and Tibetan sources — as a “s tra of 
seaquakes.” Despite the enormous modern and multilingual literature on the 

19 On kamp, see J. KELLENS 1986: 344-377. 
20  Compare mahŸvŸtesu parikupitesu udaka÷ kampati and udake kampite 
mahŸpa½hav  kampati (Mil 118.14-15), dasasahass lokadhŸtu î...º paduminipa¡¡ e 
udakabindu viya akampatittha (Ps II 135,20), or upari î...º udaka÷ vŸtehi kampati
(Nidd I 353.10). 
21 The sutta appears, with some variations, in other canonical texts: A¸guttara-
NikŸya IV 307 sq.; Sa÷yutta-NikŸya V 259 (but after the inclusion of the sutta on 
the eight assemblies and without enumerating the causes), UdŸna 62. I leave aside 
for another occasion the study of their textual and doctrinal relationship.
22 O. von HINÜBER 1996/2001/2008: 31; subsequent analysis in O. von HINÜBER

2009b: 47-48, 61-66. The pioneering scrutiny and results of E. Waldschmidt and 
A. Bareau, who tried for the first time to comprehend the entire textual history, 
are available in a series of volumes: see above all E. WALDSCHMIDT 1939: 55-94 
înow in 1967º; 1944-1948; 1948: 48-91 / 1967: 120-163; 1950-1951; 1961: 375-
385 / 1967: 417-427 and A. BAREAU 1963-1970-1971-1995; see also A. BAREAU

1987: 13-37 / 1995: 367-391 / 1999: 141-166 and the relevant portions of A. 
BAREAU 1985 (other significant discussions in E. WALDSCHMIDT 1953-1956; 
1988, and 1989). For the TheravŸda version see also Y.-G. AN 2003. For the 
MahŸyŸna one, also K. YAMAMOTO 1973-1975 and 1975; A. YUYAMA 1981; M.-
W. LIU 1982: 63-94. For its reception and history in China, see W. W. LAI 1982: 
99-106; Chr. BARBIER-KONTLER 1993: 301-320, and for the Dharmaguptaka 
version A. BAREAU 1969: 9-21. Specific and/or comparative studies include W. 
PACHOW 1945: 167-210 & 1946: 1-41; K. S. CH’EN 1958: 128-133; R. B. 
WILLIAMS 1970: 156-167; J. SILK 2006. For a more recently discovered GŸndhŸr
version written in Kharoð½h , see M. ALLON, R. SALOMON 2000: 243-273. 
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parallel texts, our knowledge of this kind of earthquakes has progressed only 
little.
 The sequence mahŸpa½hav  udake pati½½hitŸ is clearly 
reminiscent of the BrŸhma¡a and Upaniðad cosmology, where the agent 
of firmness is a kind of “Urwasser” (H. Günther, ZDMG 1944: 49). We 
can without any doubt recognize in the background of pati½½hitŸ, which is 
present in other TheravŸda reports on earthquakes (cf. infra), the 
“support” or “fundament” (pratið½hµ) of the earth, which indeed is made 
up of the primeval (salty 23 ) waters in different Indian pre-Buddhist 
cosmologies.24 In those cases, as for instance in the ¯atapatha-brŸhma¡a
II, 1.1.8-10, the primeval earth is still not firm: “this earth was then 
trembling like a lotus-leaf”25. According to the Suma¸galŸvilŸsin  (DA I 
131) the earth trembled from the water upwards (udaka-pariyantam eva 
katvŸ pa½havi akampitha) when the D ghabhŸnaka theras recited the 
BrahmajŸlasutta26. According to the MahŸvastu (I 241 Senart; Jones 
1949: 199), sometimes “the earth with ocean and sky quaked, and among 
the devas in heaven a wondrous shout went up.” Many other texts, as for 
instance the A¿okŸvadŸna, repeatedly mention the quaking of both earth 
and ocean: “Throughout Indra’s threefold world, | there shone a 
supernatural light, | dazzling like gold and delighting the eye | the earth 

23 On salty waters and oceans in pre-Buddhist cosmological India, see now W. 
SLAJE 2001: 37-40 and W. SLAJE 2005 î2006º: 189 cum n. 32, which mentions 
BhŸskarami¿ra’s commentary on Taittir ya-sa÷hitŸ V 6.4.2-3 about “the idea of 
the transformation from water,” which should be compared to Buddhist texts such 
as the MahŸvastu I 339 & 344 Senart (JONES 1949: 286 & 290), on BHS 
p¼thiv rasa (PŸ. rasapa½havi), the cosmogonical “essence of the earth,” or the 
“savoury earth.” For p¼thiv - or bh mirasa corresponding to am¼ta / amata,
nourishment of the primordial beings in Tantric Buddhism, see A. WAYMAN

1973/2005: 25-27 and A. WAYMAN 1997: 57 n. 9.
24 On Buddhist cosmology and its background, see îJ. BLOCH, J. FILLIOZAT,º L. 
RENOU 1949; R. F. GOMBRICH 1975: 110-142; F. REYNOLDS, M. B. REYNOLDS

1982 (with the review essay of S. TAMBIAH 1984: 73-81); W. R. KLOETZLI

1983/2007; R. L. THOMPSON 1989/2004; S. DIETZ 1989: 489-497; 1990: 442-449
and 2003: 207-225; K. MEISIG 1990: 541-554; R. F. GOMBRICH 1992: 159-178; A. 
SADAKATA 1997 (and the review by R. GETHIN 1998: 74-77); KAJIYAMA Y. 
2000/2008: 183-199; C. MINKOWSKI 2004: 349-385.
25 References in F. B. J. KUIPER 1970: 99-100 n. 14, 103, 109-110, who aptly 
described the cosmogony’s result as instabilis terra; also H. KOTTKAMP1996: 314-
316 and 334 n. 151. The ¯B occurrence was often discussed since Eggeling, Lévi, 
Mus. See also GUPTA-GOMBRICH/SHARMA1996: 376. 
26  This is not only a cosmological reference, but also an insight into DN 
intertextuality (which will be explored later): the BrahmajŸlasutta itself mentions 
three earthquakes. Moreover, earthquake occurrences are in both verse and prose, 
e.g. in the Vessantara-jŸtaka (XII. 486, trsl. 6: 251).
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and its mountains, ringed by the ocean, | shook like a ship being tossed at 
sea.”27

 The second cause has different relevant variations: the PŸli text 
says only “ascetic or Brahman” (brŸhma¡o vŸ ... devatŸ vŸ), but the 
Sanskrit and the (Vinaya) Chinese ones, possibly later but most 
interestingly, add the nuns (bhikðun ), repeting thus twice the description 
of the whole second cause.28

 The other causes (3-8) when “the earth is disturbed, it shakes, 
shudders, and quakes” — a sextuple mnemonic repetition — are: “î3º when 
one who is intent to awakening falls from the company of Contended 
Gods and mindfully and fully aware descends into his mother’s womb 
(...) î4º when leaves his mother’s womb (...) î5º when the TathŸgata 
awakens to the supreme complete awakening (...) î6º when the TathŸgata 
turns the unsurpassed wheel of Truth (...) î7º gives up the factors of life 
(...) î8º attains nibbŸna by means of the nibbŸna that is without any 
remnant of attachment îupŸdiº” (Gethin 2008: 61-62). 

In their thoughtful analysis of the MahŸparinibbŸnasuttanta and 
related literature, Jean Przyluski (1885-1944)29 and André Bareau (1921-
1993)30 noted a long time ago that the eightfold list was not eightfold in 
the beginning, as they were able to compare the early extant Chinese 
translations, a methodological requirement that — since the epochs of their 
professors Sylvain Lévi (1863-1935) and Paul Demiéville (1894-1979), 
up to scholars with acintya-like philological expertise like Mgr Étienne 
Lamotte (1903-1983) and Jan Willem de Jong (1921-2000) — was met 
with commendable proficiency. However, when one looks more closely at 
the constitution of the DN list, it will appear that all types of causes are 
already there: cosmology, meditation, and crucial events of the Buddha’s 
life. We do have firm reasons to suppose that this first cause of 
earthquakes was included in every early list that explained, from an 
Indian cosmological or a Buddhist worldview, the production of 
earthquakes. It is true that not every such list included the whole eightfold 
account. More primitive versions of a number of different texts existing in 

27 Transl. J. S. STRONG 1983/1989/2002: 246 and 120-121 (discussion). 
28 E. WALDSCHMIDT 1950-1951: 215 translates the Chinese Vinaya “eine Nonne 
oder Gottheiten,” mentioning (214 n. 14) that the DivyŸvadŸna has here only 
devatŸ.
29 J. PRZYLUSKI 1918, republished in J. PRZYLUSKI 1920. 
30 Professor at the Collège de France, André Bareau published several invaluable 
contributions on the MahŸparinibbŸnasuttanta, with slight variations before and 
after his main study (A. BAREAU 1979: 45-103 / 1995: 307-365): see especially A. 
BAREAU 1973-1974: 447-475; A. BAREAU 1974: 275-299/1995: 493-517; A. 
BAREAU 1974-1975: 451-467; A. BAREAU 1975-1976: 493-504 and A. BAREAU

1976-1977: 567-580. 
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PŸli, Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan mention a lesser number of causes. 
Nonetheless, the integrity of the PŸli list is preserved. From another 
perspective, Bareau accepted that the earthquake here mentioned belongs 
to the sutta’s most primitive core31, even if he did not admit of this 
earthquake as a possibly real event during the Buddha’s life32. There is, it 
seems, just one single scholar, Tilmann Vetter, who considered, 
commenting upon the same multa prodigia, that the earthquake was a real 
event and the sutta consequently a reliable report.33

 The text of the Sanskrit MahŸparinirvŸ¡as tra is rather 
similar:

17.3 ko bh(adanta hetu² ka² pra)tyayo îDivyŸvadŸna adds: mahata²
p¼thiv cŸlasyaº yenaitarhy a(bh d mahŸp¼thiv )cŸla ulkŸpŸta di(¿odŸhŸ) 
antar kðe devadundubhayo ’bhinadanti | (að½Ÿv ime) h(e)tavo ’ð½au 
pratyayŸ (ma)hata² p¼thiv( c)Ÿlasya | katame ’ð½au |
17.4 (i)ya÷ mahŸp¼(thivy) apsu pratið½hitŸ || Ÿpo vŸ(yau) pratið½hitŸ 
v(Ÿy)u(r ŸkŸ¿e pratið½hita² || bhavaty) Ÿn(anda sama)yo yad ŸkŸ¿e viðamŸ 
vŸyavo vŸnty Ÿpa² (k)ð(o)bhayanti || Ÿpa² kðubdhŸ² p¼thiv (÷) cŸlayanti ||

31 “La version primitive du récit qui sera le noyau de toute cette sixième partie de 
notre s tra devait se réduire à deux éléments : le Buddha rejette ses compositions 
vitales, alors qu’il se repose auprès du sanctuaire de CŸpŸla, et aussitôt après la 
terre tremble” (BAREAU 1979: 77). 
32 See A. BAREAU 1974: 461: “MŸra, satisfait, s’éloigne et le Buddha ‘rejette ses 
compositions vitales’ en concentrant sa pensée. Aussitôt, la terre tremble 
violemment pour annoncer au monde cet événement capital. Cet épisode, le plus 
important de la sixième partie îdu MPNSº, est entièrement légendaire de toute 
evidence;” and also A. BAREAU 1975: 451-452. Before that he expressed a clear-
cut reluctance: “les noyaux des VIe et IXe parties du MPNS contiennent au 
contraire îscil. des autres partiesº des épisodes manifestement légendaires, faisant 
du Bienheureux un surhomme capable de causer un tremblement de terre” (A. 
BAREAU 1975-1976: 495). A complete critical evaluation of Bareau’s results on 
the great s tra must take into account the observations of F. BIZOT 1994: 6-7 
(“Méfiant à l’égard de l’imagination, il îBareauº a été épris d’un idéal du 
bouddhisme, sorte de noyau originel, excluant toutes les formes de religiosité que 
les sectateurs de différentes écoles nées dans sa mouvence avaient développées 
après coup, et qui correspondait, selon lui, à l’enseignement authentique du 
Ma[tre.”)
33 “What seems to be a reliable report is that shortly before the Buddha’s death an 
earthquake took place and it is possible that the Buddha explained this as an omen 
of his imminent decease. According to the Skandhaka îof the Vinayaº, this 
earthquake was caused by the Buddha’s decision to finally enter nirvana. 
Afterwards every îsicº important event in the life of the Buddha is connected with 
an earthquake. This is only an example of the process of adaptation”, see T. 
VETTER 1988: xiv-xv. 
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31.75 asmi(÷) khalu mahŸsi÷hanŸdike dharmaparyŸye bhŸðyamŸ¡e 'ya÷ 
trisahasramahŸsahasro lokadhŸtus trik¼tva² ka÷pita² sa÷ka(÷)pita² 
sa÷praka÷pita² calita² sa÷(ca)lita² sa÷pracalito vyathita² sa÷vyathita² 
sa÷pravyathita²34 kðubhita²35 sa÷kðubhita² sa÷prakðubhita² ||

A long time ago Rhys Davids (1881: 46 n. 1) suggested an earthquake-
based comparison with the MahŸpadŸnasutta. This was indeed the 
suggestion of Buddhaghosa in his own commentary on the sutta of 
earthquakes. The subcomentary Sv-p½ II 201, 1-6 explains that from the 
third and the fourth causes the six others can be inferred (An 2003: 101 n. 
2). The interrelationship of the causes or, to be clearer, the list as a 
system, was indeed perceived within the TheravŸda tradition. A certain 
memory of early causes sets apart Buddhaghosa’s commentary in a 
special way. For the great TheravŸdin of the early 5th century, the first two 
causes needed a longer and separate discussion, and for the six others 
associated with the chief events of the Buddha’s later earthly life he 
added only: “what is to be said is given in the MahŸpadŸna.” More 
importantly, he shift the analysis by means of a thoughtful da capo (“thus
among these eight earthquakes”), as indicated in Table I. 

Table I36

I dhŸtu-kkhobena  through the shaking of the elements  
II iddhŸnubhŸvena  through iddhi (Sk. ¼ddhi) power 
III & IV puññatejena through the effulgence of merit
V ñŸnatejena through the effulgence of knowledge 
VI sŸdhukŸra-dŸna-vasena          “by way of giving applause”
VII kŸruñña-sabhŸvena through natural compassion
VIII Ÿrodanena  through lamenting37

34 For sa÷pravyathita², SWBT has the variant sa÷praka÷pita², which is by far 
much more common in many associated texts. 
35  BURNOUF again: “kchubhita exprime l’agitation d’un corps qui monte et 
descend, le bondissement, par exemple le mouvement des eaux de la mer” (1852 : 
307).
36  A concordance of cosmology, meditation, and earthquakes will include 
TheravŸda sources as the Abhidhammatthasa¸gaha 22-24; the Vibha¸ga 422-426; 
the Visuddhimagga 7.40-44 & 8.29-65; the DighanikŸya½½hakathŸ½ kŸ 1.217, see 
GETHIN 1997: 194 and GETHIN 1998: 116-117). For a first tentative comparison of 
jhŸnas and cosmological realms, see figures 9 and 11 in P. MASEFIELD 1983: 78 
and 85. See the analogous list of six episodes of the Buddha’s biography 
discussed by J. A. SILK 2003: 863-881; or the list of four acchariya-abbhuta-
dhamma including quakings in D. V. FIORDALIS 2008: 52-53; and of course the 
multilingual literature associated with the “twelve deeds” of a Buddha.
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The suppleness of the verbal construction is significant: from the three 
successive verbs that intensify the earth’s quake in PŸli texts, we come 
later on across a double series of three verbal forms and, most 
importantly, we encounter considerable variation in the choice of verbs, 
viz. the adoption of quite a few synonyms, while the classical stock 
phrase is preserved. Some Sanskrit Buddhist texts which have been 
recovered outside Gangetic India testify to this variability, while still 
always preserving the standard narrative intensification. A fragment of a 
SarvŸstivŸda version of the MahŸparinirvŸ¡as tra (17.4) found in Turfan 
reads our first cause as follows: Ÿpa² kðubdhŸ² p¼thiv (÷) cŸlayanti, with
the more general cosmological account: ŸkŸ¿e viðamŸ vŸyavo vŸnty Ÿpa² 
(k)ð(o)bhayanti (SWBT 1998: 150b). The Gilgit Sa÷ghabhedavastu also 
has some other variations. 

According to Mark Allon (1997: 199-200 n. 17), the sequence 
kampati sa÷kampati sampakampati sampavedhati has a 3+4+5+5 
syllable pattern, and equally a metrical one (see also Allon 1997: 248), a 
fact that gives evidence of the canonical and mnemonic character of 
earthquake formulae, proving also their antiquity. Exploring the same set 
in Buddhaghosa’s commentary on the Vinaya, a larger but somewhat 
forgotten explanation about “the practice of learning off string of 
synonyms” was given by E. J. Thomas:

“Here we have the same series of compounds as we find repeatedly in the 
Niddesa, and Buddhaghosa is only using an earlier phraseology. It appears 
not only in later commentators but also in Sanskrit and especially 
MahŸyŸna works. In several of these a standing description of an 
earthquake occurs. The synonymous verbs kamp-, vidh-, cal-, kðubh- are 
given, followed by ran and garj and each is expounded into compounds 
with pra and sampra. If this stood alone, it might be taken merely as the 
verbosity of a particular author, but there are other instances, and they 
often correspond with series of synonyms in the Niddesa.”

E. J. THOMAS 1926: 500-50138.

The cosmology of the SŸmaññaphalasutta describes the 
foundation of the universe starting from the original and unique water 
(ekodak bh ta÷).

37 Y.-G. AN 2003: 101 notes that the third knowledge is referred to as penetration 
(pa½ivedha) (also 2003: 93). 
38 Thomas compared the Lalitavistara, the AvadŸna-¿ataka, the MahŸvastu, the 
Saddharmapu¡ ar kas tra and the Karu¡apu¡ ar kas tra, on which see CIURTIN

forthcoming §a. This is basically the situation for the SamŸdhirŸjas tra also (cf. 
infra).
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The Jain “lower world” (ahe-loga) has seven regions and in 
between “there are spaces of unmeasured extension î...º Any concussion 
of their hulls (guvie samŸ¡e) is conveyed by the water hull to the earth 
and causes a general earthquake.”39 But this Buddhist and Jaina view, 
“reminiscent of pre-Socratic philosophy, is quite different from India’s 
religious cosmologies” (R. Gombrich 1996/2007: 92). From early 
Milesian philosophy to Aristotle and the medieval Byzantine thinking, the 
combination of water and winds in the production of earthquakes was 
largely accepted as the dominant view, by most Christian authors as well, 
and sometimes examined in modern scholarship (at least since Osip 
Mikhailovich Kovalevskiy (1801-1878) published his Buddhist
Cosmology îKazan, 1837; in Russianº). 

Wijesekera (1990/1993: 3) ambiguously considers the first cause 
as “the nearest approach to a modern seismological explanation of the 
origin of earthquakes.” But as Ian Harris argued, “îmºany contemporary 
Buddhists, particularly in Sri Lanka, regard this as a surprisingly modern 
view of the origin of earthquakes, but when read in context, we discover 
that this is only one special category of earthquakes discussed in the text” 
(Harris 2001: 240).40

III. One way, six ways of quaking 

Let me only mention here the numeric similarities between the 
six causes linked to the Buddha’s biography (the reasons 3-8 in the 
standard text), the six manners of an earthquake’s production, the six 
moments of an earthquake, and the six earthquakes. Seismical ða  is 
frequently met in later Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit texts,41 and known for 
instance in Tocharian and Khotanese.42

39 W. SCHUBRING 1935/2000: 210; see also the earthquakes mentioned by L. 
ALSDORF 1947: 105-128 / 2001: 136-159 and especially W. KIRFEL 1920/1967/
1990 and C. CAILLAT 1981. On non-Buddhist earthquakes, see most recently S. 
Ch. DASH 2002-2003 î2005º: 173-180, and S. N. JHA 2001: 842-865. 
40 AN 2003: 101 n. 3 is also rather misleading when he qualifies the other seven 
causes as pertaining to “artificial power”. A single reference to Przyluski — who 
ably commented the whole in 1918 — in AN 2003 (supplied in fact by Richard 
Gombrich).
41 For example, Jones translated the MahŸvastu as “six times,” but added for 
vikŸra “literally ‘in six changes’ or ‘disturbances’” (JONES1949: 34 n. 1). 
42 “With preverb bi- Khotanese has bärr ysätä in the cliché ðei-padya bärr ysätä,
‘shakes in six ways, ða -vikŸra÷ kampati’” (BAILEY 1960: 16). Cf. also Khot. 
har ysa / -Ÿ÷ “trembling,” later on Khot. b r ysya “to tremble, waver, shake” 
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Before finding the unique right place for his bodhi-poise,
Gautama tests out all the points of the compass.43 The Eastern side will 
prove to be the single one which “neither trembles, nor quakes” (Warren 
î1896º 1922: 76). This circumambulation of the bodhi-tree should be 
compared with the symbolic values associated with the bodhima¡ a, the 
very spot of the earth where the Buddha shall obtain Enlightenment, 
which is reputedly immovable. Later doctrinal developments deepened 
the theme: there are on the earth as well as in the universe four such 
avijahita½½hŸnŸni, “unchanging spots” (Malalasekera 1937-1938/2003: 
324), of which two are related to the earthquake’s causes — notably the 5th

and the 6th causes — and the two other to eminent pŸ½ihŸriya44. The 
multiplication of bodhima¡ a as mahŸcaitya in the subsequent MahŸyŸna 
doctrine adopts the same pattern.45

It seems that no one has asked why one quake associated with 
this event becomes sixfold in later texts — and there are cases of texts with 
one quake becoming six quakes in the commentaries — , nor whether there 
are specific reasons or only a matter of an artificial and obscure 
inconsistency. We shall note that every time when the future Buddha 

(DRESDEN 1955: 417, 467 and 490). Also M. MAGGI 2004: 132 (“all the regions 
quake”, after EB III.78, but “senza indicazione della fonte”). 
43 Atharva-veda knows already six the points of the compass. 
44 This despite the fact that “miracles” here is restrictive and highly problematic, 
as modern observers abandon many doctrinal implications. The first one is 
associated with the SŸ¸kŸsya, one of the supernatural classic events, but the 
second with a more discreet recurrent episode, the Buddha’s stay in gandha-ku½ ,
the personal “Perfumed Chamber” he had in Jetavana monastery (and not only 
there). See J. STRONG 1977: 401 sq. (and there is also a MahŸyŸnic TathŸgata 
Sugandhaku½ .) See also D. V. FIORDALIS 2008: 49 (earthquakes) and passim.
45 See especially É. LAMOTTE 1962: 198 / 1994: 94-99; É. LAMOTTE 1965: 221 / 
2003: 195-196 cum n. 242 (such unique places become quasi identical, without 
any difference îsama, nirvi¿eðaº), A. YUYAMA 1968: 490, and G. SCHOPEN 1975: 
173 cum n. 48, with his subchapter on the MahŸyŸna bodhima¡ a (G. SCHOPEN

1975: 172-181 / 2005: 46-52, 60-62). Note that three events from the eightfold 
earthquake list — bodhi; dharmacakrapravartana; parinirvŸ¡a — are associated 
with such a single place in Saddharmapu¡ ar kas tra 391.6-13. See also H. W. 
BAILEY 1963: 72-77 (on mand-) and M. E. SHAW 2006: 20-22. As is well-known, 
the most ancient texts are not univocally convinced of the proper dimension of the 
bodhima¡ a. I venture that this could also be discussed in terms of 
circumambulation, as the Buddha is the whole time facing the tree, not the 
horizon, nor simply visiting the neighbourhood of the tree (bodhi-sam pa) (as in 
Mv II 413.3, cp. YUYAMA 1968: 490). Perhaps the diameter of this 
circumambulation, at least for some texts or episodes, is the bodhima¡ a’s
dimension. Also J. POWERS 2009: 46: “the earth î...º bore witness to the 
appropriateness of his residence there by generating a tremor.” 
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comes to a bodhi-tree side, he experiences a wavering of couples of half- 
(not quarter-) worlds: South-North, West-East, North-South. Each of the 
previous three couples, right there where he tests the place — on the 
Southern, then Western, and finally Northern part of the tree — will sink 
down so deep that “it seemed to touch the Av ci hell”. So the Buddha, just 
before he takes to sitting immovably, has the threefold experience of a 
world that shakes and quakes in a cosmic disequilibrium, whose 
dimensions are indeed that of the cosmology of the day: highest heaven 
vs. Av ci hell. Three quarters of the bodhi-tree are instable and insecure. 
Promised to Buddhahood, the Blessed One will, however, first undergo an 
extraordinary threefold unsteadiness, in which — together with that part of 
the world where he is momentarily sitting — he seems to touch the deepest 
hell. Explicitly qualified as a seismic one, the same as in the NidŸnakathŸ,
the move precedes — at least in the Buddha’s biography — every other type 
or occurrence of an earthquake. To describe the quake, our text adopts 
this simply ideal image of a cosmic cart wheel trodden on:

“Wherever, indeed, he stood, the broad earth rose and fell, as though it 
had been a huge cart-wheel lying on its hub, and some one were treading 
on the rim.” 

H. C. WARREN î1896º 1922: 76:
“to him, where he was standing, the earth seemed to bend up and down 
like a great cart wheel lying on its axis when its circumference is trodden 
on”

T. W. RHYS DAVIDS 1880: 75-76.

This seems indeed to be the internal doctrinal coherence one would 
expect from an accurate transformation — one quake into six — of an old 
element of tradition. 46  As we have seen, only the fourth couple of 
horizons, East-West, is unshakable. Nevertheless this early representation 
of world-quakings will change, especially in MahŸyŸna. Later only, the 
six types of earthquakes47 will be transformed into six times a single one. 

46  Buddhaghosa explains the immeasurables by noting that “even the world 
(cakkavŸ®a) is too narrow and even the highest point is too low” (Y.-G. AN 2003: 
161). A similar treatment of cardinal points seems to appear when, in the MPNS,
the Mallas bring the corpse of the Buddha, as they are unable to lift it but out of 
the city by the eastern gate; see O. von HINÜBER 2009b: 55 (“very unusual.”) Cp. 
the fragment in A. F. R. HOERNLE 1916/1970: 169 (Sanskrit) and 171 (English 
translation), and the review of the reprint by J. W. de JONG, IIJ 15 (1972), p. 265, 
adding TheragŸthŸ 640-643, the Chinese MadhyamŸgama (T 1 612c-613a), the 
SamyuktŸgama (T 2 62a-b) and the Dharmaguptakavinaya (T 22 844c-845a). 
47 The NidŸnakathŸ mentions twelve in the last watch (WARREN î1896º 1922: 82), 
because the event is twofold. 
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The A¿okŸvadŸna is again acquainted with a series of six, but actually 
mentions only four kinds: “the earth is made to tremble in six uncommon 
ways: the East goes up, the West goes down, the edge goes down, the 
centre goes up, and there is rumbling and trembling.”48

Although the Akðobhyavy ha includes a chapter on the sextuple 
earthquake,49 the richest grammatical tutti is to the best of my knowledge 
the ending of the first chapter of the SamŸdhirŸjas tra, according to the 
Vaidya edition (1959: 7, based on Nalinaksha Dutt’s edition of the Gilgit 
manuscript), and to the Gómez/Schopen edited translation of the Nepalese 
manuscript. It includes a threefold series of six verbs describing the 
earth’s quakes, three of which frequent in PŸli and Sanskrit H nayŸna
texts, the other three especially in MahŸyŸna50:

aya÷ ca trisŸhasramahŸsŸhasro lokadhŸtu² ða vikŸra÷ kampita²
prakampita² sa÷prakampita² | calita² pracalita² sa÷pracalita² | vedhita²
pravedhita² sa÷pravedhita² | kðubhita² prakðubhita² sa÷prakðubhita² |
ra¡ita² prara¡ita² sa÷prara¡ita² | garjita² pragarjita² sa÷pragarjita² |
p rvŸ digavanamati pa¿cimŸ digunnamati | pa¿cimŸ digavanamati p rvŸ
digunnamati | uttarŸ digavanamati dakði¡Ÿ digunnamati | dakði¡Ÿ 
digavanamati uttarŸ digunnamati | antŸdavanamati madhyŸdunnamati |
antŸdunnamati madhyŸdavanamati |
“î...º this world system, which contains three thousand times many 
thousands of worlds, in six ways shook, shook much and shook entirely. It 
trembled, trembled much and trembled entirely. It swayed, swayed much 
and swayed entirely. It moved, moved much and moved entirely. It rattled, 
rattled much and rattled entirely. It rumbled, rumbled much and rumbled 
entirely. In the east it sank down, in the west it heaved up. In the west it 
sank down, in the east it heaved up. In the north it sank down, in the south 
it heaved up. In the south it sank down, in the north it heaved up. From the 
ends it sank down, from the middle it heaved up. From the middle it sank 
down, from the ends it heaved up.” 

L. O. Gómez, J. A. Silk 1989: 60 and 84 n. 25. 

It seems that in northern India such a perception of the earth’s shakings 
was common during the colonial period. A witness of the earthquake of 

48 Transl. J. S. STRONG 1983/1989/2002: 199-200. 
49 Cf. J. DANTINNE 1983: 104 (“tremblement, grand tremblement, tremblement 
universel, secousse, grande secousse, secousse généralisée”).
50  The same is to be found in the ¯uramgamasamŸdhis tra, in the 
MahŸprajñŸpŸramitŸ¿Ÿstra, and even in later texts such as the Maitrisimit or the 
MahŸvyuttpati. The stock phrase is absent in Filliozat’s unpublished translation, 
based probably on the Gilgit manuscript, with insertions from the Tibetan text 
(Filliozat MSS: 1-20), yet not from this nidŸna-chapter (GÓMEZ/SCHOPEN 1989: 
85 n. 25).
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June 1819 confirmed: “rocking to and fro, or rising and sinking î...º; — 
when one foot was elevated, the earth either rose and met it, or sunk away 
from it in its descent.” Another witness endorsed the former testimony: 
“the earth under us seemed to rise and fall very considerably”51.

As for the sixfold quaking and its prodigious connection with 
meditational techniques and results, and the cosmological setting, it is 
startling to find all of them associated by a 9th-century Chinese Chan 
master, Linqi. Here is his text, in the eminently authoritative translation of 
Paul Demiéville:

“îqºuand vous avez une pensée de doute, c’est que vous êtes obstrués par 
la terre ; quand vous avez une pensée d’amour, c’est que vous êtes 
submergés par l’eau ; quand vous avez une pensée de colère, c’est que 
vous êtes brûlé par le feu ; quand vous avez une pensée de joie, c’est que 
vous êtes emportés par le vent. Si vous êtes capables de reconna[tre cela, 
vous ne serez plus actionnés par les objets, mais c’est vous qui partout 
vous servirez des objets ; surgissant à l’est et vous enfonçant à l’ouest, 
surgissant au sud et vous enfonçant au nord, surgissant au centre et vous 
enfonçant sur les côtés ; marchant sur l’eau comme sur la terre, marchant 
sur la terre comme sur l’eau. Et comment cela ? Parce que vous aurez 
compris que les quatre grands éléments sont comme un rêve, comme une 
fantasmagorie. Adeptes, ce qui est là maintenant à écouter la Loi, ce ne 
sont pas vos quatre éléments, car vous êtes capables de vous servir de ces 
quatre éléments. Sachez voir les choses ainsi, et vous serez alors libres de 
vos mouvements.”52

The story of Sumedha from the NidŸnakathŸ (JŸtaka I 25) was 
ably rendered into verses by Warren: 

176. Now pondering these conditions ten, | Their nature, essence, 
character, - Such fiery vigor had they all, | That all the worlds ten 
thousands quaked. 

calat  ravat puthav  ucchuyanta÷ vŸ p ®ita÷ |
telayante yathŸ cakka÷ eva÷ kampati medin ||
177. Then shook and creaked the wide, wide earth, | As doth the sugar-
mill at work; Then quaked the ground, as doth the wheel, | Of oil-mills 
when they’re made to turn. 

51 MACMURDO et al. 1823/1877: 99-100, respectively 123. 
52 P. DEMIÉVILLE 1972: 83-84. See also C. KONTLER 2004: 254-255, who cites it, 
but misses the point (“en effet, pratiquement dans les mêmes termes que les 
auteurs du bouddhisme ancien, la vérité de l’intériorisation du réel”). The 
earthquake-based filiation of meditation and cosmology seems on the contrary 
irepproachable.
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The sound of a sugar(cane) or oil mill as analogous to that of the earth’s 
quake is a rare illustration of earthquakes in Buddhist literature. It extends 
the liquid imagery of the first cause to a microcosm of fluid-cum-solid 
movements. The earth herself is called puthav  and also medin , but the 
translation compresses both terms, as it does for uccha-o and tela-yanta,
two kinds of mills (sugar and oil ones)53. Noting and then comparing the 
terrific sound of the earth during an earthquake was not, in fact, self-
evident: of the five senses, the earth subsumed for the most ancient Indian 
doctrines only tactility/taste, and only seldom sound as well (Gupta-
Gombrich/Sharma 1996: 364 sq.). 

IV. Meditation, Cosmology, Earthquakes

For the earliest Buddhists, the arrangement of exterior or interior 
space is regulated through mythology, ritual and meditation. In a 
magisterial contribution full of new vistas, Rupert Gethin wrote: “In 
general, traditional Buddhist cosmology as expounded in the NikŸyas and 
the Abhidharma must be understood as at once a map of all realms of 
existence and an account of all possible experiences” (Gethin 1997 
î2005º: 195). The broad picture of the entire universe is dhyŸna-qualified:
cosmology is meditation. Every level of the cosmos belongs to a specific 
level of dhyŸna that constitutes its main characteristic. There are first 
dhyŸna, second dhyŸna (and so on) cosmological levels, because all 
beings living at a specific level enter and are maintained by a specific 
level of meditation. 

Let me go at least one step further: between the earthquakes, the 
meditation and the cosmology we have a twofold — and fairly systematic 
— connection. The earthquakes and the cosmology are strongly 
intertwined, as we are able to monitor the earliest seismological aetiology 
within the Indian Buddhist tradition. The cosmology, in the meantime, is 
strongly correlated to meditation — individual and collectively generic 

53 A most learned study by O. von HINÜBER (1971: 101 / 2009a: 782) includes a 
more literal translation (“Es bebt, es brüllt die Erde wie eine gepreßte 
Zuckerrohrpresse, wie das Rad einer Ölpresse so zittert die Erde”), and other non-
Buddhist parallels as well. The passage is to be found in the Buddhava÷sa II 168 
and the Buddhava÷sa-a½½hakathŸ of Buddhadatta, and Buddhaghosa tried to 
evaluate every element of the mill comparison, integrating it into a cosmological 
framework (Visuddhimagga 415.20 sq., ed. WARREN-KOSAMBI). For Buddhadatta 
(MadhuratthavilŸsin  114, transl. I. B. HORNER 1978: 163-164), ucchuyanta is 
compared with an earthquake that moves the earth “in six ways.” “Moved means 
shook in six ways î...º How? It bent up from the east, bent down from the west,” 
etc. (HORNER 1978: 164 and 85). On this formula, infrequent in Pali, see infra.
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meditation. Do we equally have a link between earthquake and 
meditation?

The answers are affirmative. The first affirmative one is 
precisely the second cause of earthquakes described and briefly analysed 
before54. However, it must be underlined that cosmology itself is put to 
test by both meditation and earthquakes. Yet, hopefully, that is not all. 

To the best of my knowledge, there have been only incipient and 
unsystematic notes on a possible, though barely explained or understood, 
link between cosmology, dhyŸna, and earthquakes. Essential here is a 
directly connected passage from the Abhidharmako¿abhŸðya which, 
describing the imperfections (apakðŸla) of inferior dhyŸnas and their 
succeeding refinement, overtly compares: 

prathame hi dhyŸne vitarka-vicŸra apakðŸlŸ² | te ca manasa² 
paridŸhakatvŸd agni-kalpŸ² | dvit ye pr tir apakðŸlŸ | sŸ pra¿rabdhi 
yogenâ¿raya-m¼du-kara¡Ÿd ap-kalpŸ |...| t¼t ye dhyŸne Ÿ¿vŸsa-pra¿vŸsŸ²
| te ca vŸyaya eva | iti yasyŸ÷ dhyŸna-samŸpattau yathŸbh ta ŸdhyŸtmiko 
’pakðŸla² tasyŸ÷ dhyŸnopapattŸu tathŸbh to bŸhya iti
“In the first dhyŸna thinking and reflection are imperfections; these are 
similar to fire since they burn through the mind. In the second dhyŸna joy 
is the imperfection; this is like water since, by association with 
tranquillity, is makes the senses soft... In the third dhyŸna out-breaths and 
in-breaths îare imperfectionº; these are actually winds. In this way the 
subjective îadhyŸtmikaº imperfection in a dhyŸna attainment is of the 
same nature as the objective îbŸhyaº imperfection in the corresponding 
dhyŸna rebirth.” 

BhŸðya to Abhidharmako¿a III:100cd, transl. Gethin 1997 î2005º: 203 
cum n. 58. 

îapakðŸla, cp. “défauts,” La Vallée Poussin 1925 î1971/1980º, 5: 209º55

54 For a tentatively exhaustive treatment, see Ciurtin forthcoming. 
55 On Buddhist (mainly) TheravŸda meditation, see especially D. K. SWEARER

1973: 435-455; C. PENSA 1977: 335-344; R. DUQUENNE 1978: 32-48; W. RAHULA

1980: 267-280; F. G. FOG 1994: 35-58; L. S. COUSINS 1996: 35-58; L. ZAHLER

1990: 53-78; F. DELEANU 2000: 65-113 / 2005: 29-73; R. GETHIN 2004: 17-37 
and 2006: 63-112. One can hardly accept today the speculations of WAYMAN

1965: 312-313, as well as the following commentary of the above-cited passage, 
were the previous insight seems immediately lost: “This would accord with the 
general Indian theory that it is precisely when natural forces are inimical that the 
spiritual victory is possible î...º, so also when the DhyŸna is shaken by its 
excellent pleasure” (WAYMAN î1976º 1990: 84, again on 91). 
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V. Tranquil water: joy as imperfection 

The comparison of joy and water in a meditation-cum-cosmology
setting is not singular. In another type of commentarial literature, the 
beneficial qualities of water turn out to be that of p ti. In the 
Dhammasa¸ga¡i-a½½hakathŸ (AtthasŸlin ) 160-161, this association is 
common. There are five p ti (sometimes rendered by “zest”) in the 
Visuddhimagga of Buddhaghosa (143-144), a gradual series full of 
aquatic parallels in crescendo: minor (khuddaka-), momentary (kha¡ika-),
showering (okkantika-), uplifting (ubbega-) and all-pervading (phara¡a-)
p ti. This last one “is said to suffuse the whole body so that it becomes 
like a full bladder or is like a mountain cavern inundated with a mighty 
flood of water” (Gunaratana 1985/2002: 62 and Gunaratana 1988/2006: 
15). This is by no means an isolated comparison in PŸli, as witnessed by a 
Chinese translation of the SarvŸstivŸda Satipa½½hŸna-sutta made in 398 
CE and included in the MadhyŸma gama. Here we come across a 
formula describing, with considerable repetitions, the contemplation of 
the body (associated with the establishment of mindfulness) in a way 
which is close to the PŸli variants: 

“A monk makes the rapture and pleasure born of seclusion drench, 
moisten, pervade and fill his body; no part of his body is unpervaded by 
the rapture and pleasure born of seclusion. Just as a skilled bath man fills a 
container with bath powder and mixes îbath powder andº water into a 
lump, making water drench, moisten, pervade and fill îthe lumpº with no 
part unpervaded; so too a monk makes the rapture and pleasure born of 
seclusion drench, moisten, pervade and fill his body; no part of his body is 
unpervaded by the rapture and pleasure born of seclusion. 

Nianchu jing, T 1.582b sq., transl. T.-F. KUAN 2008
(formula repeated in 148-150, 158-160).

The formulaic phrase “drench, moisten, pervade and fill” is, if 
not identical, then quite close to the PŸli of the SŸmaññphalasutta:
abhisandeti, parisandeti, parip reti, parippharati: “drench, saturate, 
permeate and suffuse.”56 It is remarkable, I should add, that both general 
themes of “concentration” and “insight” meditation (samŸdhi vs. paññŸ,

56 See P. J. GRIFFITHS 1983: 57 cum 66 n. 7. In a review of P. J. GRIFFITHS 1986, J. 
W. DE JONG 1988: 162-163 cum n. 5 discussed passages of Sthiramati’s 
commentary on the Tri÷¿ikŸ and from the Sa÷dhinirmocanas tra, which describe 
(with paryupayoga) the compactness of water. 
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saññŸ-vedayita-nirodha vs. satipa½½hŸna, etc.) apply the same water 
imagery here, no longer in contradiction like in many other cases.57

According to the D ghanikŸya commentary, p ti arises “causing 
the whole body to shake” (Sv I, 217.7-8), and the Pa½isambhidŸmagga
explores in greater detail58 this quite peculiar type of “shaking of the 
body” (Pa½is I 84.35 sq.; 165.24-166.26). This thrill, which is clearly 
interior, expands through the worlds and shakes the palace of Sakka,59

being thus interiorly and exteriorly a com-motion. There are other 
instances where an inversion through meditation is operated60. The water 
is in fact immeasurable: in the second jhŸna.

 There are three elements responsible for the world’s destruction, 
and they are indicated by different PŸli, Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan 
sources in this order: fire, water, wind. They progress up to a superior 
jhŸna realm and, as Gethin describes, “when the destruction is by water, 
the three realms corresponding to the second jhŸna are also îas the sense 
sphere and form realms, destroyed by fireº included” (Gethin 1997 
î2005º: 196). The fourth dhŸtu (the first, in fact, in many a list, a text, a 
canonical language) is absent from the list of world destructions, which 
confirms its distinctive status. If this were not so, then its destructive 
capacity would be merely the earth-quake. To progress on the path of 
meditation is analogous to the contraction (by destruction) of the world. 
The meditative monk coincides more and more with an axial 
cosmological moment of the world. 

There are also other possible connections between cosmology, 
meditation and earthquakes. One such is the strong relationship 
established, for instance, between compassion, karu¡Ÿ, and anukampŸ,
sympathy — an interpersonal move.61 It is extremely likely that the list of 
eights continues, in an artificial manner, with the enumeration of the eight 
assemblies immediately after the eightfold cause of earthquakes, but the 

57 One may still find the analysis of Visuddhimagga by P. GRIFFITHS 1981: 605-
624 very helpful (see especially 613 sq.). 
58 Cited already by COUSINS 1973 î2005º: 121 and 126, and included amongst “the 
phenomena ancillary to visionary states.” 
59 Without any particular reason, quite the opposite (as the food ended), the king-
parrot “was so happy and contended that the abode of Sakka began to shake,” cf. 
JŸ III, 491-494; Dhammapada-a½½hakathŸ II.9 (284-285 PTS), cf. E. W. 
BURLINGAME 1910: 531. 
60 E.g. Abhidharmako¿a II.71b-72, cf. LA VALLÉE POUSSIN 1923 î1971/1980º, 1: 
326 n. 1.
61 On which see M. MAITHRIMURTHI 1999, pp. 121-123 (with anukampŸ rendered 
as “Sorge/Fürsorge” and “Mitgefühl,” respectively, 1999: 121, 128 and 319). Also 
T.-F. KUAN 2005: 285-319. 



E. CIURTIN82

other groups of eight — stages of mastery and stages of release — are 
classifications directly linked to meditation. 

The mŸravijaya has frequently been considered specifically a 
psychological event in the history of PŸli studies, from the time of the 
first president of the Pali Text Society (especially in Rhys Davids 
1877/1903: 37-38) to that, again, of the present one (Gethin 1997 î2005º: 
23-24).62

Many more cosmological similes are present in the subsequent 
a½½hakathŸ literature. The MadhuratthavilŸsin , Buddhadatta’s a½½hakathŸ
on the Buddhava÷sa, states: “In patience îthe bodhisattvaº was like the 
earth, in morality like the ocean, in concentration similar to Meru, in 
knowledge like the heavens. î...º He is said to be ‘like the earth’ from not 
shaking with all that he acquires” (transl. I. B. Horner 1978: 193-194).

As we have seen, the primeval, cosmological waters are seen as a 
support or fundament. The Abhidharma meditation will add the “fruit of 
fundament” (pratið½hŸ-phala63), associated with the earth element and 
seen in the same cosmological framework. 

There is a meditational inversion of the greatness of the elements 
as embodied into the jhŸna and iddhi experience64. Not only in the 
Visuddhimagga of Buddhaghosa 65 , but already in the Majjhima-,
A¸guttara- and D ghanikŸya, earth and water are two of the ten 
meditational “totalities” or “devices” (Pa. kasi¡a, Sk. k¼stna 66 ). The 
following passage from the Pa½isambhidŸmagga should be of help in 
order to understand the meditational implication of the kasi¡a technique: 

“18. He dives in and out of the earth as though in water: he is naturally an 
obtainer of the water kasi¡a attainment. He adverts to earth. Having 
adverted, he decides with knowledge ‘Let there be water’. There is water. 
He does the diving in and out of the earth. Just as men naturally not 
possessed of success (supernormal power) do diving in and out of water, 
so too this possessor of success (supernormal power) attained to mastery 
of will does the diving in and out of the earth as though in water. 19. He
goes on unbroken water as though the earth: he is naturally an obtainer of 
the earth kasi¡a element. He adverts to water. Having adverted, he decides 
with knowledge ‘Let there be earth’. There is earth. He goes on unbroken 

62 MŸra is an “être de fiction” for BAREAU as well (1979: 78 / 1995: 340).
63 “îFºruit de la base: le cercle d’eau (jalama¡ ala) est fruit du cercle de vent 
(vŸyuma¡ ala) et ainsi de suite jusqu’aux herbes, fruit de la grande terre 
(mahŸp¼thiv ),” transl. by L. de LA VALLÉE POUSSIN 1923-1931 î1971/1980º, 2: 
297.
64 L. de LA VALLÉE POUSSIN 1923-1931 î1971/1980º, 2: 326 n. 1; 6: 44. 
65 Visuddhimagga 125-126, on which see GETHIN 1998: 183 and KUAN 2008: 67. 
66 Note that p¼thiv  and k¼tsna appear in Atharvavedapari¿ið½a II 1.6. 
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water. Just as î...º this possessor î...º goes on unbroken water as if on 
earth.”

Bhikkhu ÑŸ¡amoli, A. K. WARDER 1982: 379-38067.

Among the six abhiññŸ / abhijñŸ, the Buddhist “higher 
knowledges” obtained by the means of the fourth dhyŸna meditation68 and 
closely associated to Yogic extrasensory perception, the first one is 
responsible also for the production of earthquakes.69 The fourth jhŸna will 
be purposely considered as abhiññŸ-pŸdaka, a “base” which might be 
responsible for the production of earthquakes.70 Not only the meditation, 
but also connected themes like remembering previous lives (jŸtismara)
are associated with the earthquake.71

This general vision is assuaged by the very beginning of the 
Lokapaññatti, the PŸli “Description of the World,” which incorporates 
fragments not only from the lost Sanskrit Lokaprajñapti (extant in 
Chinese, in a translation of 558 CE, and in Tibetan), but also from specific 
TheravŸda and SarvŸstivŸda materials. Written in Burma in the 11th-12th c. 
(Denis 1977: passim), the first chapter is devoted precisely to the causes 
of the earthquakes, the Lokapaññatti being perhaps the one text of Greater 
India that opens with earthquakes 72 . However, this is due perhaps 
exclusively to the amalgamated recipe of its redaction, which one may 
even prefer to regard as a collation of short translations. It presents itself 
immediately after the concise general view of the world and it discusses 
the hells (Denis 1977: 1-573). Our sutta is presented in a much more 
concise form and includes noteworthy divergences.

67 See also P. GRIFFITHS 1981: 610 and, for the difficulty of really penetrating the 
meaning of such passages, 618, “it is difficult î...º to find TheravŸdins able and 
willing to give instruction in the finer points of kasi¡a meditation.”)
68  Commenting MahŸvastu I 165 Senart, Jones stated, ahead of time: “îtºhe 
reference here is obscure, as there is no mention elsewhere of an earthquake on 
such an occasion. (...) there is never said to be a convulsion of the earth when the 
Buddha engages contemplation” (JONES 1949: 130 n. 5), an assertion which I 
think could be discarded on sufficient grounds.
69 Not all modern commentators admitted it, as FRANCO (2009: 6) did.
70 D pava÷sa XIV.21, H. OLDENBERG 1879: 74 n. 21, transl. 1879: 180 (“îYourº 
abhiññŸpadaka meditation, Venerable sir, has caused this great earth-quake.”) 
71 On which see G. SCHOPEN 1983: 124 / 2005: 204.
72 O. von HINÜBER 1996/2001/2008: 183 (§395) mentions the “description of î...º 
earthquakes or other calamities.” 
73 Incidentally, K. R. NORMAN has emended the text in his review (read bhikkhave
for bhikkhŸve, vŸvŸ for vŸya, 1977: 1, ll. 7 and 16). 
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“Quelles sont les deux îcausesº? Cette terre repose sur les eaux. Les eaux 
reposent sur l’air. L’air prend appui sur l’éther. Or donc, ô Moines, 
lorsqu’il advient que soufflent de grands vents îcosmiquesº, ces grands 
vents se mettant à souffler, les eaux s’ébranlent et la terre est ébranlée” 
(transl. P. MUS 1939: 125-126).74

Neither Father Eugène Denis in his edition, nor other scholars have 
provided a comparative commentary. We can nevertheless supply the 
most relevant features: the sutta is spoken not in a caitya/cetiya named, 
for obvious reasons, CŸpŸla, but in VesŸl /Vai¿Ÿl , the city of the V¼ji 
being not far from and more important than this shrine; it presents not a 
dialogue with one single well-known monk ( nanda), but with many 
anonymous ones75; it repeats, however, the presentation of the first two 
causes in exactly the same terms, in the classical order. It presents a 
similitude with the Saddan ti, the famous 12th century grammar of Pali by 
the Burmese monk Aggava÷sa, where we read: “îwºhat, venerable ones, 
is the reason, what is the cause, for the manifestation of the great 
earthquake.”76

It is rather intriguing that, in the same year (1979), André Bareau 
mentioned not two causes in a distinct version, but “three77 or four” 
causes (in his analysis of the MahŸparinirvŸ¡as tra), and took into 
account neither the version provided by the Lokapaññatti (in his review of 
Eugène Denis’ edition, where, in fact, he did mention earthquakes), nor 
the analysis of his predecessors Jean Przyluski and Paul Mus78. We might 
suspect that, in his attempt to rescue a primitive form of this s tra,
especially when the alternation emerges between two and, respectively, 
three or four causes, Bareau tacitly draws upon Przyluski’s excellent 
analysis. This research was however complemented by Ernst 
Waldschmidt (1897-1985), in a series of contributions dating for the most 
part from between 1939 and 1961, and primarily in his edition of the PŸli, 

74 See also L. de LA VALLÉE POUSSIN 1923-1931 î1971/1980º, 6: 44 (two stanzas); 
P. MUS 1939: 38 and 52. 
75 Already noted by BAREAU 1979: 80 / 1995: 342 for the corresponding Chinese 
s tra of the Ekottara-Ÿgama (T 125.753c-754a). 
76 See E. G. KAHRS 1992: 168. 
77 A possible souvenir of J. PRZYLUSKI 1918: 355 (again in J. PRZYLUSKI 1920:
61-64, 101)? 
78 Compare BAREAU 1979: 79 / 1995: 341 (“Les plus anciens î...º connaissent 
seulement trois ou quatre causes des tremblements de terre”) and his BEFEO
review of DENIS 1977 (BAREAU 1979: 299, “Le chapitre I (pp. 1 à 5 de la 
traduction française) définit les causes des tremblements de terre”). No similar 
mention in Bareau’s RHR review, or in J. W. de Jong’s much more detailed IIJ
review.



ON WATER: EARTHQUAKES AND SEAQUAKES 
IN BUDDHIST COSMOLOGY AND MEDITATION 

85

Sanskrit, Tibetan and Chinese versions of the MahŸparinirvŸ¡as tra
(1950-1951).

 VI. Earthquakes substituted by seaquakes or flood: 
    the Sea Goddess and the Earth Goddess in Southeast Asia 
   (Cambodia, Siam, Thailand, Burma) 

What constituted terrestrial representation in the continental area of early 
Buddhism was slowly transformed into a watery one in maritime Asia, 
with a combination of terrestrial and maritime quakes in some s tras
describing the action — probably influenced by PurŸ¡ic cosmology — of the 
Sea Goddess. One passage from the MahŸvastu will be illustrative: 
mahŸsamudre kimida÷ ? “what is in the great ocean?” asked several 
classes of beings in the MahŸvastu when a seaquake appeared to 
correspond to the Buddha’s portentous activity, this time represented 
through the magnificent rescue of merchants: 

“the great earth îmahŸp¼thiv º shook violently îsa÷pracalitŸº and all the 
creatures of the earth roared loudly. Gods, snakes, yakðas, and demons 
cried out: ‘What is in the great ocean?’ The god of the great ocean said: 
‘The Bodhisattva along with the merchants was crossing the great ocean 
by ship, and a makara, a kind of fish, destroyed the ship’ î...º The 
Bodhisattva said to the merchants: ‘I will kill myself. Hold unto my body, 
for the god of the great salty ocean cannot bear a corpse îin its watersº for 
even one night.’ Holding his sharp knife, he destroyed his own body, and 
the merchants were straightaway deposited on the shore. Then the earth, 
with all its cities, towns, mountains, and forests, shook violently, and the 
ocean, along with the abodes of snakes and cities of DŸnavas îi.e. the 
underworldº, trembled. People, gods of forest and mountain, gods of the 
salty ocean, and snakes all become distressed and said: ‘What is this?’ The 
goddess of the sea said: ‘The Most Eloquent One, he whose nature is like 
that of an elephant îgajasatvasŸro, lit. ‘he who has the essence of being of 
an elephant’º, wandering for the sake of enlightenment, was crossing the 
salty ocean. But from inattention, I did not notice this. The best of men, 
whose ship was destroyed, accomplished îhis questº out on the ocean. He 
gave up his own dear life to save other men. Because of his magnanimity 
îanubhŸva, lit. ‘power, majesty’º, the earth with its oceans, Mount Meru, 
Guhyakas, cities of DŸnavas, and abode of snakes shook violently’79.

The Chinese versions are different, and this is perhaps 
attributable to the more maritime character of Chinese Buddhism. One of 
them, included in T 152, states: “î...º they encountered in their path 

79 Mvu III 471-475, cf. text and translation in LENZ, GLASS 2003: 209-212. 
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hurricane winds accompanied by lightning and thunder which shook the 
earth. The water spirits gathered like clouds and surrounded them on all 
four sides like the walls of a city. Their eyes emitted fire. The waves shot 
upward îhigh enoughº to douse the mountains.”80

Seismic or not, the violent manifestation of the water and oceans 
was reputedly dangerous for the early and later Buddhists. Even the most 
liberal AnŸthapi¡ ika, whose donations included the most famous 
Jetavana, lost his buried treasures due to the action of waters.81

The protective activity of a kind of guardian deity of the sea, 
Ma¸imekhalŸ, is described in two canonical PŸli JŸtaka (namely 
Sa÷khajŸtaka, no. 442 and MahŸjanakajŸtaka, no. 539), and also in one 
of the fifty apocryphal PaññŸsajŸtaka, before she becomes the heroine of 
a famous Tamil medieval poem82.

What is clear enough from these passages is that a seaquake, and 
any other violent manifestation of the ocean’s ecosystem, such as a 
hurricane, a thunder, storms and the like, were conceived as responding to 
a twofold cosmo-geography. The seaquake-like events are seen as 
powerful religious portents caused by Bodhisattva/the Buddha’s 
involvement or by a specific event of his religious career. At the same 
time, every disturbance caused by or intimated in the life of the aquatic 
element is naturally and strongly related to the earth. As in some of the 
most ancient Buddhist and Jaina cosmological views, the irregular 
movement of the ocean’s waters determines exceptional disturbances of 
the earth. Seaquakes and earthquakes are profoundly interrelated. And it 
is impossible to dissociate the Indian or Chinese instances and fragments 
on seaquakes and earthquakes, as discussed here, from a specific, though 
most difficult to scrutinize, memory of real events. 

More relevant for our topic is the presence of the Earth Goddess in 
Southeast Asian Buddhism. As observed in 1965 by Padmanabh S. Jaini, 
“îtºhis glorification of pathav  (Earth) is undoubtedly the most remarkable 
feature of the MahŸdibbamanta,” a Cambodian, most probably late 

80  “The Scripture on Ending a Life to Rescue the Merchants” from the Six
Perfection Collection S tra (Liu du ji jing, transl. by Kang Sen Hui), in LENZ,
GLASS 2003: 213. Another one (from T 202), does not mention any sea-
/earthquake. For references to these passages similar to those of the newly 
discovered GŸndhŸr  Dharmapada, see LENZ, GLASS 2003: 211-214. 
81 See the Khadira¸gŸrŸjŸtaka and the Dhammapada½½hakathŸ, cf. G. TERRAL-
MARTINI 1959: 609 (“il possédait un trèsor de dix-huit ko½i î...º qui se trouvait 
enterré au bord de la rivière d’Aciravat  dans des jarres de métal. Au moment de 
la crue, sous la force du courant, un éboulement se produisit et les jarres qui 
contenaient le trésor furent entra[nées toutes fermées et cachetées jusqu’au fond 
de l’océan”), and 614. 
82 For his role in the SamuddaghosajŸtaka, see G. TERRAL 1956: 255-258. 
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medieval, paritta text. P. S. Jaini introduced a short description of 
Dhara¡i, the Earth Goddess described, perhaps exceptionally, in this PŸli 
work, and of the earthquake activity mentioned in Buddhist texts: 

“As a Buddhist Goddess, she enjoys great popularity in Cambodia and 
Siam, but not, it seems, in India or Ceylon. She is known in Cambodia as 
Phra Thorni. Her image, a standing figure wringing her long hair, the 
floods pouring from which drown the hosts of MŸra, is carved on the 
pedestals supporting the statues of the Buddha (in bh mi-spar¿a-mudrŸ)
and is also found, in modern times, in the courtyards of temples and in 
public parks. The legend of Dhara¡i, as pointed out by Coedès, is 
unknown to the canonical texts and is peculiar to Cambodia and Siam. 
The earliest image of Dhara¡i is found on a stele of Angkor Vat.” (P. S. 
Jaini 1965: 63). 

The reference to a 1902 contribution by Cœdès reminds us of his later 
incursions into this Southeast Asian theme: most notably an analysis of 
the stele and the edition of the single medieval PŸli text, an earlier and 
much more illustrative one than the MahŸdibbamanta: the 
Pa½hamasambodhi83. Nalini Balbir has studied more recently and more 
completely the composition of the Pa½hamasambodhi in interrelation with 
the JinŸla¸kŸra: “îtºhe passage where the goddess Earth (VasundharŸ
vanitŸ) wrings out her hair in order to inundate MŸra’s army î...º is 
specific to the Pa½hamasambodhi, and appears to be deliberately so, as the 
version of the JinŸla¸kŸra is in conformity with the classical depiction 
with the eartfh shaking, the terrestrial noise, and the roaring noise in the 
sky caused by a thunderbolt. Except for these few lines, the rest of the 
prose of the Pa½hamasambodhi is rather close to what can be found in the 
corresponding JinŸla¸kŸra-½ kŸ.” 84 I would also suggest that the 
transposition of earth(quake) to water/flood/sea(quake) was possible 
especially because both variants have embodied codifications of merit’s 
vast quantity, which corresponds to some traditional Indian names of the 
Earth: vasundharŸ, “bearer of wealth,” or vasudhŸ “provider of wealth.”85

83 CŒDÈS 1915: 39-46 and 1916: 117-122, complemented by CŒDÈS 1968: 222-
224, now translated into English in CŒDÈS/FILLIOZAT 2003. For the best analysis, 
see BALBIR 2007: 340-342.
84  N. BALBIR 2007: 342; see also N. BALBIR 2003-2004: 423-428. For the 
significance of an inundated MŸra in the Thai MŸra Yuddha and Vessantara-
jŸtaka, see L. B. BLOSS 1978: 174. 
85 For the Buddhist context, see again Buddhaghosa, Visuddhimagga IV.29 on 
earth-kasi¡a, commented upon in GUPTA-GOMBRICH/SHARMA1996: 364-365, who 
mention the abundance of earth synonyms in the Nigha¡½u (I 1: twenty terms), the 
Amarako¿a (II 2.1: thirty-eight) and the RŸjanirgha¡½a, the ¯abdaratnŸval  and 
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To do full justice to the history of Southeast Asian Buddhist 
studies, it should be mentioned that Chester Bennett, Paul Ambroise 
Bigandet and Henry Alabaster presented in their epochs versions of the 
Thai and Burmese earthquake/seaquake motif86, which is studied again 
nowadays87.

VII. Appendix: Earthquakes in Buddhist Art

An indisputable contrast of extreme stillness and tremendous 
quaking may be found not only in such canonical and postcanonical texts, 
but also in visual representations. No scholar, it appears, ever started to 
investigate potential depictions of earthquakes in Buddhist art starting 
from a philological, historical, or doctrinal inquiry; on the contrary, there 
are elements of iconographic programs and tentative concordances 
between texts and images in several contributions pertaining to the history 
of Buddhist art. Commenting upon figurative representations of topical 
episodes in the Buddha’s biography, recent scholars sometimes decide to 
“leavîeº aside the earthquakes, which were not easy to render 
figuratively.”88 However, the tradition we study, as well as the traditions 
of our studies, recommend a somewhat different attitude. Metaphors like 
this VidyŸcakravart ’s early 13th century Sinhalese Butsara¡a — “to make 
stand still the elephants in rut as drawn in a painting” (Deegalle 1997: 
195) — invite us to look for pictographic descriptions of earthquakes. In a 
celebrated essay, Paul Mus considered the Indian sculpture as a whole as 
a “cinéma solide” (P. Mus 1964: 21-34), incorporating time, movement 
and flow in static representations. 

A rare illustration from the monumental Old Burma: Early 
Pagán of Gordon H. Luce and Ba Shin (Plate I) can but confirm the 
Buddhist comprehension of earthquakes as outlined above. This survival 

the Ja½Ÿdhara (no less then eighty). See also G. TUCCI 1954: 533-567; R. PANDEY

1970: 252-264; D. N. VAN 1993: 304-337. 
86 See e.g. Ch. BENNETT 1853: 31-33, 120-122; P. BIGANDET 1866: 281-282; H. 
ALABASTER 1871: 152-155. 
87 An overview in RAYMOND 1998: 113-127 and a description of contemporary 
Burmese ritual in Bras de la PERRIÈRE 2006: 209 cum 230 n. 27.
88 M. SPAGNOLI 2005 î2007º: 338. See O. C. GANGOLY 1943: 1-11 (also on the 
bh mispar¿m dra), and J. N. KINNARD 1999/2001: esp. 45 sq. Also J. F. ROCK

1937: “the earthquake î:º the heavens and the earth are depicted trembling, by 
wavy lines.” A dhŸra¡  Tantric Buddhist spell recently identified in a Prakrit 
inscription from the Maldives mentions the “earthquakes,” having parallels in 
texts and traditions covering a huge part of Buddhist Asia (see J. GIPPERT 2004: 
81-109, here 87: “I smash the 100,000 earth-quakes îbhumikam(pa)º into pieces.”) 
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birders on the miraculous, as the entire region, and Pagán temple above 
all, is greatly exposed to earthquakes. Explaining the meaning of the 
unusually apprehensive assembly here represented, the Mon text 
underneath the image reads as follows: 

“This is when the people of Rammanagir entertained (? invite) the 
reverend Buddha and (his) 40,000 saints î400,000 arhats in other 
sourcesº. Thereupon also the hermit Sumedhapa¡ it grasps the Law. The 
earth quakes. Jars and pottered are shattered. The people fall down. The
many worlds î? not included in the erratum. Perhaps “arhat,” or 
“multitude,” “universal assembly”º come and ask the reverend Buddha 
(D pa¸kara) what is going to happen to this world. The reverend One says 
‘Nothing’. ‘After I propîhºesied that he would become a hermit and (...), 
therefore he grasped the Law, and therefore the earth quaked.’ This is 
when the hermit Sumedhapa¡ it grasped the Law, and all the Devas, 
MahŸbrahmŸs, NŸgas, Supar¡as and LokapŸlas (?) grant the boon that he 
should become a Buddha (...)”

G. H. Luce, B. Shin 1969-1970, 1: 318 §23,
erratum on 1: 444 included. 

The specified source (Khuddaka NikŸya, Buddhava÷sa 1-3) must be 
complemented by the similar passages from the JŸtaka, and especially by 
the following one from the NidŸnakathŸ89:

178. Th’entire assemblage that was there | And follows in The Buddha’s 
train,
Trembled and shook in great alarm, | And fell astonied to the ground.
179. And many thousand waterpots, | And many hundred earthen jars, 
Were one upon another dashed, | And crushed and pounded into dust
179. Excited, trembling, terrified, | Confused, and sore oppressed in mind, 
The multitude together came, | And to D pa÷kara approached. 

H. C. WARREN î1896º 1922: 29.
Compare Th. W. RHYS DAVIDS 1880: 26-27 / 1925: 110-111. 

As for the versions of the SumedhakathŸ, J. Matsumura argues 
more recently that they “are not really uniform as has been supposed, but 
have many discrepancies,” among which not only the presence or absence 

89 On which see the more recent M. R. WOODWARD 1997/2002: 51-53, and further 
the translation of the Buddhava÷sa by S. COLLINS 1998: 578-592. The 
D pa÷karajŸtaka of the Dharmaguptaka (preserved as usual only in Chinese) is 
evaluated in A. BAREAU 1966a: 1-16. Sumedhapa¡ it reminds us of the entirely 
lost Sumedhapa¡ itajŸtaka (no. 499), cf. O. von HINÜBER 1996/2001/2008: 55, 
§109. On the SumedhakathŸ in PŸli Literature, see the comparative study of J. 
MATSUMURA 2008: 50 î1086º-58 î1094º, which carefully compares all the nine 
extant versions. 
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of the earthquake theme, but also a mixture of presence (the earthquake 
unfolding as previously seen when Sumedha becomes aware of the thirty 
pŸramitŸ) and absence (without an explanation, to the bewilderment of 
Ramma’s inhabitants.)90 This is the case for the MahŸbodhiva÷sa (2, 1-
10, 9). On the contrary, the Th pava÷sa knows different earthquakes 
associated with the rising of st pa, but not one related to Sumedha.91 Is 
also possible to locate a seismic connection between Sumedha and 
Vessantara, as in the commentary of the Dhammapada: “in his existence 
as Vessantara he îSumedhaº bestowed mighty alms which caused the 
earth to quake” (transl. E. W. Burlingame 1921, 1: 194). The Burmese 
religious complex of Pagán helps us consequently to more closely date 
the substitution of earthquakes by flood or inundation, and the alteration 
of P¼thiv ’s role. 

As we shall see later on, Vessantara is one of the greatest seismic 
dramatis personae in Buddhist scriptures and commentaries, and the most 
important of those which have triggered debates about the occurrence and 
significance of Buddhist earthquakes, most notably from the 
Milindapañha, but also from Sanskrit works like the JŸtakamŸlŸ of rya
¯ ra (4th c. CE).92

Discovered and studied by Siegfried Lienhard, the NewŸr
version of his eminent JŸtaka helps us locate a vivid portrayal of the 
earth’s quake. The NewŸr  reccurent text in both scenes runs bh ðŸ
bosya÷ co¸a julo, “Es erbebte die Erde in sechsfacher îo-malº Weise,” 
“the earth quaked in six ways,” or “six times,” an alternative with an 
extensively ignored history in Buddhist Sanskrit, Chinese and Tibetan 
texts. The second scene also mentions the showering of flowers93. It is 
worth noting there the absence of humans from the quaking scene: only 
gross trees and a stardard Nepali house without visual proofs of 
occupancy, as if to indicate the absence of losses, hence its auspicious 
character. We have here another decisive pictorial element which may be 
considered in the light of other textual and doctrinal sources. Below the 

90 J. MATSUMURA 2008: 51 î1087º: “îIºt would seem that the metrical version of 
Bîuddhaºvîa÷sa II.vv.4-187º and the prose version in Bîuddhaºvîa÷saº-
aî½½hakathŸº comprise the legitimate and detailed SumedhakathŸ.”
91 J. MATSUMURA 2008: 53 î1089º-54 î1090º. Prof. J. Matsumura (Tokyo) was 
kind enough to offer us details about his interpretations of the relevant passages, 
including the possible influence of MahŸyŸna (personal communication, 
11/11/09).
92 rya ¯ ra, JŸtakamŸlŸ 9.89-91, cf. P. KOROCHE 1989: 71-72. See, on 
Vessantara, R. F. GOMBRICH 1977, O. von HINÜBER 1998; also H. DURT 2004: 55 
î216º-72 î199º and forthcoming. 
93 Cf. LIENHARD1980: 56 and 58 (text), 64 and 67 (translation). The Nepalese text 
and representation have a different finale from the Pali version of this last jŸtaka.
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house which is collapsing there is, in all likelihood, a representation of the 
effects of the earthquake upon the earth: the part furrowed with cracks 
probably represents the emergence of subterraneous waters. We are 
inclined to believe that this late figuration is in direct connection with 
certain mythologems that crop up in different religious areas, and 
probably do so as a result of a reciprocal influence. In the Yoga-VŸsið½ha
(IV 29.1 sq.), in the context of an Apocalyptic war marked by a different 
kind of seisms, the hills smile, a surprising act which designates the 
literally rattling action of the fighters confronting one another. 94  As 
Minoru Hara has shown while commenting on a passage from the 
¯i¿upŸlavadha, “îtºhe mountain laughs with its caves î...º. In K¼ð¡a’s 
march against the enemy, we read, 

anŸrata÷ rasati jayŸya dundubhau
madhudviða² phalad-alaghu-pratisvanai² 
viniðpatam-m¼gapatibhir guhŸmukhair
gatŸ² parŸ÷ mudam ahasann ivŸdraya²
While Hari’s drum roared repeatedly for victory, it brought about 
vehement echoes, which induced lions to come out to the front of their 
caves. Then, the mountains looked as if laughing in utmost delight with 
the caves as their mouth, frequented by the lions which came out. 
(¯i¿upŸlavadha 17.32)

Much more surprising is the presence of the same motif in 
Zoroastrian literature, again in a similar cosmological and eschatological 
setting, where the earth opens her mouth and quakes (Zand  Wahman 
Yasn 4.57 and 64).95As for a more general historical-religious comparison, 

94 Commenting on the representation of “les collines au sourire éclatant,” M. 
Hulin hopefully adds : “le commentaire justifie cette étrange image en suppossant 
que les collines, ainsi arrachées du sol par les guerriers divins et démoniaques, 
laissent voir en coupe les divers strates de minerais (équivalents à des rangées de 
dents, à des lèvres, à des yeux...) qu’elles recèlent dans leurs flancs.” Cf. M. 
HULIN 1979, p. 90 cum n. 1; also E. W. HOPKINS 1930: 68-87 and J. W. de JONG

1985: 397-400. In a fragment of the Chaldean Oracles with Psellus’ commentary, 
“la terra ( ) latra” (162 Des Places / 36 Lanzi, see ed. S. LANZI, Milano, 2001: 
95 cum 121).
95 M. TIMU} 2009: 83-116 is the first study of earthquakes in Zoroastrian Pahlavi 
literature (for the corresponding passages, see 2009: 103). See also É. BENVENISTE

1964: 307-309; J. KELLENS 1977: 197-201. A careful comparative study of Indian 
(not only Buddhist) and Iranian (not only Zoroastrian) data is a desideratum. One 
of the effects of this unique nunc stans (as in the Lalitavistara) in the “flat earth” 
(on Iranian and Indian comparisons, see B. LINCOLN 1983: 136-153 and 1989: 38-
50, which mentions the MaitreyavyŸkara¡as tra; other parallels in the review of 
C. GROTTANELLI 1992: 81-84).
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which includes the situation of earthquakes in Buddhism and 
Christianism, “îoºne striking candidate î...º from the Lotus S tra is the 
motif of earthquakes enabling saints to rise from caves or tombs.”96

Another illustration of the Buddha’s earthquakes is Central Asian 
and comes from the monuments explored by the celebrated German royal 
mission to Turfan at the beginning of the 20th century. The image was 
tentatively discussed by Albert Grünwedel (1856-1936) in 1912 and by 
Albert von Le Coq (1850-1930) in 1929, and subsequently certified by 
Herbert Härtel (1921-2005) in 1982. This is a depiction of the 
parinirvŸ¡a’s earthquake and is present in a mural painting from the Cave 
205 (middle of the 7th c.?) at Qizil (Xingjian), which contains “a most 
unusual depiction of events in the life of the historic Buddha” 
(Eichenbaum Karetzky 2000: 36)97.

VIII. Integrating the earthquake into a work of art:
         Brâncu]i’s project at Indore (1921-1939)

 The luminous pages offered to us by Paul Mus were not confined 
to Indian art, but attempted a comparison with the techniques of integrating 
time in contemporary art. A “solid cinema” seemed — still seems — to be the 
ultimate expression of an assimilation of movement into static works, and 
Indian or Buddhist art, as we have seen, does figure the quakes produced by 
the Buddha. This, however, is not everything, at least not in terms of an 
influence of Buddhist thinking, if not in those of a direct expression of Asian 
art. For there is a rare example, unfortunately a project only, that begun from 
the examples of Indian art and attempted to integrate the earthquake into a 
work of art: the art complex of Indore envisaged by Constantin Brâncu]i 
(Brancusi), a sculptor of Romanian origin (Hobi\a, 1876—Paris, 1957) who 
fundamentally influenced the evolution of modern art.  

Brâncu]i had accepted the invitation of young MahŸrŸja Yeshwant 
Rao Holkar Bahadur (1908-1956) of Indore to build a monument in memory 
of his mahŸrŸn . The stakes were not merely those of sculpting or composing 
an ensemble of sculptures in an Indian town, an extremely earthquake-prone 
one at that98, but, for the Franco-Romanian master, those of erecting a temple 

96 See J. DUNCAN M. DERRETT 2000: 74 and J. DUNCAN M. DERRETT 2002: 461.
97 The painting is now in the Museum für indische Kunst of Berlin (III 8437). Cf. 
A. GRÜNWEDEL 1912: 162 sq.; A. von LE COQ 1929, vol. 7: 21; H. HÄRTEL1982:
62 (catalogue no. 24) and most recently P. EICHENBAUM KARETZKY 2000: 36 cum
58 n. 100 (without reproduction); Härtel “identified the royal couple, and the 
earthquake (in the lower right) that took place when the Buddha died.” 
98 On Indore geological position, see S. CHANDRASEKHARAM 2007, p. 32, Fig. 4 
(on a “Axis of Gravity High”).
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and even organising the space and edifying it in its very nature of space. 
Judging by the sketches and testimonies left by Brâncu]i, this building, 
called the “Temple of Deliverance” — never finished — , was to show itself to 
the world without any windows, with a single, subterraneous, entrance, and 
with only one other opening, which broke through the roof, allowing the 
midday light to shine on a Golden Bird — a sculpture which was indeed 
finished in the 1930s. The project of including the earthquake into the very 
life — and character — of a work of art had already been made known to the 
public when Ezra Pound published a brave article about Brâncu]i in the 
autumn 1921 issue of The Little Review.99 Brâncu]i would travel to India in 
the late 1930s, to Indore and Bombay — he would say, simply and 
thoroughly, that he was back home! — yet the absence of the MahŸrŸja (in 
those days he was busily hunting tigers) and the beginning of the war were 
to turn everything into a much less clear picture than we might wish.100

In a sculpture from his first creative period preserved in Bucharest, 
Brâncu]i defined what, in a traditionally Romanian manner, was called the 
“wisdom of the earth” (Cumin\enia p`mântului), the absolute contrary of its 
seismic activity. Simply letting the matter be, in a sense that was intolerable 
to the art that preceded him, Brâncu]i saw the earth as endowed with a 
plurimillenial calm, in its quality of a support and a witness. The Indore 
project is consequently the most surprising of all, as here Brâncu]i wanted to 
integrate the earthquake into a work of art, and to do so on Indian soil. 
Fashioning his “temple” meant according himself with the earth’s own 
intimacy, in all its manifestations. Long before any technical and communal 
evaluation of the energetic potential attached to an earthquake, Brâncu]i 
addressed an artwork to it, collaborated with the earthquake and defined it, 
in attendance, as the co-author of the monument, as if to demonstrate in an 
entirely unexpected manner that there was no autonomous matter, nor any 
form of art “excepted” from physical reality, and that the autonomy of the 
modern ego was merely illusory in contrast to the earthquake’s participation 
to the artist’s own work: the earthquake would thus transform without 
destruction and would change the monument only to magnify it, 
metamorphose it, diversify it, and project it into another, deeply innovating, 
rapport with time and matter.
 Profoundly attached to the truthfulness that any natural matter and 
material reveals, Brâncu]i excelled in his plan, and managed to do away 

99 It was a first thematic issue on contemporary artists, and there Pound was pointing 
to the novelty and exceptional quality of Brâncu]i’s work. In a letter dated January 
1922, Pound speaks of Brâncu]i as of an artist who “has created an universe, a cielo”
of Dantean extraction. Pound defined the temple as a work capable of being upheaved
or upturned by an earthquake, transformed but under no circumstance destroyed.
100 Some details in V. G. PALEOLOG 1988: 69-73 and J. RUSSELL 1978: C20.
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beyond recall with the transgeographic and plurimillenial idea of the “socle,” 
the base, the pedestal — in their quality as an interregnum for the work of art. 
The earth in its most irreconcilable form and light in an exemplary 
épanouissement met, for Brâncu]i, in the fundamentally cosmogonic model 
of the turtle. This model of space — the tortoise shell, which the Temple of 
Deliverance might have resembled — was not only the most apt: it was, what 
is more, a living model, in that it was natural, and it represented a solution of 
nature itself, the shell also a macromicrocosmic form with countless 
reverberations in Asian art and thinking. The possible dualism and the 
adjacent tension are dismissed in one sweep, for such an art as that embodied 
by the Indore project no longer contradicts matter in any way, and its 
monumental character is susceptible to collaborate with the exception which, 
in the case of the earth’s property of stability, is its trembling.101 Even more 
so than in the case of the execution of the Endless Column, countless times 
considered and again embarked upon, Brâncu]i is attuned to the tonality of 
material reality (including the future one), and his megalithism gives him 
access to religious experiences for a long time inaccessible, at least for 
European artists. His visits to Musée Guimet (especially in 1909) and his 
closeness to Indo-Tibetan Buddhism (Brâncu]i had been an avid reader of 
Milarepa) were to come to fruition into an unforeseen horizon, sublimated or 
vanished in what Eliade, among others, called the “ enigmatic sterility” of 
his last years. 

IX. General observations.

As usual, and perhaps even more than usual, every clarification 
coming from the immensely learned Buddhaghosa, more than an Origen 
of Buddhism, is illuminating. He reminds us that Buddhist earthquakes 
are decipherable only from within, a fact that testifies for the impact of 
meditation: “This quaking has been going on right up to present times, but 
the rise and fall îof the earthº are not noticed because of its thickness.”102

This earthquake is not a simple quaking of the earth. As there is (firm) 

101 A certain anticipation of this may be discerned in the technique of protecting 
tall monuments in ancient India, particularly the A¿okan pillars: “The stone shafts 
of A¿okan pillars are stepped back with a circular edge at the top. This enabled the 
shaft to be socketed into the underside of the capital. This would have provided 
extra security for the heavy stone capitals in an area bordering the Himalayan 
earthquake belt,” cf. J. IRWIN 1975: 638 n. 28.
102  Y.-G. AN 2003: 98, italics mine. One would think at the traditional 
Abhidharmic inconceivable dimension of the frequency by which the material 
elements arise and cease (sometimes calculated at 10/1721 per second, cf. BSOAS
27 î1964º: 182).
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earth without any quake, there is also quake (prodigious but benevolent) 
without any earth. Like John Donne’s valedictory intuition, Buddhist 
earthquakes forbid mourning, as they discover, in a way specific to 
Buddhist thought and dependent on its meditational techniques, the 
combined superlative of impermanence and non-violence, character of 
what seems to be only an apocalyptic, essentialized and destructive 
quality in other Asian and Mediterranean religions. Much more, however, 
needs to be done towards discerning “les idées telles qu’elles furent 
pensées avec toutes leur harmoniques” (L. de la Vallée Poussin 1925: xi). 
A passage from MahŸvastu is perhaps the best Indian illustration of the 
Buddhist earthquake: 

“There was something thrilling in this quaking, something beautiful, 
merry, gleeful, amiable, exhilarating, admirable, cheerful, assuring, 
graceful, lovely, gladdening, causing no misgiving, no fear. For while the 
earth quaked, it destroyed no life whatever, whether animal or plant.” 

MahŸvastu I 206-207 Senart (Jones 1949: 164). 

Even forgotten nowadays, this was the insight of the first Asian 
scholars who combined, in early 19th century, the discoveries of history 
and philology and of geography and geology. Julius (later on Jules) 
Klaproth (1783-1835) was the first, it seems, to describe the causes of 
earthquakes according to the sources, and it is worth noting that the 
Chinese materials at his disposal in the 1830s already mention indeed 
eight causes, but with some major changes: their order is perverted (most 
importantly: the 2nd becames the 7th); it lacks, first, only the cause which 
introduces the “S tra of earthquakes” in all PŸli and Sanskrit texts still 
extant, and it lacks also the “Turning of the Wheel;” it instead includes 
another two, namely bhikðu’s ¼ddhi and deva’s activity; in the 8th position 
it mentions other connected calamities. Another addition by Klaproth 
mentions that “the îChineseº Buddhists admits îsicº six moments in an 
earthquake: the beginning of the motion, the augmentation of its intensity, 
the overflowing of the waters, the true quaking, the noise it occasions, and 
the vibration it follows”.103 Direct echoes are to be found almost at the 
same time in the crucial works of both Eugène Burnouf (1801-1852), 
especially in his magnum opus on the history of Indian Buddhism,104 and 
Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859), in his writings on Central Asia 
(1843) and in his Kosmos (1845): 

103 J. KLAPROTH 1836: 217 (italics mine). 
104  E. BURNOUF 1844 î1876º: 79-84, first modern translation from the 
DivyŸvadŸna (XVII, 200-210).
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“Comme Khotan et le pays au Sud de la cha[ne volcanique de Thian-chan 
était longtemps et très-anciennement la métropole du Bouddhisme, il ne 
faut pas être surpris de voir les sectateurs de Shâkya-mouni si occupés 
dans leurs écrits ‘des 6 moments et des 8 causes des tremblements de 
terre’. Ils ne l’attribuent pas seulement (Foe-koue-ki, p. 217) à une cause 
physique très compliquée, ‘à une roue d’acier à reliques dans l’intérieur de 
la terre, propageant le mouvement à des couches superposées de vent, de 
l’eau et de feu, mais aussi aux trop fréquentes essais d’incarnation des 
saints (Bodhirattwar îsicº).105

 When comparing religious themes of such resonance, I will then 
argue, we must pay attention to the disruptions in the field after the partial 
failure and complete disappearance of all generalist scholars in the 
comparative history of religions, those who first and foremost contributed 
to the very idea of comparison. The systematic phenomenology of 
religion systematically ignored one of the most powerful resources for 
distinguishing precisely what is tremendum in all numinous activity. As 
for this case, the fact is also due to the lack of comprehension of Buddhist 
earthquakes in nearly all the history of Buddhist studies in the West. The 
single existing comparative discussion of earthquakes is the now 
antiquated synthesis of the learned French seismologist Comte Fernand de 
Montessus de Ballore (1851-1923). His “période anthropomorphique des 
hypothèses sismiques” is strictly an illusion, albeit a persistent one, to be 
shaken off before engaging in a completely fresh examination of Buddhist 
data inviting of comparison. Romantic, positivist or expressionist 
worldviews, or little fragments of them combined, not exceptional to 
many Buddhist scholars (to say nothing of the “Orientalist”’s 
presuppositions), can but obscure the logic of earthquake narratives and 
the earthquake’s Buddhist meaning. Earlier or later on, diffusionist or 
deconstructionist methodologies of comparison in the history of religions, 
even supported by a certain earthquake-like imagery impossible to 
neglect, have contributed only too little to our understanding, or have 
indeed obscured the problem. 
 Cullings from the religious reactions to the December 2004 
Asian tsunami and the massive India-cum-Pakistan earthquake of October 
2005 will complete my inquiry through chronological comparison.106

105 A. HUMBOLDT 1843: 108-109 and also A. HUMBOLDT 1855-1859: 614. Cf. A. 
HUMBOLDT 1845: 493, already with a mention to “unserem spät veralteten 
geologischen und magnetischen Mythen.” For a more complete analysis, see E. 
CIURTIN forthcoming §a. 
106 See A. SHARMA 2001: “according to the more fatalistic version of karma, the 
suffering caused by the earthquake would be present-day payback for the victims’ 
past misdeeds. According to a more Buddhist version, however, only a Buddha’s 
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Installed as a dominant perception only after the Lisbon (or rather the 
European) earthquake of 1755, the newly coined concept of “seismic 
risk”107 is the most recent and the most opaque solution to collectively 
understand earthquakes in a comparative perspective. Judeo-Christian 
apocalyptic imagery, popularized also through apocrypha, 
pseudepigrapha and folklore, becomes a vulgate in Western 
historiography, with many consequences for our readings of other 
religious traditions. When applying, by (inherent) comparison, our 
unquestioned limits of comprehension to concepts like that of “nature,” 
“earth,” and “social risk,” no matter how interdisciplinary they pretend to 
be, it will in the end be easier to argue that Buddhist earthquakes are, 
from a strictly seismological viewpoint, not earthquakes at all.108

insight could determine whether the actual earthquake was a purely natural event, 
or in the nature of a moral event, involving punishment for bad karma.” Such 
comments remind us of the most notable modern disagreement regarding 
earthquakes in India. After the Bihar 1934 earthquake, Gandhi declared: “îaº man 
like me cannot believe that this earthquake is but a divine chastisement.” In a 
statement published at the same moment (Harijan of February 2, 1934), he added: 
“I share the belief with the whole world, civilized and uncivilized, that calamities 
such as the Bihar one came to mankind as a chastisement for their sins. I regard 
untouchability as such a grave sin as to warrant divine chastisement.” Not without 
verifying if this was indeed Gandhiji’s position, Tagore criticized “this kind of 
unscientific view of things.” Gandhi declared again: “îtºo me earthquake was no 
caprice of God nor the result of a meeting of mere blind forces. We do not know 
all the laws of God nor their workings. îWºe do not know the law or the laws 
fully, and what appears to us as catastrophies are so only because we do not know 
the universal laws sufficiently;” and, on March 15, 1934, after travelling to Bihar: 
“îiºt would be deplorable if this earthquake turns us to mendicants. î...º God has 
Himself sent us this gift. We must accept it as a gift from Him, and then we shall 
understand its meaning, what is that meaning. It is this, that untouchability must 
go, that is to say, nobody must consider himself higher than other. If we can 
understand these two things, this earthquake will be turned into a blessing. At 
present we count it as a sorrow, and no wonder when we see these fair fields and 
lands devastated. But I pray to God that He may give us strength to make a 
blessing out of this destruction” (italics mine). Commenting upon this difference 
of opinion, D. M. Datta wrote from Patna in 1936: “it is more than a mere chance 
coincidence to discover that centuries ago an exponent of Indian atomism cited 
‘earthquake’ as an illustration of the work of the moral law of ad¼ð½a in nature.” 
See the report of the “Relief Commissioner” W. B. BRETT 1935; Ch. F. ANDREWS

1935; D. M. DATTA 1936: 228; S. R. BAKSHI, R. CHATURVEDI 2007: 202; E. 
CIURTIN forthcoming. 
107 See the brilliant history of earthquake’s perception in the Western world, by G. 
QUENET 2005. 
108  I would like to thank Professors Nalini Balbir (EPHE, Paris), Kunal 
Chakrabarty (Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi), Hubert Durt 
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in a respectful attitude). Modern mural painting from Northern Thailand. Ap. J. P. 
FERGUSON, C. B. JOHANSSON 1973: 650. 



E. CIURTIN118

I. Earthquake after Sumedha grasps the Law, in front of the Buddha D pa÷kara.
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IV. Two Earth Goddesses, one with a pot, on a BodhgayŸ stone sculpture 
representing the Buddha in bh mispar¿amudrŸ.



E. CIURTIN120

V. Two Earth Goddesses on a SŸrnŸth pedestal
representing the bh mispar¿amudrŸ.

One of them carries again a pot, depicted here in a different position. 
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VI. Earthquake destroying Mount Meru
(Qizil, Maya Cave, Site II: legend of King AjŸta¿atru). 
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VII. Thai Earth Goddess, NŸ¡ Bra² Dharan ,
testifying to the Buddha’s bh mispar¿amudrŸ and inundating the MŸra’s army. 
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VIII. Earthquake transformed in inundation.
The Thai Earth Goddess Thorani witnesses to the Buddha.

By wringing her long hair, she liberates the waters that represent his previous 
merits, and thus inundates MŸra (on the right, vanquished, in a respectful attitude). 
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Introduction

 Human teeth are an alternative, though far less obvious canvas 
than skin, upon which differences can be inscribed and read as a way of 
defining individual identity and cultural difference. Yet among the 
different forms of marking the body that were historically employed 
across Southeast Asia, dental ornamentations became the most universal 
device of this type (Reid 1988; Tayles 1996). Nonetheless they have 
rarely received the attention from anthropologists that tattoos or body 
paintings, visually more complex inscriptions on the body, have garnered.
 ‘When black teeth were beautiful during our time’ — was a 
lament heard from one of our old informants in the Cordillera mountains 
of northern Luzon, expressing regret that the ancient practice of adorning 
teeth had disappeared. Such indigenous appreciation sharply contrasts 
with the Western attitude that was brought to this practice. Early 
European explorers of Southeast Asia were rarely intrigued, more often 
repulsed when confronted with filed, dyed or otherwise decorated teeth. 
Until recently, anthropological enquiry attached the label ‘dental 
mutilation’ to the different expressions of shaped or inlayed teeth.3 This 
terminology projected images of violence, punishment and degradation of 
appearance on a practice that often carried an intent of aesthetic 

1 Author to whom correspondence may be addressed: 2409 Arpdale Street, Austin 
TX 78704, USA; zumbroich@yahoo.com.
2 analyn.salvador-amores@anthro.ox.ac.uk.
3 See ROMERO 1970, MILNER and LARSEN 1991; the term ‘dental mutilation’ 
continues to be used to date, primarily in the field of physical anthropology. 
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embellishment in its original context. The Western ideal of displaying a 
full set of white teeth ran counter to most dental modifications, especially 
the blackening of teeth.4 The latter custom was for the longest time also 
conflated with betel chewing, a distinct practice that could lead to 
discoloured teeth.5 In fact, the academic debate whether a teeth 
blackening tradition separate from betel chewing even existed continued 
into the twentieth century (e.g., Holbe 1908). 
 For four hundred years a seemingly unchanging explanation of 
dental modifications in Southeast Asia has been that it was a means of 
differentiating oneself from dogs, pigs, monkeys etc., with their white 
protruding teeth (Reid 1988). The notion first appeared in 1591 in the 
report of the English travelling merchant Ralph Fitch about the 
inhabitants of Burma’s capital and southern seaport city of Pegu (today’s 
Bago):

They have their teeth blacked, both men and women, for they say a dog 
hath his teeth white, therefore they will black theirs (FITCH 1591, 40).

This was repeated almost verbatim in subsequent travel accounts of 
different locales across the region (e.g., Purchas 1613, 395; Knox 1681, 
100) and resurfaced in ethnographic accounts of the Nicobar Islands, 
Sumatra and so forth (e.g., Man 1886, 441; Loeb 1933, 44). Indeed, in 
some cultures like the Balinese, their cosmology provided an 
underpinning for a strong aversion to animality and, consequently, to 
visible canine teeth (Forge 1980). Elsewhere, the reasoning that teeth 
were altered ‘so as not to look like a dog’ seemed no more than an ad hoc
explanation (by practitioners or observers alike) that provided little actual 
insight into the cultural constructs motivating the alteration of teeth.
 The island group of the Philippines (Fig. 1) presents a 
particularly rich opportunity for an in-depth exploration of the history of 
dental practices. On the island of Palawan, a burial site in the Duyong 
cave dated to about 2660 BCE, provided one of the earliest attested cases 
of teeth staining on human dentitions (Fox 1970, 60-65). In his report 
about Magellan’s ill-fated expedition to the Philippines in 1521, Antonio 
Pigafetta gave the first eyewitness account of the gold decorated teeth of 

4 We use the terms ‘teeth dyeing’, ‘teeth colouring’ and ‘teeth blackening’ 
interchangeably since in the great majority of cases teeth were dyed black. For an 
appraisal of the Western obsession with white teeth from a literary perspective, 
see ZIOLKOWSKI 1976. 
5 Preparing a betel quid typically involved wrapping slivers of the seed (‘areca 
nut’) of the areca palm (Areca catechu L., Arecaceae) with slaked lime (calcium 
hydroxide) in a betel leaf (Piper betle L., Piperaceae), for more on the practice see 
STÖHR 1981, ROONEY 1993 and ZUMBROICH 2008. 
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the king of Butuan on Mindanao (Pigafetta 1525, 123). In fact, to this date 
there are a few ethno-linguistic groups across the Philippine Islands 
whose members are still familiar with these once ubiquitous dental 
practices.
 This paper is the first one to explore in detail dental 
ornamentations as a cultural expression on Luzon, the largest island of the 
Philippines (Fig. 2). This island displays a mosaic of ethno-linguistic 
groups of mostly Austronesian linguistic affiliation, particularly so in its 
northern part. There the mountain range of the Cordillera and associated 
river systems draining into wide plains dominate the landscape with a 
varied topography and correspondingly diverse ecosystems that gave 
home to a multitude of indigenous people. Covering a time period of 
about seven hundred years our study draws on a wide range of sources, 
from archaeological evidence to documentary and lexical data, oral 
literature and ethnographic reports, in order to illuminate the history and 
cultural role of dental modifications in Luzon. Particular attention will be 
directed at identifying the methods and the botanical resources involved, 
which might provide clues about the origin of the custom in the broader 
Southeast Asian context. We will also report field observations from one 
of the few communities of the Cordillera where the practice of dental 
modifications or the memory thereof is still alive. 

 Archaeological evidence 

 The earliest evidence for dental ornamentation in Luzon comes 
from the archaeological record of the late proto-historic (emergent) phase 
of the Philippines’ chronology. Among the fifty one burials unearthed 
from the fourteenth to fifteenth century cemetery site of Balingasay in 
Bolinao (Pangasinan Province), only eight had dentitions with gold 
decorations in various degrees of elaboration, usually in the form of up to 
nine gold pegs per tooth (Fig. 3; Legaspi 1974, 10). Gold plugs were 
hammered into small, drilled holes in the teeth and ultimately took the 
form of a delicate point, disk or fish scale (Guthe 1934; Rittershofer 
1937). About half of the dentitions, but typically not those that had gold 
decorations, showed evidence of filing and also staining. The fact that the 
discolourations were in some cases discernibly restricted to a number of 
frontal teeth (Legaspi 1974, 13), points towards deliberate rather than 
incidental dyeing of teeth.
 A similar pattern emerged from a different archaeological site of 
the same time period, located further south in central Luzon. Amongst 
over five hundred grave assemblies that were excavated at Pulung Bakaw 
and Kay Thomas on the Calatagan Peninsula (Batangas Province), only 



THOMAS J. ZUMBROICH & ANALYN SALVADOR-AMORES128

one had gold-pegged teeth. Filing of the frontal teeth in different patterns 
was observed in over eighty percent of adult males and females (Janse 
1941, 158; Fox 1959, 353-354). Around the fourteenth century these 
refined bodily practices apparently extended through the coastal polities 
of central and southern Luzon, since teeth decorated with gold pegs in 
patterns that varied according to location were also found in Pila on the 
Laguna de Bay and Bulan at the southernmost tip of Luzon (Winters 
1977, 451). The rareness of gold decorations and their association with 
prestige burial goods in the same graves (Barretto-Tesoro 2003, 307) are 
evidence that these ornamentations were insignia of high social status. 
Filed teeth were not correlated with any cultural materials and hence not 
indicative of a social stratum, but appeared primarily correlated with age, 
pointing to filing as a rite of passage after puberty. Tentative 
archaeological evidence suggests that teeth staining might have also been 
practiced contemporaneously. 

 Spanish documents 

With the Spanish colonisation of what then became Las Islas 
Filipinas, eyewitness accounts of the inhabitants’ customs initially 
focused on the Visayan archipelago, but extended to Luzon after the 
occupation of Manila in 1571. These Spanish documents were prepared 
by ecclesiastic and administrative officials and covered their primary 
spheres of influence, the central to southern coastal and lowland areas. In 
his meticulously detailed Relación de las Islas Filipinas of 1604 the Jesuit 
chronicler Pedro Chirino enumerated the copious gold jewelry that 
covered much of the body and even extended to the mouth of some of the 
Tagalog he had encountered in the Manila region: 

They even used to, and do yet, insert gold between their teeth as an 
ornament... From the edge to the middle of the tooth they neatly bore a 
hole, which they afterward fill with gold, so that this drop or point of gold 
remains as a shining spot in the middle of the black tooth. This seems to 
them most beautiful, ... (CHIRINO 1604, 177-178).6

 The high level of craftsmanship that Tagalog goldsmiths had 
achieved was mirrored in a complex terminology. The Vocabulario de la 
Lengua Tagala, published by the Franciscan Pedro de San Buenaventura 
in Pila in 1613, contained no less than 122 entries on ginto (gold), 
including pusal, the gold pegs in teeth (San Buenaventura 1613; Tiongson 

6 SCOTT 1994, 196 and JAVELLANA 1999, 418-421, support the notion that Chirino 
is speaking of Tagalog here. 
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2008, 16-18). For the Bikol speaking region around Camarines Sur, the 
Fransciscan Marcos de Lisboa, another sharp observer of local customs, 
noted in his Vocabulario de la Lengua Bicol of 1609: 

pasac: Ornamentation of small pieces îgranitosº of gold, brass, or other 
metal, inserted in something, as for instance in a swordhilt, etc. 
pasac: Gold driven into, or wrapped about, the teeth, as was the use here 
anciently îantiguamenteº (SCHNEIDER 1921, 380).7

This entry directly connects the tradition of gold decorated teeth to metal 
working technologies perfected, e.g., in the production of ornate weapons 
for elite consumption. But, as noted by de Lisboa, by the beginning of the 
seventeenth century such public advertisements of wealth had largely 
come to an end in the lowlands of Luzon, since indigenous people had for 
decades been forced under physical threats to relinquish their gold for the 
Spanish treasury.8

 Other forms of dental modifications by Tagalog were discussed 
by the colonial administrator Antonio de Morga in his Sucesos des las 
Islas Filipinas of 1609:  

All are very careful of their teeth, which from a very early age they file 
and render even, with stones and iron. They dye them a black color, which 
is lasting, and which preserves their teeth until they are very old, although 
it is ugly to look at (MORGA 1609, 78). 

Tagalog had a specific implement (panhudhod) with which they would 
scrub their teeth (San Buenaventura 1613) and accomplished the actual 
filing (alal) primarily with a stone, as did the Bikol (ngudngód, Mintz
2004). Pedro Chirino added to this account that the Tagalog were also 
‘fashioning them îteethº all to a point, like a saw’; though this pattern was 
reserved for the less affluent (Chirino 1604, 187). 
 The anonymous author of the late sixteenth century Boxer Codex 
was the very first to point out that the Tagalog, like the inhabitants of the 
Visayas, often dyed their teeth red and black (Quirino and Mauro 1958, 
417, 426). To blacken teeth (itim) required chewing a plant that was 
called locmoy in the Laguna de Bay area and, tibatib in the mountains 
(San Buenaventura 1613). Marcos de Lisboa reported on Bikol that for 
teeth blackening they chewed the cogollitos tiernos, small, tender cores of
the muyá vine which climbed up palms and other trees. Alternatively, one 

7 Translated in SCHNEIDER 1921, 380. The form pásak in modern Bikol usage 
came to mean ‘gold crown, filling for a tooth’ (MINTZ 2004). 
8 Domingo de Salazar, Bishop of Manila decried such extortion in his missive 
‘Affairs in the Philipinas Islands’ (SALAZAR 1583, 222-4).
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could chew amlóng ‘a type of root hanging from trees in the forest’, 
which looked similar to nascent deer antlers covered in black fur.9

Locmoy, amlóng, tibatib and muyá can all be identified as Epipremnum
pinnatum (L.) Engl. (Araceae), a vigorous aroid vine occurring freely 
along the coasts or in forests up to medium altitudes across the 
Philippines.10

 There were two different causes for the ‘vermillion’ coloured 
teeth (Chirino 1604, 187) readily observed amongst indigenous people. 
Betel chewing was common in coastal and lowland areas as well as parts 
of the Cordillera (Morga 1609, 97-99; Aduarte 1640, XXXI, 34)11 and had 
the effect that ‘the saliva and all the mouth are made as red as blood’ 
(Morga 1609, 98). After a number of years, the addictive habit could 
leave the teeth of a chewer with a distinct reddish-brown stain (Fig. 4). In 
an unusual custom, some people of the lowlands also specifically dyed 
their teeth red with small pieces of lacha (Tagalog) or lakhá’ (Bikol).12

This was a foreign product for sale in the trade district of Tondo in 
Manila. According to Marcos de Lisboa it was imported from China, 
whereas Pedro de San Buenaventura had it coming from, though in reality 
more likely through Borneo. Both authors must have been referring to lac, 
the scarlet resinous secretion of a scale insect (often Kerria lacca Kerr, 
Coccoideae).13 Application to the teeth might have required heating or 

9 Ga’amlóngan, ‘a deer with antlers which are just beginning to appear’ (MINTZ

2004), likely referred to the pubescent dark brown appearance of the clasping and 
feeding roots of Epipremnum pinnatum.
10 Epipremnum pinnatum (syn. Rhaphidophora merrillii Engl.) is a highly variable 
species, widely distributed from Bangladesh across Southeast Asia to the Cook 
Islands (BOYCE 1998, 201-5). Dozens of botanical synonyms exist across Malesia, 
causing considerable confusion. One cultivar has become one of the most 
commonly grown house plants as ‘Pothos vine’ or ‘Devil’s ivy’. The 
identification of amlóng is based on its description and the vernacular names 
listed for Epipremnum pinnatum in MERRILL 1923, 175-178. 
11 The cooler climate at higher elevations of the Cordillera limited the cultivation 
of the areca palm, forcing betel chewers to rely on traded areca nuts. 
12 Both are loan words that undoubtedly came with the material. The ultimate 
source of the form might be an Indo-Aryan language (LAUFER 1919, 476). 
13 The ability of lac to dye teeth is due to the lac pigment, laccaic acids, in a base 
of highly adherent lac resin. Support for the identification as lac comes from 
Ignacio Francisco Alcina’s writing about lacha in the Visayas where he described 
a domestic source from red ants (ALCINA 1668, I, 523, II, 222). Ants as the source 
of lac were discussed in Chinese texts of the fourth century CE, and the notion 
survived into the early European herbals of the seventeenth century (LAUFER

1919, 475-478). For a discussion of red woods and red lacquers, see SCHAFER

1957.
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diluting the brittle resin, though the sources are silent about the exact 
process involved.
  All these different ways of purposefully interfering with the 
God-given shape and whiteness of teeth were in Spanish eyes a 
‘barbarous practice’ (Chirino 1604, 186) that fell outside the Catholic 
norms of behaviour. ‘Whoever files his teeth, I will surely punish’, was a 
pointed gloss given by Pedro de San Buenaventura in his Vocabulario
(1613, 390). With increasing influence by Christian missionaries in the 
lowlands of central and southern Luzon, teeth filing and dyeing (but not 
betel chewing) began to be displaced during the seventeenth century to be 
broadly abandoned by the early eighteenth century (San Antonio 1738, 
327).
 Further north, the unsuccessful Spanish quest to exploit the 
legendary goldmines of the ygolotes (Igorot)14 revealed that in the 
Cordillera, too, some had their teeth ornamented in gold. Don Alonso 
Martín Quirante’s expedition of 1624 that followed the Aringay River 
from the northwestern coast into the mountains likely made contact with 
Ibaloi (Nabaloi)15 in the area around today’s Baguio. Their chiefs, he 
reported, ‘usually cover their teeth with gold so fitted as not to interfere 
either with talking or with eating’ (Quirante 1624, 270). It is uncertain 
how much longer this form of dental decoration persisted, since no more 
is related about it subsequently. 
 By the later part of the eighteenth century a new form of gold 
adornment was observed in the gold mining areas along the upper course 
of the Agno River, particularly around Kabayan, where ‘the leading 
women place a plate of gold over their teeth, and remove it to eat’ 
(Antolin 1971, 121). These so-called chakang were fitted solid gold bands 
covering the entire frontal aspect of the teeth, and thus interfered with 
both speaking and eating (Fig. 5). Little is known about this jewelry, but 
is appears to have been reserved for Ibaloi women as a display of their 
high socio-economic status (Semper 1862, 90; Worcester 1906, 847, plate 

14 The early Spanish term ygolotes derived from Tagalog igorot ‘mountaineer’. It 
initially just referred to the gold trading mountaineers of the western expanse of 
the Cordillera, but later became a collective term for all indigenous people of the 
high south and central Cordillera (KEESING 1974, 11; SCOTT 1974, 2-3). The 
meaning and connotations of ‘Igorot’ have shifted much over time, and we have 
avoided the term here.
15 The nomenclature of ethno-linguistic groups in the Cordillera is complex due to 
continued migratory shifts since pre-contact times and multiple, more or less 
synonymous exonyms and endonyms. Here we have often relied on landmarks, 
such as rivers and municipalities, named in the sources, to identify the 
approximate location of a specific group rather than attempting to present an 
overall map showing the distribution of different groups. 
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21; 1913, 1201; Vanoverberg 1929, 239; Antolin 1970, 224). These 
ornaments were passed on as heirlooms from generation to generation, 
not to be sold except to relatives, and thus survived into the mid-twentieth 
century when they were still worn during kanyaw (ritual feasts).16

 According to an early seventeenth century document by the 
Dominican historian Diego Aduarte blackened teeth were common 
amongst Ilocanos of the southwestern reaches of the Cordillera. He 
recounted an incident in which the voice of Apolaqui, the anito or ‘god’ 
of war and safe travel, was heard, warning local traders on their way from 
the lowlands to the mountains that ‘strangers with white teeth’ would 
arrive (Aduarte 1640, XXX, 181-182). On the eastern or Cagayan side of 
the Cordillera, Diego Aduarte noted that around the same time the 
incipient Christian missionary efforts at Pilitan along the middle Cagayan 
River were met with similar obstacles:

The devil greatly resented their îi.e. the missionaries’º coming, and 
complained and uttered frightful howling through the mouths of his 
priestesses or aniteras. î...º he could not endure the sight of ‘those 
barbarians with white teeth’ (ADUARTE 1640, XXXI, 138-139). 

European missionaries with ‘blemished’ white teeth were denounced by 
Gadanes (Gaddang), as the people living in this region were referred to 
(Aduarte 1640, XXXI, 139; XXXII, 42). How teeth blackening was 
actually accomplished in northern Luzon during this period remained 
largely unrecorded, except for the Ibanag who lived along the banks of 
the lower Cagayan River below Gattaran. They boiled iron sulphate 
(‘vitriol’) with sprouts of pili trees (Canarium luzonicum A. Gray, 
Burseraceae),17 which probably produced a black pigment due to the 
presence of tannins in the branches (Gana 1916, 264; Scott 1994, 264). 
The actual blackening process of the teeth was called ‘firing’ in a possible 
reference to strengthening of the teeth. 

16 We have learnt from Ibaloi informants that they still remember their 
grandparents wearing chakang. See also BARROWS 1956, 234. 
17 Canarium ovatum Engl., the source of the pili nut, is also referred to as pili tree,
but was historically restricted to the Bikol speaking region in the far south of the 
island (CORONEL 1996, 12). 
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Fig. 1 
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Fig. 2 
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 Ethnographic exploration  

 In the second half of the nineteenth century the dental 
modifications amongst the more accessible nomadic hunting and 
gathering Negrito18 groups of Luzon, living in the Zambales and Bataan 
provinces, attracted attention from an unlikely direction. A school of 
physical anthropology under Rudolf Virchow’s leadership in Berlin had 
made craniometry an essential part of its anti-humanist program of racial 
analysis (Zimmerman 2001). Consequently, the ‘hunting’ for indigenous 
skulls wherever and whenever possible was pursued unscrupulously and, 
in the case of the skull shown here (Fig. 6A), accomplished by 
clandestinely disinterring and stealing it ‘under great danger’ (Semper 
1873, 363; Virchow 1873, 375). Eventually it was learned that the so-
called Ayta typically reshaped the upper frontal teeth into a sawtooth 
pattern by means of knocking off the edges with a metal blade driven by a 
piece of wood. This process of ta-li-han, ‘sharpening of teeth’ (Reed 
1904, 36, 62) was to satisfy their aesthetic concerns, and their teeth 
remained otherwise unstained (Semper 1873, 364-365; Schadenberg 
1880, 136; Koeze 1901-1904, 182; Worcester 1906, 808, plate 21).
 Towards the end of the nineteenth century a good deal of the 
incipient ethnography of the Cordillera region was conducted by foreign 
travelers, of whom many, like Hans Meyer or Alexander Schadenberg, 
continued to maintain strong connections to the German-speaking 
ethnographic establishment (Scott 1975). One of their aims was to further 
the categorisation of the many ethno-linguistic groups hitherto subsumed 
under the term ‘Igorot’ by collecting physical artifacts and cataloguing 
characteristic ‘traits’ in photographs and written records for presentation 
to European audiences. 
 An account of non-Christianised Gaddang, living on the slopes 
of the Cordillera north of the Cagayan-Magat River fork, detailed the dye 
stuff they used for teeth blackening as well as tattooing as ‘rust’ from 
their plough and ‘charcoal’ from guava wood (Psidium guajava L., 
Myristicaceae).19 While maybe not accurate in the details, the description 
identified elements, such as the iron implement and guava wood, which 

18 The ethnonym negrito, introduced by the Spanish into Tagalog in the sixteenth 
century, is descriptive of their phenotypically differing features and not 
understood pejoratively. For the distribution of Negrito groups in Luzon in the 
early twentieth century, see GARVAN 1964, updated in HEADLAND 2003, 9. 
19 The translation by the Austrian Ferdinand Blumentritt, who himself had never 
visited the Philippines, provided the conduit for this ethnography written by the 
Filipino José de la CAMPA 1884, 53. 
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were confirmed by later reports on Gaddang.20 Notably, the guava was not 
native to the Philippines, but rather to the region between Mexico and 
Peru and had been introduced across the Pacific to the Philippines by the 
Spanish, maybe as early as the sixteenth century.21 It became naturalised 
across all the islands, but was also grown in home gardens for personal 
consumption of the fruit (Quisumbing 1951, 664-666) and was therefore a 
ready source for preparing teeth blackener. 
 The charring of guava wood was also employed by Bontoc 
adolescents to make teeth blackener (fallai), according to an entry in the 
first Bontoc-English dictionary (Clapp 1908, 165, 206).  On one of his 
excursions across the Cordillera, the German ethnographer Alexander 
Schadenberg had earlier observed how married Bontoc women burned the 
resinous wood of the Benguet pine (Pinus kesiya Royle ex Gordon, 
Pinaceae), the dominant species of the tropical pine forests of the 
Cordillera. This they then mixed with cane sugar juice on a special stone 
implement and applied it with fingers moistened in basi (wine produced 
by fermenting sugar cane juice or rice; Schadenberg 1888, î36º). 
 After the Spanish-American war of 1897-8, the new American 
administration engaged ethnographic data in its efforts to establish or 
tighten political control over the people of the highlands of Luzon, e.g., 
by reorganizing administrative boundaries (Finin 2006). Subsequently a 
handful of influential American authored summary works appeared, 
aiming to streamline the systematisation of the ethno-linguistic groups of 
Luzon with a focus on their geographical distribution. But the scant 
record of teeth modifications was not easily integrated into these schemes 
that attempted to highlight characteristics by which these groups were 
easily distinguished. 
 Dean Worcester, the American zoologist turned Secretary of the 
Interior for the Philippine Insular Government, offered in his review of 
the ‘Non-Christian tribes of Northern Luzon’ little information on dental 
modifications, except for providing the earliest photographic images of 
the practice that are still extant (Worcester 1906, 807, 836, plate 21).
Otley Beyer’s review of the population of the Philippines failed to 
recognize teeth modifications as an important feature of any of the 
indigenous people of Luzon (Beyer 1917). Finally, Alfred Kroeber falsely 
postulated that filing and dyeing teeth were a characteristic common to all
of the Philippines, except past and present inhabitants of the Cordillera. 
This was part of his broad-brush, yet failed argument to delineate ‘Igorot 

20 The use of guava leaves for dyeing fabric black is common across Southeast 
Asia, see BURKILL 1925, 1817 and GUTIÉRREZ et al. 2008, 4-5. 
21 Guava became known as bayábas in Tagalog and Ilocano as a loan of the South 
American form through Spanish (MERRILL 1903, 8). 
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civilisation’ from the rest of the Philippines as being more distinctly 
‘Proto-Malayan’ in nature (Kroeber 1919, 130-131).
 At the same time, research into the indigenous people of 
Northern Luzon intensified as it received new impulses from purely 
academic studies as well as data collected during missionary work. From 
the resulting ethnographic studies, lexicographic works and recordings of 
oral literature a more accurate picture of the dental modification practices 
of different ethno-linguistic groups emerged.

Tingguian of Abra (Itneg). In the late nineteenth century, the Filipino 
scholar Isabelo de los Reyes prepared the first comprehensive 
ethnographic report on the culture of the Tingguian, a group centered on 
Bangued and the Abra River valley, and noted their extensive tattooing 
and teeth blackening (Reyes 1887, 12).22 Further fieldwork eventually 
documented that the dyeing of teeth by the Tingguian was accomplished 
with multiple overnight applications of a mixture of iron salts and tanbark 
(Cole 1908, 201; 1922, 248, 305; 1929, 20). The latter was tannin-rich 
bark typically collected for tanning leather, but also useful for fabric 
dyeing and teeth blackening, since the combination of tannins with certain 
salts would result in dark, insoluble pigments as had probably already 
been employed by the Ibanag centuries earlier. While tanbark was 
typically a product of the trees of coastal mangrove swamps (e.g., 
Bruguiera sp., Rhizophora sp., Rhizophoraceae), a more likely local 
source for the Tingguian was the damokes tree (Pithecellobium dulce
(Roxb.) Benth, Fabaceae). This lowland tree of Central America had been 
introduced by the Spanish and become naturalised in Luzon (Cole 1922, 
408).23 The source of the iron salts is unknown, but they were probably a 
trade product, maybe related to fabric dyeing.  
 For the Tingguian, teeth blackening was not merely a physical 
process of adornment, but integrated into their belief system of magic 
where specific rules had to be observed to guarantee the success of the 
operation. The dye was to only remain applied during the night time and 
had to be removed by the first crow of the cocks in the morning, since 
failure to do so resulted in permanently white teeth. In turn, not to have 

22 These historically well-known features of Japanese people led subsequently to 
suggestions that the Tingguian might be descendants of ‘shipwrecked Japanese or 
of the members of a stray Japanese colony’ (STUNTZ 1904, 36; METZGER 1905, 
10). Ohaguro, teeth blackening, had been popular in Japan for at least a 
millennium when it was officially banned in 1870 and thereafter disappeared 
gradually.
23 Spanish guamúchil became Tagalog kamachile and Itneg damokes.
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shiny, blackened teeth led to reduced social acceptance among peers in 
the group (Cole 1922, 305; 1929, 21). 

Ifugao. The most detailed picture of teeth blackening emerged for the 
Ifugao, a group of wet rice terracers who lived on the slopes of the 
Cordillera roughly south of Banaue. Their teeth blackening was 
accomplished by heating chips of wood above the fire and applying the 
wood tar thus collected on a knife to the teeth. Besides the unidentified 
teqom tree, a plant otherwise known for its use in religious ceremonies 
(Conklin 1967, 236), the main source of blackening material was the tree 
hali h on (Eurya acuminata DC., Theaceae). The reddish resinous 
substance derived from it was likened by Ifugao to the equally reddish 
dye obtained from the bark or wood of the ípil tree (Intsia bijuga
îColebr.º Kuntze, Fabaceae) (Quisumbimg 1951, 410-411; Lambrecht 
1978, 189-190; Medina 2001, 261-262).. In fact, while the resin of 
hali h on was employed to blacken teeth, its small stems were also 
simply chewed as a momon (here a substitute ‘betel chew’) and 
specifically ‘to prevent whitish tongue’, i.e., to redden it.24 Thus within 
the broader context of aesthetics and well-being, different parts of the 
plant were utilised by Ifugao to colour their mouth in the contrasting, yet 
related colours, red and black. 
 To the Ifugao performing teeth blackening had, beside the 
aesthetic dimension, a distinct sexual connotation since it was customary 
for adolescent boys to court girls by presenting them with hŸlud
‘blackening resin’ when they visited their agama  (dormitory) at night. 
MakihŸlud, ‘to offer hŸlud’ (Lambrecht 1978, 190) in the form of already 
lit chips of hŸlud wood exuding resin became a prelude to participating in 
pre-marital sexual relations. MakihŸlud became hence synonymous with 
‘to court girls in the agama ’ (Barton 1938, 99; Lambrecht 1957, 173). It 
was so understood in an Ifugao folktale from Banaue : 

î...º and her father and her mother say: 
‘From whom did you get your child?’ 
And Aginaya says: 

‘No one I saw who came to our sleeping place 
To apply hŸlud with me (LAMBRECHT 1957, 173, 176). 

24 These uses can be assigned to Ifugao territory based on a series of herbar 
collections by W. Beyer in 1948. He also collected kala dial (Melasma arvense
(Benth.) Hand.-Mazz., Scrophulariaceae) used by Ifugao as a ‘medicine for 
child’s whitish tongue (CONKLIN 1967, 227; REIS ALTSCHUL 1973, 194, 273). 
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 In an Abu’wab tale to be recited by a priest during the marriage 
ceremony of the Ifugao of Mayawyaw the act of teeth blackening can be 
read even more explicitly as relating to sexual intercourse itself: The teeth 
blackening resin is deposited in the girl’s mouth, found to be ‘good’, 
swallowed by her and, after later being touched on the navel, the girl 
becomes pregnant (Lambrecht 1935, 223; Medina 2001, 261). Due to the 
sexual resonance of teeth blackening, a taboo relating to exogamy existed, 
forbidding kin of the opposite sex to be present during teeth blackening in 
any context or at any time of day. This taboo was as strong as, e.g., that 
against the use of suggestive language in the presence of female kin 
(Barton 1930, 279). As teeth blackening fell out of favour in the twentieth 
century, the lexem hŸlud lost its reference to this custom and simply came 
to mean ‘to court in order to win sexual favours’ (Newell and Newell 
1958, 63; Newell and Poligon 2005, 265). 
 The mention of hŸlud in hudhúd, a complex genre of oral 
literature that is inextricably connected to Central and Southern Ifugao 
ritual, asserts the deep connection of teeth blackening to Ifugao culture. 
Though the age of the hudhúd epics proves difficult to determine, their 
composition and with it a notion of teeth blackening likely preceded the 
seventeenth century (Lambrecht 1957, i). The inclusion of references to 
teeth blackening (but not to filing) in different genres of Ifugao oral 
literature clearly dispels the suggestion that teeth blackening was merely a 
practice acquired in the nineteenth century to serve as a less invasive 
substitute for those unwilling to submit themselves to filing (Barton 1930, 
37).

Isneg (Tingguian of Apayao). The Isneg people lived in Apayao, the far 
northeastern reaches of the Cordillera as it approaches the ocean between 
Claveria and Abulug. While for the Isneg the social context of teeth 
blackening remained mostly unexplored, Morice Vanoverbergh’s 
vocabulary of Isneg exemplarily documented their diversity of 
approaches in the practice (Vanoverbergh 1972). 
 One choice was to prepare tangíngi, a tarry dye stuff let to drip 
from burning wood onto the blade of the head axe from where it was then 
applied to blacken teeth. While some of the plants used for this purpose 
remain unidentifiable,25 one of the trees known to be utilised was langká,
the jackfruit tree (Artocarpus heterophyllus Lam., Moraceae), of which 
the wood is highly lactiferous and the bark contains tannins.26 An 

25 Alumbá ‘small shrub with elongated leaves and edible green fruits full of small 
stones that grows on the banks of streams’; ingálaw ‘common small thorny 
shrub’; balásig ‘small forest tree’ (VANOVERBERGH 1972). 
26 For its traditional use in textile dyeing, see HABAL and GUZMAN 2003, 52-53. 
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alternative way for Isneg to obtain a black dye was to crush the leafless 
xamát vine (unidentified) or to mix the pounded bark of the kadíg tree 
(unidentified) with ngilá, ‘yellow water’, collected from the base of rocks. 
In the latter case, the reaction of a plant extract with water of high iron or 
other mineral content, must have formed a dye. Finally, a unique 
approach lay in the use of the sap of kamíxing (Semecarpus cuneiformis 
Blanco, Anacardiaceae) by some Isneg. This tree belongs to a genus 
notorious for its black and tarry, but highly irritant sap that can lead to 
significant injury on skin contact (Quisumbing 1951, 814); so much so 
that Ilocano speaking people claimed that just the air passing through the 
tree would poison them (Vanoverbergh 1927, 146). Surprisingly, it was in 
use for teeth blackening by the small proportion of people that were 
immune to the irritant.
 The number of plant species involved not only exemplifies the 
depth of the Isneg’s ethno-botanical knowledge, but also suggests that the 
custom of teeth blackening had considerable time-depth, thus allowing for 
a diversification of approaches. 

Ilongot. The Ilongot, a relatively isolated group inhabiting the Caraballo 
mountains roughly east of Bayombong and the southern Sierra Madre, 
practiced teeth filing followed by blackening into the 1970’s 
(Vanoverbergh 1937, 915; Headland 1977, 55; Winters 1977, 454; 
Rosaldo 1980b, 139). This was a significant life cycle event for young 
Ilongot as they emerged from their youth, an idealised phase of life, 
through a series of rites of passage. Teeth filing, for either sex, and taking 
a head, only for adolescent males, were two of the physically challenging 
ordeals that punctuated this transition into full adulthood which was 
eventually completed by courtship and marriage (Rosaldo 1976, 124). 
Sometime in their early to late teens the filing was performed for a group 
of adolescents on a specified date which was anxiously awaited: 

Since in fact I am an unmarried young man I cannot run away from this, 
for all the young women are having their teeth filed as well. î...º Alas, 
what if it hurts as much as the others have said when they file my teeth 
(Rosaldo 1976, 137-138). 

A piece of wood was carved for the participants to hold between their 
teeth in order to cope with the pain, and then their six upper and six lower 
frontal teeth were filed down. Afterwards a feast with basi and special 
foods was presented to the community by the parents of the youths. The 
treatment of teeth after the filing with the exsudate of a burned twig from 
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a guava tree or a batac plant (unidentified) not only soothed their pain but 
also blackened their filed teeth.27

 The reasons for teeth filing and blackening were characterised as 
aesthetic: the contrast between blackened teeth and betel-stained red lips 
was considered attractive (Rosaldo 1980a, 268). But this alone does not 
explain the ordeal of teeth filing, and a look at the attributes attached to 
teeth during different stages of the Ilongot life cycle shows how the ritual 
was integrated into a progression of symbolic images. A child’s tooth tied 
to a runo grass (Miscanthus sp.) was, like the sprout, full of growth 
potential, tooth loss through filing in adolescence a promise of 
development, toothlessness of a mature person an expression of the bodily 
imperfections of a fading body and, finally, loss of teeth in dreams 
foretold one’s impending death (Rosaldo 1980a, 152, 268). 

Agta. In eastern Luzon amongst the Agta groups of the coastal areas of 
Casiguran (Dumagat, northern Aurora Province) and of Palanan (Isabela 
Province) some of the boys and girls had their upper incisors (and 
sometimes canines) filed down in late puberty, and a few had both their 
upper and lower front teeth filed. Whereas at the beginning of the 
twentieth century the filing was performed with an arrow head (Turnbull 
1929, 132), later a guho (dull knife) was used that was eventually aided 
by a kikil (three-cornered file). By the 1970’s, the only Agta of Palanan 
that apparently practiced teeth filing were those beyond contact living 
deeper in the mountains, whereas it could still be readily observed 
amongst the Agta of Casiguran (Headland 1977; Bion Griffin 2008, pers. 
communication). Here the filers were typically more or less distantly 
related, but occasionally from a different band or even belonging to a 
different ethno-linguistic group, the Ilongot, who lived in relative 
proximity. Gépgép, to file teeth, was primarily done to become beautiful, 
but sometimes also ‘in order to become strong’, implying some vague 
supernatural association (Vanoverbergh 1937, 915; Headland 1977, 55-
61).
 For Agta of Casiguran the staining of teeth occurred in different 
phases after their filing (Fig. 7A). Immediately subsequent to the 
procedure, soot was scraped off the bottom of a pot and applied with the 
fingers to the stumps so as to ‘plug’ the opened up pulp cavities (Fig. 7B). 
The following day, a poultice prepared from the bark of amulong vine 
(Epipremnum pinnatum) was placed against the newly filed teeth to 
soothe the discomfort, but at the same time causing temporary blackening 

27 Despite significant ethnographic work on the Ilongot, their methods of teeth 
blackening attracted little attention with the exception of passing remarks in 
WILSON 1947, 23. 
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of the teeth. Many adolescents  continued to stain their teeth permanently 
until some time after marriage. Their motivations for mégbanase (teeth 
staining) was, just as for the filing, primarily aesthetic: 

If we did not blacken our teeth, we would be an ugly sight, something 
sickening to behold. We would look dirty (HEADLAND 1977, 61). 

In order to create a ‘purple’ dye, small branches of two different plants 
were heated, and the expelled wood tar applied to the teeth. In the early 
twentieth century the following plants were recorded for this purpose: 
tamoyan (Strombosia philippinensis (Baill.) Rolfe, Olacaceae), agu
(beefwood, Casuarina equisetifolia L., Casuarinaceae),28 bayábas
(guava), and basíla (unidentified; Vanoverbergh 1937, 915). In the 1970’s 
only tamoyan was documented for the teeth blackening, which had been 
given up entirely by the mid 1980’s (Thomas Headland 2008, pers. 
communication).
 While for the Agta of Casiguran the decision to engage in teeth 
blackening was an individual choice, further south amongst the Agta of 
northern Camarines and nearby Tayabas it was an obligatory rite of 
passage. The latter groups used the same plant, lukmai (Epipremnum
pinnatum) as had been recorded for Bikol in Camarines in the sixteenth 
century and the Agta of Casiguran. An ebony tint of the teeth was 
accomplished by chewing the vine in combination with areca nut from 
pre-teen years on, though it took years of diligently chewing lukmai to
achieve the desired even colouring (Garvan 1964, 46-47).  

Ayta. Teeth filing was a significant rite of passage for the Ayta groups of 
the central Luzon region (Zambales, Bataan, Pampanga provinces). To 
have their teeth chipped to a sharp point represented maturity for young 
boys and was typically performed before they reached their teen years 
(Fig. 6B). There was, however, no special formality or celebration 
attached to the procedure. Not to show discomfort in this unpleasant, if 
not outright painful process was essential and the boys were instructed: 
‘don’t move. Be a man’ (Garvan 1964, 46). To do otherwise, could result 
in a fine levied by the teeth filer or in being ‘held back’ for another year 
till the procedure would be completed. Up to the 1950’s in some groups, 
e.g., around Mount Pinatubo, táyad, chipped teeth were still the most 

28 A large evergreen tree of coastal planes and low altitude with a high content of 
tannins primarily in the bark. Its wood tar was also employed by Isneg as a dye 
for tattooing. The bark continues to be used in traditional textile dyeing to 
generate a brownish maroon colour (QUISUMBING 1951, 209-210; VANOVER-

BERGH 1972, 369; HABAL and GUZMAN 2003, 18-19). 
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obvious visually distinguishing characteristics of an Ayta male (Fox 
1952, 373-4, plate 16; Stewart 1954, 104; Garvan 1964, 45-46). 

 Contemporary state of the practice 

 In the second half of the twentieth century, tooth whitening 
products had generally replaced teeth blackening protocols across Luzon 
in response to the adoption of an aesthetic ideal of white, unadulterated 
teeth. We have identified only a few, more remote communities of the 
Cordillera, were the older generation has maintained knowledge of the 
teeth blackening methods and an appreciation of the results. 
 Around Ikkalakad, a small settlement close to the municipality of 
Tabuk, we were able to observe teeth blackening among some of the elder 
Gaddang residents. The substance used by them for teeth blackening 
usually originates from guava, but also sometimes from kape plants
(Coffea sp., primarily Coffea arabica L., Rubiaceae). In the same 
procedure as had been described for Kalinga of the upper Chico River 
(Galang 1941, 427-428), short dried branches are lit and the exuding tarry 
tubug (or lottani) is collected on the landuc, an iron farming implement 
(Fig. 8A). The tubug is thereafter applied to the teeth with a finger. It is 
noteworthy that neither of the two current sources of tubug is a plant 
native to the Philippines.29 Our informants were aware of the fact that 
their ancestors, who had lived in the province Isabela, relied on a different 
plant, though they no longer remembered the identity of the tree or how 
long ago the switch occurred. 
 According to our Gaddang informants teeth staining is 
traditionally a daily practice of either sex, learnt by some during 
childhood from parents, peaking before marriage, but continuing into old 
age. Even after a person’s death, before the funeral and in preparation for 
kalekay, the afterworld, teeth might undergo diligent blackening. The 
motivations for the procedure were reported as two-fold: On the one 
hand, it reflects the Gaddang concept of napia (beauty), according to 
which their black teeth, especially when complemented by a women’s 
elaborate beadwork, are a means to become more attractive (Fig. 8B, C). 
On the other hand, teeth blackening serves to ‘make the teeth stronger’ 
and acts as a preventative measure against the actions of the toothworm 
(tutuk). The toothworm is thought to be found in the rice fields or forests 
and, after entering the mouth, slowly eats the teeth, causing toothaches 

29 The coffee plant (Coffea arabica) was only introduced in 1740 by Spanish 
missionaries as a plantation crop from Java to Batangas in southwestern Luzon, 
from where it was distributed further (UKERS 1922, 728). 
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and cavities.30 Until a few decades ago the techniques of teeth blackening 
were taught by the mantutubog, a resident dental practitioner, who would 
perform and teach teeth blackening for a fee. Occasionally the 
mantutubog would also travel, e.g., to the location of a budong (peace 
pact) ceremony between different villages, and offer his services as a 
teeth stainer to other people. In this way, he was likely responsible for the 
diffusion of the practice (and term tubug) in the region. 
 With the increased exposure of younger community members to 
non-traditional concepts of beauty through schooling and work outside 
the community, TV or religious influences, blackened teeth seen amongst 
the older generation are now increasingly perceived as a disfigurement or 
as ‘dirty’. In the extreme view of an outsider to the village of Ikkalakad, 
black teeth belong to people that ‘have killed’ or ‘practice witchcraft’. 
Confronted with these new prejudices, some that previously blackened 
their teeth have felt compelled to remove the black coating from their 
teeth by scraping and polishing with fine sand, others have considered 
replacing their black teeth with white dentures. Hence, by the first decade 
of the twenty first century this once widespread practice has become 
nearly extinct even in the more remote parts of the Cordillera. 

30 The toothworm as the cause of dental decay was a concept first described in 
Mesopotamian texts of the early second millenium BCE. For the Philippines, see 
COLE 1922, 409 and KOHNEN, with a traditional treatments for the toothworm on 
Siargao, Mindanao (1992, 198-200, 242). 
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Table: Summary of traditional dental modification practices in Luzon31

Ethno-
linguistic
group

Attested
period

Practice Subjects Method and materials 

Agta of 
Camarines 
Norte, Tayabas 

early 20th c. dyeing
teeth black 

~
pre-teen to 
adulthood

chewing of lukmai (E.
pinnatum) and areca nut

Agta of 
Casiguran

early 20th c. 
— 1980’s 

filing down 
the upper 
incisors

dyeing
teeth
‘purple’ or 
black

~
at puberty 

>
pre marriage 
through
early
marriage

- gépgép: to file teeth with 
arrow head, guho (dull 
knife) or kikil (three-
cornered file)

- temporary dyeing with 
amulong (E. pinnatum)
- mégbanase with wood tar 
of tamoyan (Strombosia
philippinensis), agu
(Casuarina equisetifolia),
guava, basíla (?)

Agta of 
Palanan

mid 20th c. filing down 
the upper 
incisors

~
teens

Ayta of 
Bataan, 
Zambales,
Pampanga

mid 19th c. - 
mid 20th c. 

shaping
upper front 
teeth

pre-teens
ta-li-han: ‘sharpening’ teeth 
by knocking edges off with 
bolo (knife) 

Bikol of 
Camarines Sur 

16th c. - 
early 17th c. 

gold
pegging

filing teeth

dyeing
teeth black 

dyeing
teeth red 

pasac: gold decorations 

ngudngód: to file with stone 

gúma’: to blacken teeth with
amlóng, muyá (E. pinnatum)

lakhá’: lac 

Bontoc late 19th c. dyeing
teeth black  married

wood tar from burning 
Benguet pine (Pinus kesiya)
+ cane sugar juice mixed on 
stone implement 

31 References are only given if they do not appear in the text; = females, =
males; > ‘more than’, ~ ‘as much as’, referring to the relative prevalence of the 
practice.
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Bontoc early 20th c. dyeing
teeth black teens

fallai from burning guava 
wood

Bontoc of 
Tukukan32

1980’s dyeing
teeth red

~ chewing mama (quid) of 
mammama bark (Dalbergia
pinnata (Lour.) Prain, 
Fabaceae)

Gaddang of 
middle
Cagayan River 

17th c. (?) - 
late 19th c. 

dyeing
teeth black  

~ charcoal (?) of guava wood 
+ rust from plough

Gaddang of 
Ikkalakad

20th c. - 
present

dyeing
teeth black 

~
from early 
teens to 
grave

tubug (lottani): wood tar 
from burning guava (or 
coffee) branches 

Ibaloi (?) 17th c. fitted gold 
inserts of high 

status

gold

Ibaloi of 
Kabayan

late 18th -
mid 20th c.

bands to 
cover teeth of high 

status

chakang: hammered gold 
(or copper)

Ibanag of 
lower Cagayan 
River

16th c. (?) filing front 
teeth flat 

dyeing
teeth black 

iron sulphate boiled with 
pili (Canarium luzonicum)
branches

Ifugao 17th c. (?) -
1970’s

dyeing
teeth black 

>
at puberty 

hŸlud: resin from burning 
chips of hali h on (Eurya
acuminata) or teqom (?)

Ilocano of 
Agno River 
delta

17th c. dyeing
teeth black 

~

Ilongot late 18th c. - 
1970’s

filing down 
incisors,
canines

dyeing
teeth black 

~
teens

~

metal file 

wood tar from branches of 
guava or batac (?) 

32 BODNER and GEREAU 1988, 238. 
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Isneg
(Tingguian of 
Apayao)

early 20th c. dyeing
teeth black 

- tangíngi: wood tar from 
burning, e.g., langká
(Artocarpus heterophyllus)
- crushed xamát vine (?) or 
bark of kadíg tree (?) with 
ngilá (‘yellow water’) 
- sap of kamíxing
(Semecarpus cuneiformis)

Kalinga of 
upper Chico 
River33

late 19th c. - 
mid 20th c. 

dyeing
teeth black 

at puberty
 after 

puberty

tubug (Mangali-Lubo area) 
or beasig (Lubuagan area): 
wood tar from bark of guava 

Kankanay of 
Bauco34

early 20th c. dyeing
teeth black teens

ládo  (‘black’): fruit of 
balláy (Gunnera
macrophylla Bl., 
Gunneraceae)

Tagalog of the 
Manila area 

16th - 17th c. gold
pegging

filing flat or 
into
sawtooth
pattern

dyeing
teeth black  

dyeing
teeth red

pusal: gold pegs 

alal: to file with a stone 

itim: to blacken with locmoy
(Epipremnum pinnatum)

lacha: to redden with lac 

Tingguian of 
Abra

late 19th c. - 
early 20th c. 

dyeing
teeth black 

~ bark of Pithecellobium
dulce + iron salts 

33 GALANG 1941, 427-8. 
34 VANOVERBERGH 1929, 200; 1933, 64, 257; Kankanay distinguished a separate 
form ‘seppá’ ‘blackening (of the lips) from chewing bioksó ‘bamboo 
inflorescences’ (VANOVERBERGH 1933, 90, 413). 
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 Discussion

 With few exceptions (e.g., Headland 1977), much of the 
information on dental modifications in Luzon is fragmented, frequently 
appearing in passing remarks, footnotes or brief lexical entries, sometimes 
infused with a decidedly derogatory ethnocentric current reflecting 
Western rejection of these practices (e.g., Barton 1930, 36-37). 
Nonetheless we were able to assemble a comprehensive picture of 
underlying technologies and cultural associations of the diverse dental 
modifications practices across Luzon from the fourteenth century to the 
present.

Gold decorations. The appearance of gold objects in Luzon was a 
consequence of the socio-political evolution of chiefdoms inhabiting the 
coastline and lowland river valleys during the first half of the second 
millennium BCE. A deeper involvement of these socially stratified 
societies in profitable long-distance trade on the one hand and increased 
inter-polity competition on the other hand, led to greater demand for and 
display of prestige goods (Junker 1999, 21-24). In Luzon the development 
of a craft industry in goldsmithing was aided by the substantial domestic 
mining resources located primarily in the Cordillera and controlled by the 
interior societies. There is evidence that expert workshops were part of 
the chiefly compounds (e.g., Salcedo 1570, 102-103), and this would have 
given metal workers the opportunity to apply their skills to adorn the teeth 
of their patrons. Within this context, gold decorated teeth emerged next to 
jewelry and clothing in the fourteenth century as a permanent mark of 
social distinction for the datus (chiefs) or wider elite. Gold ornamentation 
of teeth was also practiced by members of the ruling class in other 
Southeast Asian political entities, e.g., in Celebes and Sumatra (Gervaise 
1701, 79-80; Marsden 1784, 47), but with a less elaborate expression than 
in the Philippines. Here the intricate and regionally differing patterns on 
inlaid teeth (Winters 1977, 451) raise the possibility that the message 
inscribed with gold inlays was more complex than so far deciphered.
 The Spanish conquest disrupted the trade pathways with the gold 
mining areas of the Cordillera on the one hand and long-distance trading 
partners on the other. In addition, the demand to pay tribute in gold likely 
stifled overt displays of wealth like gold-pegged teeth among the elite of 
the lowlands. Here the custom was abandoned by the seventeenth century, 
but survived longer in the Cordillera where Ibaloi women of high socio-
economic status wore gold ornaments, chakang, on their teeth into the 
twentieth century. Around 1900 chakang made from copper were also 
recorded, and the existence of a less precious version might indicate that 
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these ornaments had lost some of their significance as a marker of social 
standing (Moss 1920, 217).  
 A different form of gold decorations, reflecting an otherwise lost 
tradition, was fashionable in Manila at the beginning of the twentieth 
century: Small, removable pieces of gold plate were designed by jewelers 
to cover the labial surface of a tooth, and one or more of these devices, 
either owned or borrowed, would be worn at special occasions (Guthe 
1934, 11-12). In the Cordillera, gold crowns placed visibly on frontal 
teeth have remained popular to this date, though the requisite precious 
metal no longer originates in local gold mines, but often from melted 
down heirloom jewelry or coins. 
 The theme of gold visibly placed in the mouth can ultimately be 
interpreted as an attempt to connect the individual to cosmological forces. 
Gold as a locus of power and a connection to the supernatural is well 
documented for different cultures in Southeast Asia (Casal et al. 1981, 
242; Rodgers 1988, 63-67). Among the Bagobo of Mindanao golden teeth 
were, beside infinite size and white colour, one of the identifying 
characteristics of MElú, the creator of the world (Cole 1913, 135). There 
are also indications from the early Spanish period that in northern Luzon 
the power of gold was invoked in ritual processes when it was worn as a 
charm during a mourning period or placed in sacred shrines (Aduarte 
1640, XXX, 193, 289). Up to this date, among animist Kalinga a gold 
earring in the highly preserved ling-ling-o shape is rubbed on the cheek of 
a child to exert healing energy. All this supports that the spiritual forces 
assigned to the precious metal were a possible motive for wearing gold in 
one's mouth.

Teeth filing. Archaeological evidence complemented by later Spanish 
reports confirms that the filing of teeth was common in areas of central 
and southern Luzon from at least the fourteenth century into the 
seventeenth century. Among the Negritos of Luzon some, but definitely 
not all groups that were studied in the twentieth century practiced teeth 
filing (Headland 1977, 56). Filing teeth into a sawtooth pattern prevailed 
amongst the Ayta in western central Luzon, whereas east of the Cordillera 
some Agta groups filed their upper front teeth flat. The Ilongot, living in 
relative proximity to Agta of Casiguran, were the only non-Negrito group 
in Luzon for which the custom was briefly documented in an 
ethnographic study. It is doubtful that the practice has survived anywhere 
in Luzon to this date. 
 Especially the distinctly patterned filing of the Ayta expressed 
ethnic identity, whereas elsewhere aesthetic ideals had been constructed 
around filed teeth. A role of filed teeth as an insignia of a specific societal 
stratum, as appeared to be the case for Visayan ‘warriors’ of the mid-
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second millennium C.E. (Junker 1999, 348, 365), finds little support in 
Luzon. The significance of teeth filing as a life cycle event signifying the 
transition to adulthood might have preceded the fourteenth century It was 
found to be most ritualised for young Ilongot males whose teeth filing 
was embedded in an ideology of personhood that demanded a series of 
severe tests of manhood (Rosaldo 1980b, 139), the survival of which 
signified their arrival as an adult. A classic Freudian interpretation that 
ultimately equates tooth loss with castration as an issue to be dealt with 
by boys, has been suggested for the process of filing (Rosaldo, 1980a, 
268). This reading leaves unexplained the fact that more often than not, 
amongst the Ilongot and Negritos, the filing was not restricted to males 
but equally applied to females. 

Teeth blackening. The most common form of dental modification in 
Luzon, as elsewhere in Southeast Asia, was the blackening of teeth. The 
earliest Spanish reports leave no doubt that most of the indigenous people 
they encountered in Luzon in the sixteenth century had teeth dyed in 
black and sometimes red. To establish the time-depth of this practice in 
Luzon, archaeological findings have not provided much guidance, since 
they are not only limited, but dental stains from archaeological contexts 
are principally difficult to interpret due to possible interference from soil 
contamination, taphonomic issues or other habits (like betel chewing, see 
below). For tattooing, an identity marker popular in the Cordillera to this 
data, historical linguistics (with some support from archaeology) has led 
to the conclusion that knowledge of the practice probably entered Luzon 
with Austronesian speaking migrants more than 4000 years ago.35

Linguistic analysis of the terminology of teeth blackening in the 
Philippines has not generated conclusive data, since only a limited 
number of forms referencing the material culture, process or result of 
teeth blackening have been recorded, with few cognate terms among them 
(see Table). Consequently, no linguistic reconstructions can be put 
forward to shed light on the origin of the practice in Luzon. 
  While it is currently impossible to determine the time-depth of 
teeth blackening in Luzon, some aspects of its material culture do tie it to 

35 Tattooing is considered part of the cultural repertoire of proto-Austronesian 
speakers that migrated from Taiwan to Luzon (proto-Austronesian reconstruction 
*beCik = tattoo). Across northern Luzon tattooing is referenced by cognate terms, 
e.g., Ilokano baték, Kankanay bátek, Bontoc fátek, Ifugao bátok or Kalinga batok
that reflect a proto-Northern Luzon *bátek (CLAPP 1908, 165; VANOVERBERGH

1933, 73; BLUST 1970, 118; LAMBRECHT 1978, 62-63; Lawrence REID 2009, pers. 
communication). Archaeological evidence came, e.g., in the form of two horn 
tattooing chisels unearthed in a Neolithic burial assembly (first millenium BCE) in 
Arku cave of the lower Cagayan Valley (BACUS 2004, 264). 
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the broader Southeast Asian tradition. Epipremnum pinnatum stands out 
as the only native botanical resource in Luzon that was broadly employed 
for teeth blackening by different ethno-lingustic groups. This vine was 
used for the same purpose across the Philippines (e.g., Conklin 2007, 290-
291), but also in other regions from Taiwan to Java (e.g., Rumphius 1747, 
489) where it was known at least as early as the tenth century (Barrett 
Jones 1984, 55). Further comparative work on the regional methodologies 
of teeth blackening across Southeast Asia are likely to reveal patterns that 
relate the diffusion of the custom to historical trajectories, like the 
migration of Austronesian speakers, which, in turn, will also shed light on 
its early history in Luzon. 
 To accomplish blackened teeth, the people of Luzon primarily 
drew on a wide range of ethno-botanical resources that reflected the 
ecological diversity of the island from tropical lowland vegetation to high 
altitude pine forests.36 Sometimes a part of a plant was simply chewed or 
its resin directly applied, but often the generation of the dye required 
some processing. Frequently, different kinds of wood were burnt and the 
exuded, black tarry or resinous substance utilised. In some cases, a 
mineral component (‘yellow water’, vitriol, rust) was combined with plant 
extracts containing tannins to form a dark pigment dye. The material 
culture of the practice mirrored an approach common across in Southeast 
Asia: the blackener was collected on a broken shard of iron or an iron 
household tool, which might have contributed to the formation of pigment 
dyes.37 As an exception, some Bontoc and Kalinga used a dedicated small 
stone well to prepare the blackener (Schadenberg 1888, 27 î36º; depicted 
in Meyer & Schadenberg 1890, 20a, plate 16/fig. 14), though the 
relationship of the use of stone versus iron is unresolved. 
 The involvement of certain non-indigenous resources 
demonstrates how the practice went through various adaptations. The use 
of lac, the scarlet insect secretion that we identified as the agent for 
reddening teeth, was likely introduced from Indochina where it was 
traditionally employed during one step of the teeth blackening protocol 
(Huard 1951, 202). The involvement of a product that had to be procured 
through long-distance trade would have restricted the practice of 
reddening teeth to those with access and the necessary means. Readily 
available was the guava tree, an introduced and naturalised species that 
became a popular source for teeth blackening material, reflecting an 
adaptation of traditional methods to the post-contact ecology of Northern 
Luzon.

36 For a perspective on the ethno-botanical resources deployed for teeth 
blackening across Southeast Asia, see ZUMBROICH 2009. 
37 Responsible would be the rust (Fe3+) on the iron pieces. 
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 Similar to teeth filing, individual ethno-linguistic groups 
associated blackening with different cultural constructs, such as achieving 
personhood or improved aesthetics. Beautification through teeth 
blackening was, contrary to what is often assumed, not a female domain 
(see Table). As widely as the dyeing of teeth was practiced, it could have 
hardly played a significant role in ethnic identity formation in pre-contact 
Luzon. Only with the arrival of light teethed colonisers would teeth take 
on a new role: For both the Spanish and indigenous people the others’ 
barbarousness was elaborated by the difference of appearance in their 
teeth. Ultimately, Spanish authority, underwritten by Christian beliefs, 
was able to curtail the practice of teeth blackening, initially in coastal 
areas and the lowlands, but eventually also across most of the Cordillera. 
In a reversal, members of a Negrito group reported in the early twentieth 
century that their blackened teeth meant to differentiate them from 
‘Filipinos’ whose teeth were kept white by then (Garvan 1964, 46-47).
 Betel chewing and teeth blackening were two closely related 
customs sharing various characteristics beyond their effect on colouring 
the oral cavity.38 Among Ifugao youth the offering of halud, teeth 
blackener, to initiate sexual relations, mirrored the practice of offering a 
betel quid to intensify social (and sometimes sexual) relations (e.g., Stöhr 
1981). The Agta of Camarines actually amalgamated the two practices by 
chewing lukmai vine with areca nut to blacken their teeth. In the Bikol 
language of the seventeenth century there was semantic overlap where the 
form rumpí’ described the colours of mouth and lips caused by chewing 
either ‘red’ buyo or ‘black’ amlóng (Mintz 2004).
 In fact, colour symbolism provides an explanatory framework to 
better understand the complimentary roles of betel chewing and teeth 
blackening as markers of the transition from youth to adulthood. 
Enhanced red of the oral cavity, lips and sometimes even the face, offset 
against permanently blackened teeth was a visual feature expressed by a 
number of different ethno-linguistic groups in Luzon. For example, 
married women of the Kalinga around Guinaang (‘Guinanes’) blackened 
their teeth to contrast with their cheeks, chin and forehead which they 
reddened with a clayish red paste (Meyer 1885, 301; Schadenberg 1887, 
149; Cole 1909, 345).39 Such deliberate juxtapositioning of red and black 
is a theme that can also be located in bead work, fabrics and other 
adornments, where it was often supplemented by the colours white and 

38 It may ultimately turn out that the evolution of teeth blackening was related to 
betel chewing, see ZUMBROICH 2009. 
39 A similar practice still exists among the Kalinga of the Lubuagan area who use 
the dye extracted from the fruits of aswete, Bixa orellana L. Bixaceae (‘lipstick
tree’), to redden their cheeks. 
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yellow. The color red frequently articulated youthfulness, masculine vigor 
and passion.40 For the people of the Cordillera it can be even more 
broadly associated with upper world qualities. Black, on the other hand, 
was seen as representing femininity, passivity, lower status and death, 
ultimately the underworld (Richter 2000, 245). The exuberant vitality of a 
young person displayed through his or her red mouth was tempered by the 
blackness of the teeth, thus accomplishing an equilibrium suitable to a full 
member of society. Expressions for blackening such as ‘firing’ of the 
teeth (Ibanag) or transforming teeth from raw to ‘fully cooked’ (lútu,
Agta of Casiguran) can perhaps be read as synecdochically referring to 
the whole person who, by virtue of the process, became a mature adult 
ready to get married.
 On a more literal level, the ‘firing’ of teeth implies a notion of 
strengthening them and, indeed, evidence for such a role of teeth 
blackening comes from different directions. Early Spanish observers of 
Luzon interpreted the purpose of teeth dyeing as a form of dental 
protection, presumably in recognition of the noticeably better state of 
dental health amongst indigenous people compared to the typically 
miserable state of European teeth at the time. There is evidence from the 
Tagalog vocabulary that dental hygiene was traditionally considered 
important, but teeth blackening appears to have played its own role in 
facilitating dental health. Especially after teeth filing there was a need to 
seal the pulp cavity, and this was dealt with by applying a resinous 
blackening agent, similar to a ‘filling’. Even the regular, sometimes 
nightly application of teeth blackener sealed the teeth surfaces 
mechanically with a thin layer of the respective material.  
 Indigenous testimony from different locales, including Luzon 
(see above), has repeatedly claimed that teeth blackening agents provided 
specific protection against tooth decay. A number of studies on the 
incidence of caries or the antibacterial action of teeth blackening agents 
have given some credence to this notion (e.g., Flynn 1977, Tayanin & 
Bratthall 2006). In the Cordillera the leaves of the guava tree were 
traditionally employed by people to ‘brush’ and refresh their teeth. 
Indeed, microbiological studies have confirmed that an extract of guava 
leaves has activity against plaque forming bacteria (Limsong et al. 2004;
Gutiérrez et al. 2008, 6; Razak et al. (2006). To follow up on these 
findings, we have conducted in vitro experiments and found that tubug,
the teeth blackening material prepared in the traditional fashion from 
guava wood, exhibits biological activity against the growth of 

40 The liget (anger, energy, envy, heat) of the Ilongot was closely associated with 
the colour red, see ROSALDO 1980b, 44-49. On Kalinga colour symbolism, see 
Jules de RAEDT 1989, 23, 34. 
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Streptococcus mutans, one of the key plaque forming bacteria.41 The
documented antimicrobial activity of at least some some teeth blackening 
preparations against cariogenic bacteria provides a rationale for the 
contribution of teeth blackening to oral health.

 Conclusions

 In Luzon, various forms of inscriptions on human teeth have 
expressed different kinds of identities for the last seven hundred years, 
and probably far longer. The appearance of gold decorated teeth amongst 
Luzon’s elite related to socio-cultural developments in the early second 
millennium BCE, but we suspect that the message inscribed with gold has 
not fully been decoded yet. Whether the complex patterns of gold 
ornamentation reflected individual artistic expression, regional ethnic 
mapping or other dimensions, will require a reappraisal of the 
archaeological evidence in greater detail. The filing and dyeing of teeth in 
Luzon were pre-contact practices with strong parallels elsewhere in the 
Philippines and Southeast Asia. Unlike other cultural practices, like 
tattooing, for which the introduction has been tied to Austronesian 
speaking migrants of the neolithic, the case for such an early single origin 
of teeth blackening in Luzon, lacks support for now. The methodologies 
of teeth blackening were locally specific and over time underwent 
adaptive changes in response to newly available resources like introduced 
plants. Similarly fluid was the meaning of teeth blackening as it 
responded to changing circumstances, like the arrival of colonisers whose 
teeth were not dyed. For some cultures of the Cordillera the associations 
of betel-red and blackened teeth provide a framework in which the 
colouring of teeth can be understood to represent the transition from 
youth to mature personhood. There is also evidence that teeth blackening 
agents contributed in different ways to oral health: Mechanically by 
sealing the teeth, especially after teeth filing, and pharmacologically by 
exhibiting antimicrobial activity. This ethno-medical perspective of teeth 
blackening warrants further exploration and may ultimately provide 
arguments for understanding the broad diffusion of the practice. 

41 Inhibition of growth was tested with the agar diffusion method in collaboration 
with Dr. Teofila O. Zulaybar at the National Institute of Molecular Biology and 
Biotechnology, University of the Philippines Los Baños. 
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Figure legends: 

Fig. 1: Outline map of the Philippines Islands with the major rivers of north 
Luzon, the Agno (A), Abra (B), Cagayan (C), Chico (D) and Magat (E) and 
Pampanga (F). Their headwaters approximately trace the course of the 
Cordillera mountain range towards the south.

Fig. 2: Outline map of the Cordillera region (see inset in Fig. 1) with the 
provincial borders of 1899. 

Fig. 3: A skull from the cemetery site of Balingasay in Bolinao with multiple gold 
pegs inserted into the frontal aspect of incisors and canines (A). The detail 
view of the ornamentation with gold pegs reveals some small holes on the 
teeth where lost gold pegs had previously been attached (B). In one instance a 
solid band of gold covering the labial surfaces of upper incisors and canines 
was attached with gold ‘rivets’ (C). 

Fig. 4: Apo Bining, a Kalinga woman from Tabuk with red-stained teeth as a 
consequence of long-term betel chewing. 

Fig. 5: Photographs taken by Dean Worcester in 1908 illustrate chakang
ornaments (A) and their use by the wife of Mora, an otherwise unidentified 
Ibaloi from the settlement of Atok (B, C). In his National Geographic article, 
intended for a broader audience, Worcester’s spiced up the description of this 
jewelry with the sarcastic caption ‘Where silence is really golden’, alluding to 
the fact that wearing chakang made talking impossible for women (Worcester 
1913, 1201). 

Fig. 6: The Negrito skull with upper frontal teeth chipped into a sawtooth pattern 
(A) was one of a dozen stolen from a Negrito burial place in the forests of the 
Bataan Province by the German anthropologist Adolf Meyer in the 1870’s and 
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sent to Rudolf Virchow at Berlin’s Charité Medical School.42 A photograph 
taken by Dean Worcester in 1900 shows an Ayta woman of Dolores 
(Pampanga Province) with the same chipping pattern (B). 

Fig. 7: Noli Bantug, an Agta girl from Casiguran had her upper incisors filed at 
age 16 in September 1976. The procedure was performed while a piece of age
(white bark cloth) covered her mouth except for an opening for the upper front 
teeth (A). After the operation had made the teeth concavely slanted, the cut 
surfaces were blackened with the application of soot (B). 

Fig. 8: Tubug drips from a piece of lit guava wood onto the landuc from where it 
will be dabbed on the teeth (A). The results of a life-long practice of tubug use 
are shown by two Gaddang elders from Ikkalakad near Tabuk, Apong Emilia 
(A) and Lakay Wikka (B). 

42 Adolf Meyer, who later became the Director of the Royal Anthropological 
Museum in Dresden, commented about 150 skulls he purchased in New Guinea: 
‘Here I did not have to steal them, as I did in the Philippines.’ (Adolf Meyer to 
Rudolf Virchow, 22 October 1873, in Zimmerman 2003, 168). 
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Lo storico romeno C. C. Giurescu intuitivamente asserì in un 
articolo del 1927: “Queste istruzioni tradotte da J. F. Baddeley, anche se 
presentate in forma incompleta, sono importantissime poiché forniscono 
dati rilevanti riguardanti la concezione e la struttura dell’opera di Milescu”.1

Il rimando bibliografico ai medesimi brani riscontrabili nel secondo 
volume Russia, Mongolia, China e minuziosamente riportati 
dall’esploratore e giornalista britannico John Frederick Baddeley (1854-
1939) è importante perché include la traduzione di gran parte dei 
documenti ufficiali scoperti nel XIX secolo, attinenti la missione di 
Milescu in Asia settentrionale e presso la corte dei Qing.

Queste furono fonti scoperte, edite e curate da Yüri Arsen’ev 
(...), custode della tesoreria del Cremlino e membro della Società 
Imperiale di Geografia di San Pietroburgo, quindi da un appassionato di 
testi antiquari attinenti la geografia asiatica e non da uno scienziato in 
storia e filologia. Grazie alla sua attenta cura in vista di una pubblicazione 
rapida dei suddetti manoscritti, nonché all’arte di promuovere le 
informazioni scoperte dopo aver capito benissimo la loro importanza, 
Arsen’ev ebbe un scambio epistolare con Émile Picot (1844-1918) e con 
John F. Baddeley, il primo essendo un noto linguista, italianista e 
filologo, professore all’École Nationale Des Langues Orientales Vivantes,
estremamente legato alla cultura ed alla letteratura rinascimentale del sud-
est europeo nonché alla cultura romena tout court.

Le strette relazioni fra Arsen’ev e Baddeley stimolarono la 
traduzione in inglese di una massiccia parte dei testi editi dal geografo 
russo, più precisamente di gran parte delle fonti milesciane emerse in 

                                                          
1 C. C. GIURESCU 1927, p. 234. Dettagli concernenti l’amicizia intellettuale fra 
questi studiosi e la diffusione delle suddette fonti potranno essere consultati in D. 
DUMBRAVA 2007a, p. 174-177; p. 225-238. (con bibliografia aggiornata)
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seguito alla missione in Cina e al suo viaggio in Asia effettuato fra il 1675 
e il 1678. I testi più importanti che Milescu abbia mai offerto alla cultura 
e alla storia del sud-est europea difatti sono riservati all’Asia 
settentrionale. La loro importanza viene recepita innanzitutto dai membri 
delle varie Società Geografiche europee, ovvero le persone sopra 
nominate, le quali svilupparono una vera e propria rete di relazioni fra il 
mondo degli storici europei e quello degli orientalisti, stimolando inoltre 
un maggior interesse per gli storici delle scienze come George Sarton, 
fondatore della rivista Isis e uno dei più famosi recensori del RMC2.

Quindi condivido in toto la posizione storiografica di C. 
Giurescu e ritengo sia un privilegio esplorare e confermare il suo intuito. 
Valutando le conseguenze di un’imprecisa e parziale interpretazione della 
missione di Milescu in Asia Settentrionale sia nella storiografia romena3

che internazionale4, ne risulta una necessaria sfida interpretativa.  
Il presente articolo si propone di contestualizzare le premesse del 

viaggio di Milescu in Asia settentrionale e della sua missione a Pechino. 
Dal punto di vista strutturale l’esposizione volgerà in tre direzioni: 1) una 
breve introduzione dello scenario del cambiamento territoriale 
transcontinentale della “Tartaria”, più precisamente della parte nord-
orientale dell’“Eurasia” durante la seconda parte del XVII secolo; 2) 
l’attività di Milescu a Mosca fra il 1671, anno della sua assunzione presso 
la Posol’skij Prikaz e il 1675, anno della sua partenza in Asia; 3) 
l’accenno alle istruzioni ricevute da Milescu a Mosca, prima della sua 
partenza per Pechino, le quali riflettono non solo la concezione della 
missione del 1676 ma anche l’interesse politico della Russia per il 
raggiungimento di una relazione “permanente e proficua con la Cina”5,
riaccendendosi l’idea di un possibile accesso fra l’Europa e l’Asia 
attraverso la rete idrografica nord-orientale, in precedenza già considerata 
ed attuata da alcuni stati europei come l’Inghilterra, la Francia o il Sacro 
Romano Impero.

                                                          
2 G. SARTON, 192, p. 85-88. 
3 Nella storiografia romena a mio avviso, il primo contributo significativo in 
merito alla missione di Milescu in Asia è stato offerto da E. CIURTIN 1998, 2000a,
2000b, 2001. Una lettura attenta di interi brani della sua la tesi di dottorato —
Imaginea si memoria Asiei in cultura romana (1675-1928) — parzialmente edita 
(E. CIURTIN 1998, p. 213-449), ha sostanzialmente stimolato la scelta di 
soffermarmi sulla missione di Milescu in Asia settentrionale, scelta questa dovuta 
anche ad altre circostanze altrettanto rallegranti. Tuttavia, il nesso cruciale di 
questa mia scelta epistemologica è il voler aderire all’abbinamento della storia 
europea a quella del continente asiatico, oggi come ai tempi di Milescu o ai tempi 
di Erodoto.
4 Si consulti D. DUMBRAVA 2007a; 2009. 
5 M. MANCALL 1971, p. 68. 



NICOLAE MILESCU IN ASIA SETTENTRIONALE (1675).
PRELIMINARI ALLA SUA MISSIONE DIPLOMATICA

PRESSO LA CORTE IMPERIALE DEI QING 
169

La seconda parte del XVII secolo rappresenta il periodo aurorale 
delle trattative territoriali fra la Russia e la Cina, in quanto l’avanzamento 
dei Russi verso il Pacifico stava avvenendo molto velocemente e il 
“metabolismo” regionale della parte settentrionale della Cina mostrava le 
trasformazioni effettuate dai Russi in Dauria6, cambiamenti 
essenzialmente connessi l’uno con l’altro. Quindi, analizzando il carattere 
e la tipologia delle istruzioni di Milescu ricevute dalla Posol’skij prikaz — 
l’ufficio dei traduttori della diplomazia ed il personale amministrativo 
accluso nel ministero degli affari esteri dello stato moscovita — mi 
propongo di dirigere l’attenzione degli storici sulle fonti che esprimono 
con precisione gli incarichi del Nostro nella sua missione in Asia 
settentrionale e alla corte dei Qing a Pechino, nonché le aspettative 
politiche e commerciali dei Russi verso i Manciù e verso i capi dei 
Mongoli Öirat.7

Inoltre, è un dato di fatto che le fonti russe seicentesche 
abbondino di dettagli riguardanti la storia del commercio e della cultura 
materiale nelle regioni sud-est siberiane e nord-orientali dell’Asia, ragion 
per cui nella tipologia delle istruzioni da me indicata si è individuato un 
numero elevato di elementi concernenti il mercato internazionale 
“eurasiatico”: la manifattura ed i prezzi dei tessuti (damasco, seta, satin, 
taffetà, velluto, cotone, etc.), ivi compresi i tessuti presenti sul mercato di 
Pechino, il commercio di tabacco, i sistemi di acquisto delle pietre 
preziose e della merce di lusso, le possibilità di acquisto dell’argento nei 
vari luoghi o presso i confini dell’Estremo Oriente ed altro. In effetti, 
dimostrerò più avanti che la tipologia delle istruzioni ricevute dal Nostro 
a Mosca, il 28 febbraio 1675, costituisce lo spunto dal quale prende avvio 
                                                          
6 Dauria è una regione di montagna oltre il Lago Baijkal, dove gli insediamenti dei 
russi nel Seicento subiscono un’importante svolta soprattutto in seguito alla 
costruzione della fortezza di Albazin. Si tratta di uno spazio “perno” tra la 
frontiera sino-russa, ampiamente discussa nelle trattative concernenti i confini fra 
la Russia e la Cina, per la prima volta discussi, delimitati e accettati a Ner insk,
nel 1689. 
7 Gruppo dei Mongoli implicato in vari conflitti fratricidi ed etnici, nel tempo 
della missione di Milescu, condotti da Galdan qan. I Mongoli Öirat sono di 
estrema utilità all’ambasciatore arrivato da Mosca in quanto guide affidabili nel 
percorrere uno spazio insicuro, dove l’accesso e la conoscenza delle vie 
transcontinentali rientrano organicamente nel discorso generale delle relazioni 
diplomatiche russo-mancesi. Inoltre, nella storia delle relazioni diplomatiche degli 
europei con le nazioni eurasiatiche tout court, il loro contatto con i Russi 
configura un capitolo a sé stante. Calmucchi-Öirat (Öirat o Mongoli dell’ovest) 
abitano ancor oggi nella Repubblica della Mongolia e sono all’incirca 205.500; la 
popolazione etnica si divide in 139.000 Öirat, 55.000 Dobrot, 11.400 Torgut. 
Dialetti: Jakhachin, Bayit, Mingat, Olot (Ööld, Elyut, Eleut), Khošout
(Choshuud), Uriankhai, Khoton (Hoton). (R. G. GORDON, B. F. GRIMES 2005) 
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l’esegesi della sua missione esplorativa e diplomatica, suddividendosi 
strutturalmente in tre gruppi: costumi ed usanze diplomatiche, questioni 
economiche attinenti il mercato internazionale, la topografia (verste e 
giorni di viaggio) secondo un’indagine accurata delle vie transcontinentali 
di accesso fra l’Europa e la Siberia Orientale, la parte nordovest della 
Mongolia Interna ed infine, la parte settentrionale della Cina.

È importante precisare che la missione di Nicolae Milescu in 
Cina avveniva nello stesso momento in cui le autorità moscovite 
incaricavano Vasili Daudov (Alimarstan Babev o ‘Ali MardŸn b. BŸbŸ) di 
effettuare la spedizione in Persia presso la corte dello shah ‘Abd al-Az z
(1645-1681) e nel contempo, affidavano a Iusup Kasimov il compito di 
recarsi presso la corte di Aurangzeb (1658-1707) in India. Queste tre 
missioni racchiudono tutte, nelle istruzioni moscovite ricevute, sezioni 
speciali dedicate alle usanze diplomatiche, alle regole di comportamento 
secondo le quali gli inviati moscoviti all’estero dovevano agire, ai metodi 
meno ortodossi (spionaggio, interrogazioni eseguite con discrezione, 
rapporti accurati e minuziosi, così via), alle informazioni riguardanti 
eventuali intenzioni politiche dei sovrani implicati nelle relazioni 
bilaterali con la corte di Mosca e alla loro disponibilità nel facilitare e 
sviluppare il commercio transcontinentale.

Inoltre è estremamente importante notare, queste missioni 
risalgono al periodo “crepuscolare” del regno dello zar Aleksej 
Michajlovi  Romanov (n. 1629-1676) e all’attività politica e diplomatica 
del ministro degli affari esteri Artamon Sergeyevi  Matveyev (1625-
1682). Sono missioni meno considerate nella storia politica globale 
europea del Seicento, pur riflettendo una strategia di gran respiro della 
Russia nelle relazioni internazionali e avviando simultaneamente dei 
rapporti diplomatici e commerciali nelle tre macroregioni asiatiche della 
Persia, India e Cina. Tuttavia, l’esegesi coglierà solo una parte limitata 
del quadro costituito dall’ampia rete di relazioni interferenziali avvenute 
in Tartaria, analizzando in primis le modalità in cui i Russi, i Mongoli ed i 
Manciù interferirono con gli obiettivi delle autorità moscovite, espressi 
nelle istruzioni indirizzate a Milescu. 

Il nesso essenziale che si può cogliere in questo articolo è la 
sintesi fra la mentalità, la cultura e la civiltà europea e quella asiatica, la 
libertà di circolazione e scambio fra la Russia e l’Asia settentrionale, 
nonché fra l’Europa e l’Asia; infine, l’opportunità di ripensare la storia 
dell’Europa considerando la vitalità dell’interazione con il continente 
asiatico, in questo caso nel Seicento. Il filo conduttore di questo lavoro è 
rappresentato da un costante interrogativo: come e cosa pensa la mente 
poliedrica del Nostro, conoscendo l’incarico importante affidato dallo zar 
e dal ministro degli affari esteri moscovita? È questa la ragione per la 
quale soffermandomi sulle premesse che in qualche modo chiariscono 
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ulteriormente le informazioni fornite da Milescu, non necessariamente 
come diplomatico proveniente dell’eterogeneo ambiente seicentesco il 
quale attua un “esotico” cammino in Cina, ma come una persona 
intelligente che lascia alla sua posterità una massiccia memoria degli 
spazi nord-asiatici, materia scarsamente considerata dagli studiosi 
direttamente interessati (romeni, russi, greci, cinesi, ed altri).

I. Mosca alle porte del Figlio del Cielo
   o l’Impero Celeste più attiguo alla frontiera con l’Europa ? 

“Your servants humbly think that the Sun is the 
symbol of the Monarch, yet Venus dares the 
challenge its brilliance. î...º Heaven has shown 
us to be cautious and prudent.”

Johann Adam Schall von Bell8

Le relazioni diplomatiche sino-russe s’intensificarono durante il 
Seicento, a causa del rapido avanzamento dei Russi verso l’Estremo 
Oriente e dell’accoglienza nella Città Proibita accordata dall’Impero 
Celeste alle missioni russe diplomatiche e commerciali, includendo quindi 
la Russia nella rete delle relazioni con gli stati tributari. Secondo la 
tradizione secolare dei rapporti dell’Impero Celeste con gli altri paesi, le 
trattative politiche e commerciali si omologavano in base ad un rapporto 
di subordinazione derivante dall’immagine universale e protettiva 
dell’imperatore. In questo senso, la dinamica e il pragmatismo delle 
relazioni estere venivano controllate attentamente attraverso sistemi 
complicati di cerimoniali di corte e una faticosa burocrazia istituzionale. 

Dal punto di vista sino-mancese, la Russia avrebbe dovuto infatti 
accettare lo statuto di paese tributario come condizione necessaria 
all’eventuale trattativa negli affari politici e commerciali con la Cina. Per 
la mente di un sovrano europeo questo tipo di pretesa era estremamente 
atipica, perfino inaccettabile. Allora in che modo si potevano stabilire 
reciprocamente delle regole in queste trattative? Penso siano delle 
prerogative molto serie, lungimiranti, difficilmente trattabili anche dal 
punto di vista storiografico.

La missione di Milescu presso i Qing presentava tantissime 
sfaccettature a livello strategico, una più importante dell’altra, ma con una 
sola scommessa di tipo politico: creare una solida alleanza con la dinastia 
mancese dei Qing. Questa scommessa andrà a buon fine qualche decennio 
dopo la missione di Nicolae, quando le relazioni sino-russe presentano un 

                                                          
8 DCSWR I, SC (1652) 9:9:3, p. 10. 
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incremento senza precedenti in seguito al trattato di pace di Ner insk,
sancito nel 1689. La mediazione avviata da Nicolae, pur essendo inserita 
in questo processo di pace, è stata considerata molto più tardi a livello 
storiografico.

Per adesso ritorniamo alla dinastia Qing nella seconda metà del 
XVII secolo, quando durante la transizione dinastica si aprì un nuovo 
capitolo della storia secolare della Cina, con il passaggio dalla dinastia 
cinese dei Ming a quella mancese dei Qing, potente gruppo multietnico 
insediato nelle aree nord-est asiatico, che in pochi decenni riuscì a spostare 
la capitale da Mukden a Pechino, sede della nuova dinastia. In questo 
senso, si potrà ricordare il nome del principe Dorgon (1612-1650), 
quattordicesimo figlio di Nurhaci (1558-1626), fondatore della dinastia 
Qing, il quale entrò a Pechino con il suo esercito nel giugno 1644, 
sostenendo la proclamazione9 di Shunzhi (r. 1643-1661) come imperatore 
della Cina. La conquista della capitale cinese da parte dei mancesi 
rappresenta la fase ascendente e decisiva dell’estensione del loro potere 
sulla popolazione coreana, mongola e cinese.

La frontiera settentrionale della Cina ai tempi della dinastia Ming 
rappresentava una zona strategica, in quanto gran parte dei rapporti con le 
tribù mongole venivano gestiti attraverso sistemi di difesa e scambi 
commerciali, essendo la stabilità e l’equilibrio delle loro relazioni 
sostanzialmente determinate dai privilegi conferiti ai vari clan, stanziati in 
Mongolia Interna ed Esterna e nei dintorni di questa frontiera. In realtà, le 
fluttuazioni (periodi di maggior coesione o di scarsa compattezza) delle 
tribù mongole costituiscono un ottimo indicatore10 delle modificazioni dei 
confini nel Seicento, rappresentando un capitolo11 a sé stante nella storia 
nord asiatica, ancor oggi in attesa di successive elaborazioni. 

L’espansione russa giunta oltre il lago Bajkal fu segnalata negli 
annali cinesi12 a causa della presenza di cosacchi osservata in prossimità 
della cittadella di Ner insk e anche per la fondazione della fortezza russa 
di Albazin. In effetti, ciò era avvenuto nello stesso periodo in cui anche le 
missioni russe a Pechino stavano subendo un leggero incremento, 
soprattutto quelle mercantili. Al contrario, la missione di Feodor I. Bajkov 
— incaricato di recarsi alla corte dell’imperatore Shunzhi, nel 1656, dallo 

                                                          
9 Shunzhi or Shun-chih o Fulin, il nono figlio di Abahai (1592-1643) principe del 
clan Aisin Gioro, nella stessa linea materna del principe Dorgon, divenne il leader
dei manciù un anno prima della proclamazione ad imperatore della Cina, avvenuta 
nell’ ottobre 1644. Si accenna in merito alla storia dei rapporti manciù-mongoli 
nel Cinquecento in N. Di COSMO, D. BAO 2003, p. 5 e segg. 
10 Vedasi la sintesi delle trattative fra manciù e tribù mongole della prima parte del 
Seicento effettuata da N. Di COSMO, D. BAO 2003, p. 6-14 e segg.
11 Davor ANTONUCCI 2007, p. 88-104. 
12 Lo-shu FU 1966, p. 9. 
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zar Aleksej Michajlovi  — è stata una delle poche ordinate dal sovrano 
moscovita nel tentativo di stabilire dei contatti non solo commerciali ma 
anche diplomatici. A questo punto prese avvio una corrispondenza 
diplomatica fra i due imperi, inizialmente priva di dialogo a causa 
dell’assenza di conoscenza della lingua cinese da parte delle autorità 
moscovite.

Uno dei passi decisivi nella storia delle relazioni della Cina con le 
nazioni europee è sicuramente dovuto alla presenza dei missionari cattolici 
in Cina e all’accettazione dei padri gesuiti all’interno delle istituzioni 
imperiali di Pechino; la cospicua attività intellettuale di quest’ultimi e la 
loro conoscenza di astronomia, trigonometria, matematica e di altre 
conoscenze convergenti verso un’importante riforma del calendario 
cinese, furono fortemente incoraggiate dall’imperatore Shunzhi ed 
ulteriormente da Kangxi. La conoscenza da parte degli esponenti della 
Compagnia di Gesù sia delle lingue orientali che europee costituì un 
vantaggio per le missioni russe svoltesi dal 1676 in poi, sicché l’utilizzo 
della lingua latina divenne il nesso linguistico funzionale alla 
comunicazione diplomatica fra Russia e Cina.

La missione di Milescu a Pechino rappresenta, sotto questo punto 
di vista, la fase incipiente di una comunicazione più sicura fra i due imperi 
e di un’accortezza lungimirante mediata fondamentalmente da Ferdinand 
Verbiest (il gesuita direttore dell’Osservatorio astronomico di Pechino) e 
dal Nostro, in quanto conoscitori della lingua latina. La corrispondenza 
imperiale precedentemente elaborata in lingua cinese e manciù, fu tradotta 
da Verbiest in latino e comunicata segretamente a Milescu, il quale ne 
riferì il contenuto alle autorità moscovite come previsto dalle loro 
istruzioni. In effetti, grazie alla relazione fra Milescu e Verbiest, la Russia 
conobbe chiaramente i messaggi diplomatici e politici dell’imperatore 
manciù. Questo permise la preparazione della missione successiva 
coordinata dal principe Fëdor Golovin, il quale ricevette un incarico 
sostanziale per le relazioni sino-russe nel XVII secolo, che portarono 
all’accordo sulla delimitazione delle frontiere nord-orientali della Cina.

L’ascensione al trono del giovane Kangxi (n. 4 maggio 1654 — d. 
1722; r. 1661-1722) avvenne all’interno di tre contesti storici rilevanti: 1) 
la rivolta dei “tre feudatari” (Sanfan) nella parte meridionale della Cina, 
più precisamente la ribellione del generale Wu Sangui iniziata il 28 
dicembre 1673 e conclusasi nel 168113, volta a ridurre la difesa dei 
mancesi nella regione di Albazin per il progressivo insediamento dei 
cosacchi e dei russi; 2) la presenza dei russi nelle aree settentrionali della 
Cina; 3) la tendenza all’istituzione di una omogenea confederazione 
mongola, coordinata dal qan zungaro Galdan, difficilmente gestibile solo 

                                                          
13 DCSWR I, KH 20 (1681), p. 56.
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sulla base di un sistema di scambi commerciali, all’astuto avvicinamento 
dell’imperatore al buddhismo lamaista o, addirittura, all’intensificazione 
dei rapporti politici con il quinto Dalai-Lama, Nag dban (1617-1682).14

Per quanto riguarda le relazioni tra la dinastia Qing e le potenze 
europee, l’evento di maggiore rilevanza è sicuramente il trattato sancito a 
Ner insk nel 1689, in quanto la stabilizzazione della parte ovest della 
frontiera settentrionale della Cina conclude la prima fase dei rapporti delle 
autorità manciù con l’impero espanso fino all’Estremo Oriente, appunto la 
Russia. La rilevanza diplomatica della missione di Milescu all’interno 
delle trattative sino-russe del Seicento si colloca nella fascia intermedia, in 
quanto interpone due momenti basilari della dinamica di questi negoziati: 
1) quello delle missioni russe antecedenti la propria, sufficientemente 
passive dal punto di vista diplomatico se si pensa all’oscurità del 
contenuto dei messaggi imperiali scambiati fra Mosca e Pechino prima del 
1676; 2) quello della missione del principe Fëdor Golovin (1689), che 
affronterà direttamente il problema regionale dell’insediamento dei 
cosacchi nel bacino Amur ed attuerà il patto di stabilità regionale dei 
confini settentrionali della Cina.  

II. Nicolae Milescu, perno intellettuale fra il ‘Re del Settentrione’ 
     e il ‘Figlio del Cielo’ (1671-1675) ?

“(...) Nicolas se mit à composer ou à traduire 
une foule d’ouvrages didactiques, historiques, 
théologiques”. 

Émile Picot15

In seguito all’incarico di traduttore presso la Posol’skij Prikaz, 
ricevuto fra il 1671 e il 1672, Nicolae si mise a tradurre dal latino e dal 
greco nella lingua slava, soprattutto testi di carattere enciclopedico o 
derivati dalle fonti antiche, sistemandoli sotto forma di brevi opuscoli o di 
miscellanea delle note etiche e politiche: Aritmologhion (A ,
1672) opuscolo che rappresenta una semplice esortazione dei frammenti 
parenetici dall’Arithmologia miscella (Johann Lauterbach) e 
dall’Encyclopaedia di Johann Heinrich Alsted, Hrismologhion 
(X , 1673) o il Libro delle profezie, Vasilologhion 
(B , 1674) destinato allo zarevic Fëdor Romanov (1673), 
Raccolta dei testi di autori greci secondo le nove Muse e le sette Arti 
Liberali (1673), Libro delle Sibille (1674). Sono opuscoli riuniti, dopo tre 
                                                          
14 Nella lingua mongola Nag-dBan Blo-bZan rGya-mTsho, A. ZAHIRUDDIN 1970, 
p. 73. 
15 È. PICOT 1883, p. 448. 
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secoli, nel volumul Esteti eskije traktaty ( ,
edito da O. A. Belobrova nel 1978).  

Inoltre, in quanto precettore di corte, assume anche traduzioni di 
carattere didattico e propedeutico così come De Topographia 
Constantinopoleos et de Illivs Antiqvitatibvs di Pierre Gilles (1674)16 o 
Table géographique rééditée en un jeu de cartes, libro scritto nel 1669 
dall’umanista francese Jean Desmarets de Saint-Sorlin (1595-1676), 
membro dell’Accademia Francese, uno degli stretti collaboratori di 
Richelieu, segretario generale della marina nel Levante, libro che l’erudita 
francese dedicò al Delfino (Louis XIV). Queste traduzioni hanno anche 
un carattere pedagogico poiché utilizzate da Milescu nel suo ruolo di 
precettore di Andrey Artamonovi  Matveev (1666 — 1728), il figlio del 
ministro degli affari esteri, suo protettore e in seguito, presso la corte 
imperiale di Aleksej Michailovi  Romanov. In effetti, gran parte delle sue 
miscellanee scritte tra il 1671 ed il 1674, comprendono la dedica di 
Nicolae allo zar Aleksej Michailovi  e ai suoi figli.

Riprendendo il profilo intellettuale di Milescu e la sua attività 
diplomatico-culturale nella vita pubblica europea del Seicento si può 
affermare a prima vista che essi siano elementi né eccessivamente 
eccezionali né necessariamente comuni, perché riflettono l’agevolezza 
con cui si connaturavano gli studia humanitatis agli incarichi politici 
ispirati soprattutto all’etica aristotelica e quindi, nulla di straordinario per 
un intellettuale situato nella prima fascia dei funzionari statali presso la 
corte dello zar.

Il suo trattato dedicato alla nozione di monarchia, conosciuto 
negli ambienti culturali russi con il titolo di Hrismologhion (1673), ricorre 
spesso ad un forte sottofondo esplicativo aristotelico17 (si pensi alla 
definizione della “monarchia laica”), fondamento che permette a Nicolae 
di sottolineare sia la rinascita di una concezione politica sud-est europea 
mirata alla matrice etica dello Stagirita, sia la superiorità di una 
definizione biblica della monarchia secondo il suo punto di vista. In 
pratica, si trattava di un peculiare interesse concettuale per la logica della 
successione degli imperi, aspetto che rimanda alla famosa teoria della 
successione degli imperi — quello neobabilonese, persiano, l’impero di 
Alessandro Magno e quello dei Seleucidi — dottrina esortata dai famosi 
                                                          
16 Descrizione della Santa Sofia di Costantinopoli e delle sue antichità. Di 
recente, la studiosa Sarah Bassett ha dedicato una monografia alla descrizione di 
Santa Sofia di Costantinopoli eseguita da Pierre Gilles, che costituisce il miglior 
libro a questo proposito. (S. BASSETT 2005).
17 Per un sistematico approfondimento dell’aristotelismo nell’opera di Milescu 
rimando agli studi della storiografia russa G. E. BOBÂNA 1989, p. 26-31; D. T. 
URSUL 1989, p. 7-17; V. I. ONIKOV, S. G. LUPAN 1989, p. 53-61 e soprattutto 
all’edizione dell’Esteticheskije traktaty a cura di O. BELOBROVA 1978.
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brani del Libro di Daniele18 che per corollario presenta i paradigmi etico-
politici che potevano derivare dalla “teoria delle quattro monarchie” nelle 
forme di governo adoperate dallo zar19.

Questi schemi biblici e concettuali erano utili a Nicolae perché 
mutatis mutandis rivestono un fondamento teoretico alternativo rispetto a 
quello dello Stagirita. Secondo la teoria delle successioni delle monarchie 
che deriva dal Libro di Daniele, la monarchia si presenta come una forma 
governativa ideale, sebbene la sua lunga durata o continuità, così come il 
suo benessere, sia connaturata alle virtù del monarca e a quelle dei suoi 
cittadini.

Quindi, anche per lo zar russo si sottintende che non basta 
degnarsi di una futura missione cristiana contro i turchi così come 
pretendeva di essere considerata allora Mosca o la “Terza Roma”20 (dopo 
Roma e Costantinopoli), investita dell’autocrazia imperiale e resa garante 
della pace universale, ma piuttosto praticare le virtù e l’autocontrollo.

Un’eventuale analisi dell’Aritmologhion (26 settembre 1672), del 
Hrismologion (25 gennaio 1673) e del Vasilologhion (cca. 1674-1675) 
potrebbe rilevare con precisione la visione di Milescu sulla monarchia. Mi 

                                                          
18 Dn 2, 31-45; Dn 7, 1-14. 
19 Per uno status quaestionis si consulti l’articolo di J. W. SWAIN 1940, p. 1-21.
20 A questo proposito si può consultare l’eccellente articolo di D. 
STRÉMOOUKHOFF 1953, studioso che mette in rilievo le fonti che hanno strutturato 
concettualmente e cronologicamente l’idea di Mosca come impero che incarna la 
vocazione di monarchia universale, in un momento in cui sembrava che si 
annunciasse addirittura l’arrivo dell’“Anticristo”, secondo un’interpretazione 
vaticinium ex eventu dell’apocalisse. Anche se l’autore non prende in 
considerazione il contributo di Milescu, pensiamo che il concetto di Mosca come 
“Terza Roma” possa essere pensato da un lato, nei termini di una vera e propria 
dottrina sviluppata da varie cronache slave di carattere strettamente ecclesiastico, 
e dall’altro, in base ad un sottofondo culturale stratificato ovvero la 
compenetrazione dei testi di età ellenistica con quelli rinascimentali (il 
millenarismo protestante), così come risulta dall’approccio dell’umanista 
moldavo. La questione della basi dottrinale cristiano-ortodossa della Terza Roma 
è altrettanto interessante perché ha un forte accento post conciliare se si pensa al 
Concilio di Ferrara-Firenze (1438-1439), importantissimo concilio che tentava per 
la prima volta l’unione delle chiese dopo lo scisma del 1054. Infatti la chiesa 
ortodossa russa venne rappresentata dal metropolita Isidoro, artefice di un famoso 
panegirico al Gran Duca Vladimir considerato come baluardo dell’ortodossia, 
immaginato come l’imperatore Costantino il Grande e colui che potrebbe riportare 
la fede greco-ortodossa non solo in tutta la Russia, ma anche nell’Occidente 
latino. Certamente, Nicolae Milescu dovrà essere inserito piuttosto nella 
tradizione umanista che in quella strettamente ecclesiastica quando si parlerà della 
successione delle “quattro monarchie” e implicitamente di Mosca, come centro 
dell’impero universale.
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limito ad affermare che l’intellettuale Nicolae non idealizza nessuna delle 
due forme di monarchia, né quella laica né quella religiosa, perché sa che 
ogni impero così come i suoi strateghi, è soggetto al tempo e alla 
causalità. Egli è propenso a leggere in chiave comparativa la forma di 
monarchia autocratica dell’impero zarista e la monarchia autocratica 
incarnata dalla semantica governativa del Sacro Impero Romano, 
favorendo naturalmente la prima. Non a caso, uno degli autori greci 
spesso citati da Nicolae nella sua riflessione sul miglior sistema di 
governo è Senofonte21, autore di strette affinità con l’ideale educativo 
dell’uomo fisicamente e spiritualmente valente, l’individuo moralmente 
superiore al quale si può concedere il potere assoluto. 

Per spiegare genericamente la monarchia e quello che implica 
questa forma istituzionale di governo, Nicolae ricorre molto spesso alle 
spiegazioni etimologiche, alla spiegazione dei concetti cardini estratti 
dalle fonti greche22 e latine23, mai trascurando il loro sottofondo originario 
e contestuale. Se dovessimo prendere un esempio potremmo specificare 
che una delle ricorrenze che traspare nella sua semantica riporta alla 
monarchia ed è visibilmente letta in chiave aristotelica: le virtù delle 
persone consolidano fortemente il nesso tra la vita quotidiana e 
l’organizzazione statale, la saggezza e la morale consolidano non solo una 
teoria politica, ma tutto il sistema socio-politico di uno stato24.

Per un polymathés con forti convinzioni teologiche e con una 
frequente lettura delle fonti cristiane25 era semplice ricorrere ad un’intera 
tradizione delle profezie contro Roma26 e tracciare con precisione le 
differenze tra una legittima e dogmatica egemonia zarista in Asia e quella 
incarnata dal Santo Impero Romano. Nicolae accenna alle profezie contro 
Roma e contro l’egemonia dell’Impero Romano in Asia, alla vivissima 
convinzione ex Oriente lux dei cristiani, secondo la quale un re 
dell’Oriente (o del Settentrione) potrà fermare i romani e punirli, profezia 
ricordata anche da Lucio Cecilio Firmiano Lattanzio (250-320 d. Cr.) nel 

                                                          
21 V. I. ONIKOV, S. G. LUPAN 1989, p. 56.
22 Erodoto, Platone, Senofonte, Aristotele, Plutarco, Diodoro Siculo, Strabone, 
Plinio, Plotino, Porfirio, Giamblico, ecc. 
23 Polibio, Cicerone, Seneca, Tacito, Suetonio, Curzio Rufo, Tertulliano, 
Lattanzio, ecc. 
24 V. I. ONIKOV, S. G. LUPAN 1989, p. 54 e segg. 
25 G. L. POTESTÀ e M. RIZZI 2005.
26 Vedi infra, G. L. POTESTÀ e M. RIZZI 2005. Per uno status quaestionis della 
tradizione e della diffusione dei testi apocalittici nel periodo medioevale 
rimandiamo ai contributi di Paul J. ALEXANDER 1968, p. 997-1018; idem., 1985.
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settimo libro delle sue Divinae Institutiones (Div. Inst. VII, 15, 19; VII, 
18)27.

Tuttavia, il cambio mutuale degli insignia, dei privilegi, dei 
simboli e delle prerogative tra sacerdotium e regnum costituisce un tema 
ricorrente nella storia europea, compresa quella del Rinascimento, quindi 
non è singolare e non riguarda solo la corte imperiale di Mosca e lo zar. 
In effetti, si tratta di un ampissimo campo di studi che cerca di spiegare le 
tecniche del funzionamento tra arcana ecclesiae e la secolare arcana
imperii dell’assolutismo, campo dove lo storico americano dalle origini 
ebree Ernst H. Kantorowicz fu riconosciuto come uno dei più grandi 
studiosi del XX secolo. Mi riferisco soprattutto alle sue considerazioni 
dedicate al Roi Soleil e al simbolismo imperiale di Louis XIV dal 1653 in 
poi28, epoca contemporanea al regno di Aleksej Michailovi .

In virtù del suo credo niceo-costantinopolitano, Nicolae si mostra 
dogmatico, anticattolico ed ugualmente anti-ottomano, per cui egli non 
esita a nominare il Papa e Maometto gli artefici principali dello scenario 
apocalittico29 (o millenarista?)30 dell’epoca. Ci chiediamo a quale tipo di 
“scenario apocalittico” poteva riferirsi Milescu? In realtà, stiamo davanti 
ad un’ampia tradizione dei testi classici che trovano un spazio ben 
definito nell’Europa della Riforma. Si pensi, per esempio, al libro 
Diatribe de mille annis apocalypticis (1627) dell’enciclopedista Johann 
Heinrich Alsted, dove lo studioso annuncia l’imminente arrivo di Cristo 
per la seconda volta, previsto nell’anno 1694 e con cui si “compiano 
definitivamente i tempi”, secondo la tradizione apocalittica giudeo-
cristiana. Naturalmente, la tradizione medioevale europea dei testi 
millenaristi e contro il papato iniziò con il Commento all’Apocalisse di 

                                                          
27 Nella stessa tradizione cristiana della letteratura dedicata all’Anticristo 
ricordiamo i seguenti testi biblici: La prima e la seconda lettera di Giovanni
(Giovanni di Patmo), Policarpo di Smirne, Lettera ai Filippesi, Celso, Il discorso 
vero, Ireneo di Lione, Contro le eresie, Tertulliano, La prescrizione degli eretici,
Contro Marcione, La resurrezione dei morti, Ippolito, Su Cristo e l’Anticristo,
Commento a Daniele, Le benedizioni di Mosè, Origene, Contro Celso, Commento 
al Vangelo di Giovanni, Cipriano, Lettere a Fortunato, Vittorino di Petovio, 
Sull’Apocalisse, Commodiano, Istruzioni, Carme. Un’ ottima traduzione di questi 
testi, seguita dai commenti e da un saggio introduttivo, si può trovare 
nell’edizione curata ed ampiamente annotata di G. L. POTESTÀ e M. RIZZI 2005. 
28 La bibliografia a questo proposito è enorme e noi rimandiamo a due brillanti 
contributi di Ernst H. KANTOROWICZ 1955, p. 65-91; 1963, p. 117-177; ibidem., p. 
163-168.
29 Per la circolazione dei suddetti testi nell’ambito culturale del sud-est europeo si 
consulti il libro di E. TURDEANU 1981. 
30 L. E. LOEMKER 1961, p. 331. Informazioni ampie in proposito si possono 
consultare nell’articolo di R. G. CLOUSE 1969, p. 189-207.
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Gioachino da Fiore, il ben noto cistercense calabrese. Oltre a ciò, il testo 
millenarista di Alsted, assieme a tantissimi altri rappresentano un tipo di 
letteratura apocalittica diffusissima nell’Europa seicentesca.  

Tuttavia, sappiamo che l’atmosfera millenarista dei pensatori di 
Herborn era fortemente legata ai tempi della Riforma e alla moda delle 
Pronosticatio, una tradizione che d’altronde raggiungeva quote 
impressionanti di popolarità in Europa. Le previsioni millenariste 
cinquecentesche di Johannes Lichtenberger potrebbero esserne un 
esempio rilevante.31 Certamente, gli scritti politici ed antiromani di Martin 
Lutero hanno incoraggiato anch’essi il tono critico dei prelati riformati 
nei confronti del papato e della gerarchia ecclesiastica ufficiale.

Alsted era l’erudito che si vantava del suo protestantesimo 
“ortodosso”, mentre Milescu era il letterato che manteneva con fermezza 
il dogma della sua fede e culturalmente non temeva di assimilare i 
modelli di diffusione del sapere (compilazioni, miscellanee, enciclopedie) 
promossi da Alsted32 e quindi non esitava a tradurre — senza inibizioni 
confessionali — interi brani dall’Encyclopaedia, l’eccezionale opera 
compiuta dal filosofo-teologo riformato, deceduto nelle terre di 
Transilvania nel 1650. Nondimeno l’amico di Nicolae, il Grande 
dragoman Panayotis Nikoussios o Panayot Efendi (1613-1673), un greco 
erudito che lavorava presso la Sublime Porta a Costantinopoli, aveva il 
compito di riportare delle informazioni che riguardavano i testi 
tradizionali apocalittici bizantini al gran vizir Köprülü Fazil Ahmed Paða 
(1636-1676) e agli storici ottomani e di informarsi ugualmente su 
omologhi temi della tradizione musulmana.33

Vari had th di età pre-moderna accennano al simbolismo del 
Pomo rosso letto fortemente in chiave apocalittica, di stretta affinità con 
le Pronosticatio di Johannes Lichtenberger (?-1503) e con la sconfitta dei 
turchi ad opera di un imperatore di stirpe germanica. Infatti, il greco 
Panayot Efendi incontrò a Istambul il croato Juraj Križani  e gli offrì dei 
libri che contenevano delle profezie, dei quali protagonisti principali 
erano i sultani turchi.34 Nicolae avrebbe potuto ampliare e diffondere le 
sue conoscenze durante la sua permanenza a Costantinopoli, periodo che 
anticipa l’esilio definitivo a Mosca (1668-1671).

                                                          
31 J. LICHTENBERGER 1492. La teoria della storia e le speculazioni astronomiche 
interpretate in chiave biblica sono gli elementi che rientrano perfettamente nella 
retorica di un filosofo artefice della “razione universale” ai fini apologetici, quale 
era quella protestante. W. NORLIND 1953, p. 273-276. 
32 Per coloro che desidereranno approfondire l’opera e la vita di J. H. Alsted, 
indichiamo l’ottima monografia di Howard HOSTON 2000. 
33 S. YERASIMOS 1999, p. 175 e soprattutto p. 186-188. 
34 A. ARGYRIOU 1982, p. 111; S. YERASIMOS 1999, p. 189. 
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Difatti, lo studioso Paul Cernovodeanu35 riporta un manoscritto 
autografo di Milescu, attualmente nella Bodleian Library (Oxford) che 
dimostra un forte legame con le autorità diplomatiche britanniche e con il 
sacerdote della chiesa anglicana presso il Fanar, Thomas Smith, un 
prelato colto che nel 1672 pubblicò un interessante libro Remarks upon 
the manners, religion and government of the Turks together with a survey 
of the seven churches of Asia, as they now lye in their ruins, and a brief 
description of Costantinople, edito per la prima volta a Londra nel 1672. 
Il clima “apocalittico” avrebbe potuto allargare e favorire anche le 
trattative ecumeniche tra la chiesa ortodossa e la chiesa anglicana e 
quindi, Nicolae non esita nel rispondere alla richiesta di Thomas Smith 
scrivendo un breve commento alla preghiera “Padre Nostro” e al testo del 
Credo niceo-costantinopolitano36.

Seguendo le fonti bizantine ribadisco l’esistenza di un’estesa e 
importantissima tradizione di testi apocalittici correlata all’immagine dei 
turchi nei tempi seguenti alla caduta di Costantinopoli. In questo capitolo 
subentra la questione della rappresentazione allegorica di una coordinata 
spaziale importante, più precisamente il limes estremo-orientale della 
Persia, raffigurato dall’Albero secco (toponimo letto in chiave cristiana) o 
l’Albero Solo luogo dove Alessandro il Grande ebbe la battaglia con 
Dario, dettaglio che Marco Polo ricorda nel Milione37, argomento che 
andrebbe affrontato separatamente. Questa tradizione riporta l’idea di una 
vincita dell’Impero Ottomano, impero che verrà distrutto dal Pomo rosso,
ovvero l’immagine allegorica del “Re del Settentrione” che restaurerà la 
monarchia universale sul trono di Costantinopoli, all’epoca rappresentato 
dal potere moscovita.

Le mie brevi considerazioni hanno cercato di collocare nella 
storia dell’epoca l’interesse di Milescu — in quanto ricorre ad una 
tradizione dei testi che riportano argomenti eruditi e religiosi — sia per 
dimostrare l’anticipazione di una monarchia salvatrice universale che 
un’imminente Apocalisse. Per noi oggi tutto questo rappresenta fantasia o 
al massimo, un vaticinium ex eventu, invece nel Seicento era immaginato 
un poco ovunque nell’Europa delle varie confessioni cristiane e delle 
varie corti reali. 

La storiografia indirizzata alla lettura della filosofia politica di 
Nicolae potrà collocare il ricco contenuto delle sue miscellanee nel 
quadro più ampio delle opere degli umanisti europei, più precisamente 
quelli provenienti dall’area sassone — Johannes Camerarius (1500-1574), 
Johannes Lauterbach (1531-1593), Nikolaus von Reusner (1542-1602), 

                                                          
35 P. CERNOVODEANU, O. CICANCI 1958, p. 331 e sg.
36 Rimando ai documenti editi da P. CERNOVODEANU, O. CICANCI 1958. 
37 E. MAZZALI 20025, p. 26. 
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Johann Heinrich Alsted (1588-1638). In questo modo, l’interpretazione 
della sua produzione culturale letta in chiave storico-filologica38 potrà 
ampliarsi, arricchirsi e dimostrare che il diplomatico moldavo è uno dei 
massimi esponenti dell’“umanesimo” dell’Europa sudorientale, 
movimento culturale configuratosi molto più tardi rispetto agli ambienti 
toscani, costituendo questo uno spazio aurorale per la traduzione dei testi 
classici da dove sorgerà la loro diffusione in Europa dal quattrocento in 
poi.

Uno dei problemi storiografici nasce proprio dalla storia della 
diffusione e della divulgazione dei testi umanistici e di carattere non 
religioso nell’ambito del sud-est europeo (quindi, non solo in Russia). Nel 
periodo precedente al regno di Pietro il Grande la storia delle 
pubblicazioni in Russia riguardava principalmente la letteratura religiosa 
(catechismi, libri di preghiera, libri dei salmi, sermoni, ecc.) e ben poco 
quella laica, questione dalla quale derivarono non poche perplessità nella 
catalogazione ulteriore e autenticazione dei manoscritti dell’opera di 
Milescu.

A Mosca, in vari monasteri esistevano pe atnyi dvor39, case 
editrici che difatti rappresentavano gli strumenti istituzionali della chiesa 
ufficiale ortodossa russa e di conseguenza, lo studioso statunitense Gary 
Marker afferma: “A dawning secularization of printing, in other words, 
was simply not in evidence”.40 Le riforme di Pietro il Grande includono 
anche l’attività pubblicistica ed è estremamente importante ricordare che 
l’input delle pubblicazioni secolari in Russia sarà proprio quello di editare 
mappe, portolani, informazioni di carattere cartografico, libri di tecnica e 
di scienza. La riforma ortografica del 1707 ovvero l’introduzione di 
un’ortografia diversa della lingua russa ecclesiastica permise l’incremento 
delle pubblicazioni laiche, ma discreti cambiamenti si ebbero già dal 
1701.

L’attività editoriale a Mosca rimase sotto il controllo del 
Monastyrskii prikaz, uno dei dipartimenti dello stato e tra i coordinatori, il 
nome di Ivan Musin-Pushkin è di gran peso. Quindi, le pubblicazioni 
religiose saranno assorbite da un dipartimento statale e l’attività editoriale 

                                                          
38 P. OLTEANU 1982. 
39 A questo proposito abbiamo consultato l’eccellente monografia offerta da G. 
MARKER 1985, libro che tratta dell’attività pubblicistica russa nel Settecento e 
nell’Ottocento. Accenni alle pubblicazioni nella seconda parte del XVII secolo si 
possono leggere nello stesso G. MARKER 1985, p. 19 e sg. Purtroppo non abbiamo 
avuto la possibilità di reperire uno dei contributi essenziali per la letteratura russa 
del periodo precedente al Settecento, ovvero il libro di Dmitri IŽEVSKIJ, History
of Russian Literature from the Eleventh Century to the End of the Baroque, ‘S-
Gravenhage: Mouton and Co., 1962. 
40 G. MARKER 1985, p. 19.
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e la produzione culturale dei monasteri rimane sostanzialmente sotto il 
controllo dello zar. Le pubblicazioni di carattere laico aumenteranno e gli 
indici dei titoli pubblicati tra il 1708 ed il 1725, avranno una percentuale 
nettamente superiore a quelli dei titoli religiosi.41 La discussione è molto 
più ricca di contenuto, però mi limito a questi dati basilari a mio avviso 
sufficienti per descrivere il clima difficile ed ostile attorno ad un letterato 
disinvolto come Nicolae, che non subisce alcun miglioramento neanche ai 
tempi della reggente Sof’ja Alexseevna Romanova (1682-1689). 

Ci sarebbe da aggiungere che uno degli organi importanti quando 
ancora lo zar Aleksej regnava era l’Ufficio degli Affari Segreti, il Prikaz
tajni , un’istituzione privata di spionaggio a disposizione dello zar. 
Secondo la studiosa Maria Ferro, questo ufficio accolse un progetto di 
scuola presso il monastero Spasskij, dove si insegnavano il latino, la 
grammatica, la retorica42 e dove supponiamo che Nicolae Milescu fosse 
stato secondariamente coinvolto43 dallo zar, in seguito alla sua prestazione 
intellettuale presso la Posol’skij Prikaz.  

Seguendo cronologicamente le fasi dello sviluppo editoriale a 
Mosca ci accorgiamo che le grandi trasformazioni si producono solo nel 
Settecento, quando per le traduzioni di Nicolae sarà troppo tardi;44 infatti 
la maggior parte della sua opera rimarrà inedita fino al Novecento. 
Restando nel XVII secolo invece, sappiamo che egli si preoccupa della 
trascrizione dei suoi manoscritti e lo farà coadiuvato dal notevole sforzo 
ed impegno di un collaboratore del ministero degli affari esteri Piotr 
Dolgovo45, persona di cui solo le fonti degli archivi moscoviti (RGADA,
GIM, GPB, ecc.) potrebbero rivelarci di più. La sua attività culturale e 
intellettuale dovrà essere indagata attentamente nella misura in cui essa 
potrebbe aver influito sui preparativi per la partenza in Cina ed 
ulteriormente, sulla corrispondenza con la corte moscovita e sulla 

                                                          
41 Idem., p. 25. 
42 M. FERRO 2000, p. 9. 
43 Con la studiosa tedesca Beate Hill-PAULLUS, penso che prima di ricevere la 
biblioteca, la casa ed i manoscritti di Paisio Ligaridis, nel 1672, Milescu ebbe da 
parte dello zar un aumento dello stipendio, ricevendo anche il compito di tradurre 
documenti segreti presso il Prikaz tajni . (Beate Hill-PAULLUS 1978, p. 10 e sg.) 
44 Concordo questo fatto con il Picot: “Il est à remarquer que tous les ouvrages 
composés par Spathar en Russie restèrent manuscrits. L’instruction était alors si 
peu répandue chez les Moscovites que l’imprimerie y était presque exclusivement 
employée pour les livres liturgiques. Quelques copies faites à la main suffisaient à 
la petite classe des lecteurs capables d’apprécier une oeuvre littéraire”, É. PICOT

1883, p. 452, n. 2.
45 O. BELOBROVA 1989, p. 85 e sg. 
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descrizione dell’Asia settentrionale, aspetto da me ampiamente trattato in 
un'altra sede.46

III. A. Poco prima della partenza per la Cina...

La prima notizia che attesta l’idea della missione in Cina 
compiuta da Milescu risale al 4 febbraio 167347, a distanza di soli due 
anni dalla sua nomina come traduttore di greco antico e moderno, di 
latino e romeno presso la Posol’skij prikaz (14 dicembre 1671)48, poco 
prima del suo arrivo a Mosca (1671). Questo documento indica par
excellence il punto iniziale delle premesse per la partenza verso la Cina 
riservata al futuro ambasciatore.

Milescu per ordine imperiale moscovita s’installa (1671-1672) 
nell’appartamento e nella biblioteca del vescovo greco Paisio Ligaridis49,
famoso studioso e religioso di origine greca, il quale aveva compiuto i 
suoi studi nel Collegio Greco di Roma, riscuotendo una certa fama a 
livello europeo sia come vescovo che come intellettuale. Tuttavia nel 
vasto appartamento così come nella mente di Milescu, stanno 
germinando simultaneamente sia la produzione culturale di carattere 
umanistico del Nostro — attività che fu ben accolta dallo zar e dagli 
ambienti intellettuali moscoviti, aspetto precedentemente trattato — che 
l’immensa curiosità per l’Asia. Penso non sia del tutto sbagliato 
immaginare l’atmosfera del famoso appartamento con Nicolae immerso 
nei libri di cartografia asiatica, nei rapporti delle precedenti missioni 
europee in Asia, nei documenti preziosi e curiosi attinenti la storia, la 
cultura e il sapere asiatico. 

Riguardo ai preparativi pratici del viaggio in Cina di Milescu, 
esiste un documento del 13 luglio 167450 emesso dalla Posol’skij prikaz 
nel quale si specifica che per questa missione occorrono: “(...) un buon 
prete con libri e oggetti ecclesiastici51; un pittore che sappia fare mappe, 

                                                          
46 D. DUMBRAVA 2007a, p. 252-310. 
47 Documento riscontrabile nell’archivio RGADA, fondo Sibirskij Prikaz, col. 
535, f. 236, idem. RKO, I, p. 306 del 4 febbraio 1673, apud G. STARY 1974, p. 
94.
48 P. P. PANAITESCU 1925, p. 68. 
49 Yü. V. ARSEN’EV 1900, p. 8-9. 
50 RKO I, p. 321, documento ricordato anche da G. STARY 1974, p. 94-95. 
51 Nella missione di Milescu, il prete e gli oggetti ecclesiastici servivano 
soprattutto per le funzioni liturgiche durante il suo viaggio a Pechino. Al suo 
arrivo a Pechino, egli regalò al padre gesuita Ferdinand Verbiest un’icona 
raffigurante San Nicola mentre visitava la chiesa cattolica nella capitale cinese. 
(J. F. BADDELEY 1919, p. 429, n. C.). Nella seconda metà del XVII secolo gli 
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misurazioni topografiche e disegnare i fiumi; un libro della “apteka”52 nel 
qual è descritto l’impero cinese53, un lessico cinese e le epistole cinesi 
non tradotte — rintracciabili nella Corte degli Ambasciatori — affinché si 
possa conoscerne il contenuto e dare loro una risposta; uomini esperti di 
pietre e di altri oggetti preziosi: l’orafo greco Ivan Jur’ev e lo straniero 
Petr Sivers o un russo esperto di queste cose; a Tobol’sk bisogna 
assumere della gente che conosca quei paesi e le loro lingue; dei doni che 
il Sovrano ordinerà di mandare al kan (qan) cinese perché è d’uso che 
senza doni non si possa giungere fino al qan (punto di notevole 
importanza sia per i principi indigeni sia per l’imperatore mancese). 54

Questi suggerimenti spesso riscontrabili nella bibliografia 
secondaria attinente il nostro argomento, sono reperibili nelle istruzioni 
di carattere organizzativo emesse dal ministero degli affari esteri nel 
febbraio 1675, a Mosca. Essi derivano dalle esigenze e dall’esperienza di 
precedenti missioni diplomatiche russe in Persia, in India, ai vari qan 
dalle regioni dell’Impero Zungaro e infine, in Cina. Sono suggerimenti 
che potrebbero inoltre derivare proprio dalle precedenti descrizioni e dai 

                                                                                                                        
unici luoghi di culto cristiano a Pechino erano quelli fondati dai padri gesuiti e 
solo nel 1698 vi si costruì una chiesa russa ortodossa (RMC II, n. D, p. 429), in 
seguito al trattato di pace sino-russo sancito a Ner insk. Per poter attuare 
un’analisi della topografia ecclesiastica e missionaria russo — ortodossa in Asia, 
oltre le fonti edite da Yü. Arsen’ev precedentemente citate, si dovrebbero 
prendere in considerazione anche le fonti edite nei volumi di J. F. BADDELEY

1919, T. ARMSTRONG 1975 e B. DMYTRYSYN 1985.
52 Si tratta di un libro attinente le cure farmaceutiche.
53 Sembra molto curioso accludere la storia di un impero così remoto in un libro 
attinente le cure farmaceutiche, oppure trovarli distinti l’uno dall’altro all’angolo 
del tavolo in una stanza particolare (Aptekarsky Prikaz, Moscova ?). Sembra sia 
stato Mihail I Fyodorovich (12 luglio 1596 — 13 luglio 1645), il primo zar nella 
dinastia dei Romanov, a fondare un ufficio farmaceutico assieme all’ufficio 
dell’esercito e della tesoreria. Secondo una presentazione della collezione di 
antichi testi buddhisti riscontrabile all’interno dell’Istituto Orientale presso la 
Biblioteca Imperiale di Pietroburgo eseguita dalla I. F. Popova, è ben nota la 
provenienza di un grande numero di libri in lingue asiatiche (Tangut, Mongola, 
Cinese) dall’Aptekarsky Prikaz di Mosca, dalle varie librerie imperiali di Pietro il 
Grande e dalla sua famosa Kunstkamera. (I. P. POPOVA 2007, p. 126-136) Tutti 
questi libri, la maggior parte di loro raccolti mentre i Russi esploravano l’Asia 
settentrionale, testimoniano non solo il valore di una loro collocazione nelle più 
importanti stanze imperiali dell’Europa (ivi compreso quella di Ludovico XIV, di 
Jan III Sobieski, di Pietro il Grande, ecc.), ma anche l’affinità dei testi sacri 
(soprattutto buddhisti) con il corpo umano, con la natura e tout court con la storia 
della medicina, della botanica, della geografia, ecc. 
54 RKO I, p. 321; G. STARY 1974, p. 95. 
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rapporti ufficiali di altri viaggi in Asia, quindi di valore piuttosto 
generico.

In questo senso, affermavo anche prima, si potrà richiamare la 
spedizione di Vasili Daudov55 in Persia, ricordato due volte56 nello 
Statejnyj spisok offerto da Milescu, riferendosi alle usanze diplomatiche 
praticate all’estero dalla Russia. Nello stesso momento in cui Daudov 
lasciava Mosca per recarsi a Bukhara, presso la corte dello shah ‘Abd al-
Az z, partiva verso l’India Mamet Iusup Kasimov, musulmano originario 
di AstrakhŸn convertito al cristianesimo e dipendente dello zar.

Daudov, Kasimov e Farrukh (ambasciatore dello shah ‘Abd al-
Az z a Mosca nel marzo del 1675) lasciarono Mosca il 26 maggio 167557.
Le missioni in Bukhara, Iran e Cina furono organizzate a Mosca dal 
ministro degli affari esteri Artamon Matveev, nel marzo 1675. Lo scopo 
generico delle missioni presso lo shah ‘Abd al-Az z a Bukhara e presso la 
corte di Aurangzeb (1658-1707) in India, era di stabilire relazioni di 
amicizia e di pace, sebbene l’attenzione del ministro fosse concentrata 
sulle trattative che avrebbero portato a risultati estremamente pratici: 
creare delle condizioni favorevoli allo scambio della merce tra i 
Moscoviti ed i mercanti di Bukhara e India, favorire gli scambi dei doni 
reali (e.g. i girifalchi di colore bianco erano pregiati ed estremamente 
richiesti all’epoca grazie al loro utilizzo nella caccia da parte dei sovrani, 
sia in Europa che in Asia)58 e il commercio transcontinentale, 
assicurandosi che le vie eurasiatiche fossero sicure e funzionali, ecc.

Quindi, sia i preparativi per la missione di Milescu che le 
istruzioni ricevute dall’ufficio degli affari esteri moscovita rivestono una 
notevole importanza per l’immagine della Russia in politica estera 
coordinata dal suo protettore A. Matveev, collocandosi in una strategia di 
espansione delle relazioni dello zar Aleksej Michajlovi  nelle tre macro-
regioni asiatiche: Persia, India e Cina. L’unica missione dove gli interessi 
strategici e territoriali prevalsero su quelli commerciali fu quella affidata 
a Milescu. In questo senso, le indicazioni concernenti il cerimoniale 
diplomatico, la conoscenza dell’intenzionalità delle autorità manciù e 

                                                          
55 Vasili Daudov, originario dell’Iran e cresciuto in Armenia, si era convertito alla 
religione ortodossa dopo un contatto con le autorità russe a EðfahŸn nel 1653. Il 
suo vero nome era Alimarstan Babev (‘Ali MardŸn b. BŸbŸ). A. BURTON 1997, p. 
308.
56 SSPNSK, p. 23; p. 113. 
57 A. BURTON 1997, p. 308-312; 315 e segg. Le fonti indicate da Burton si 
trovano nella RGADA, fondo 109, op. 1, 1671-1676; libro 4: ff. 143a; 153a-4b; 
158a, ecc.
58 Uno dei libri più affascinanti in merito alla storia della caccia regale negli spazi 
eurasiatici (con ampia e ragionata bibliografia) è stato offerto dallo studioso 
americano Thomas T. ALLSEN 2006.
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dell’imperatore Kangxi nei confronti della Russia, la questione delle 
frontiere e dello scambio dei prigionieri, la misurazione accurata dello 
spazio e i popoli indigeni della famiglia linguistica del gruppo altaico, 
definiscono il carattere politico-esplorativo della missione in Cina 
rispetto a quello previsto per la Persia e l’India, fondamentalmente 
mercantile.

III. B. Quali sono le regole del “gioco”  
           nella missione di Milescu? Tipologia delle istruzioni.

Di seguito, propongo un analisi testuale, molto selettiva, 
attinente la comprensione dei vari paragrafi contenenti le istruzioni 
ricevute da Milescu, cercando di delineare tout court il loro contesto 
storico, concettuale e storiografico. Strutturalmente parlando, queste 
istruzioni si dividono in tre grandi gruppi: costumi e usanze 
diplomatiche, questioni economiche e commerciali, “misurazione” del 
territorio o topografia (in verste e giorni di viaggio) e l’accurata 
conoscenza delle vie di accesso transcontinentali fra l’Europa e l’Asia.

Il primo gruppo include il numero più elevato d’indicazioni ed è 
il più significativo in quanto evoca il linguaggio e i costumi diplomatici 
praticati dal governo moscovita nel Seicento; così traspaiono questioni 
dedicate alla prassi della corrispondenza con la Cina: l’utilizzo dei titoli 
imperiali come fattore che indica lo stato indelebile di sovrano delle terre 
della Russia Bianca e della Siberia, dei suoi domini o dei limiti delle sue 
frontiere (§ 13, 15, 21, 24, 25, ecc.); gli sforzi per arrivare ad un accordo 
reciproco concernente l’utilizzo delle lingue nella corrispondenza 
diplomatica, (e.g. la lingua russa, turca e latina nel caso dei russi e della 
lingua mancese nel caso delle autorità di Pechino, così come risulta dai § 
21, 22, 23 e 24); i modi in cui Nicolae dovrà persuadere i consiglieri del 
qan ad intercedere per l’udienza dall’imperatore Kangxi (§ 24; 25; 26; 
27) o per ottenere informazioni riguardanti la tesoreria cinese (§ 28, 30) e 
sulle intenzioni del qan nei confronti dello zar (§ 41; 42; 47); i regali 
imperiali rappresentano un altro capitolo trattato con cura nelle istruzioni 
dello zar (§ 5, 8, 17, 27), le quali perseguono la logica sottile d’imporre 
la sua immagine di sovrano a Pechino; mentre invece gli stessi regali alla 
corte di Pechino sono valutati in un modo ben diverso; il rapporto 
ufficiale di Milescu riporta abbondanti e accurati dettagli in merito al 
sistema tributario accluso nelle usanze diplomatiche dei Qing,59 sistema 
politico attuato alla corte di Pechino nelle relazioni con i paesi esteri, per 
popoli considerati barbari.

                                                          
59 SSPNSK, p. 88. 
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Il secondo gruppo include un numero di indicazioni indirizzate 
alle questioni economiche e commerciali, designando Nicolae ad 
eseguire delle indagini molto accurate sui prezzi dei tessuti (damasco, 
seta, satin, taffetà, velluto, cotone, ecc.), sull’origine della manifattura dei 
tessuti pregiati, sulla precisa provenienza di ogni tipo di tessuto, sui modi 
di tassazione di ogni tipo di merce importata in Cina — animali di 
trazione, tessuti, piante medicinali e allucinogeni, oggetti di lusso, ecc. — 
o esportata dalla Cina (§ 6, 7, 34, 35, 40, 45, 46). Inoltre, osservando il 
numero elevato di accenni alla questione del commercio eurasiatico, ho 
ritenuto opportuno soffermarmi brevemente sulla storia materiale di 
queste regioni nella seconda parte del XVII secolo.

Infine, si è configurata una terza tipologia di istruzioni 
moscovite dedicate alla missione in Cina del 1676, ossia le indicazioni 
riguardanti la misurazione e la descrizione attenta del territorio siberiano 
e dell’Asia settentrionale, l’esplorazione delle vie di accesso fra Europa e 
Asia, infine la cartografia delle macro regioni situate fra Tobol’sk e 
Pechino (§ 9, 31, 33, 39, 44, 50). La missione di Milescu a Pechino e 
l’esplorazione delle macro regioni eurasiatiche difatti, sono elementi 
storiografici solo apparentemente diversi l’uno dall’altro all’interno di 
tali istruzioni, poiché gli storici non si sono soffermati sulla possibilità di 
una visione complessiva. Gli interrogativi concernenti la parte 
esplorativa della missione di Nicolae Milescu — la memorizzazione dei 
luoghi, delle distanze, delle fortezze, delle tribù asiatiche, le vie di 
accesso tra la Mongolia e la Cina, la descrizione delle unità geografiche e 
delle condizioni climatiche — esigono un attenta, complessiva e 
simmetrica valutazione storiografica solo in parte reperibile negli studi 
precedenti. Questa visione omogenea genera il filo conduttore da me 
metodologicamente adoperato sia nell’interpretare le suddette istruzioni 
che nell’analizzare la missione di Milescu in Asia Settentrionale e alla 
corte di Pechino.

Oltre a ciò, la lettura dei medesimi documenti assieme al 
Putevoi dnevnik... (PDNK), al Putešestvie erez Sibir’ ... (PSTNK) ed al 
Statejnyj spisok ... (SSPNSK) permette allo storico di effettuare un 
confronto delle fonti e dei documenti emessi prima e dopo la missione 
del Nostro. Il confronto da me eseguito si ritiene diverso, in quanto 
l’esegesi dovrà sviluppare un’indagine che accluda circa cinquecento 
pagine scritte da Milescu, esito riassuntivo di un fedele compimento delle 
medesime istruzioni. La valutazione della missione di Milescu deve tener 
conto dello stretto legame con le istruzioni ricevute dalla Posol’skij 
prikaz, questo spiega la mia opzione interpretativa. La massiccia quantità 
di informazioni mi costringe a limitare l’esegesi a un semplice e succinto 
esercizio di analisi testuale, al margine di un numero limitato di 
istruzioni. Tuttavia questi esercizi di riflessione storiografica si sono 
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configurati in base alla tipologia delle richieste moscovite 
precedentemente esposte e per quanto mi è stato possibile, seguendo una 
bibliografia apparentemente eterogenea, sebbene concentrata su di un 
unico scopo: il collocamento degli eventi e delle informazioni pervenute 
dalle fonti in un contesto storico seicentesco appropriato.

III. C. Le istruzioni di Nicolae Milescu riguardo  
la sua Ambasciata nell’Impero Celeste (28 febbraio 1675).60

      Spunti esegetici.

§1. Il grande Sovrano, Zar e Gran Duca Aleksej Michajlovi , Autocrate di 
tutta la Grande e Piccola Russia61, ordina a Nicolai Gavrilovi  Spafarij di 
viaggiare come ambasciatore, curando gli interessi del Grande Sovrano 
presso il Bugdychan62 cinese.63

                                                          
60 La traduzione dei documenti segue le fonti russe RKO, edite da DEMIDOVA,
MIASNIKOV 1969, p. 335-349, vol. I; inoltre, si è consultato il documento 
pubblicato in forma incompleta nel PSTNK (p. 151-153) ed anche il testo inglese 
edito nella RQS, vol. I ed. DMYTRYSHYN 1990, p. 398-413.
61 Il titolo dello zar utilizzato nella corrispondenza è più esteso: “Aleksej 
Michajlovi , autocrate di tutta la Russia Grande, Piccola e Bianca, lo Zar di 
Mosca, Kiev, Vladimir e Novgorod, lo Zar di Kazan’, Astrachan’, della Siberia, 
Signore di Pskov e granduca di Smolensk, Tver’, della Jugria, di Perm, Vjatka, 
Bolgar e altri, granduca di Nižnij Novgorod, ernigov, Rjazan’, Jaroslavl’, 
Beloozero, dell’Udoria, di Obdorsk, della Kondinia, sovrano di tutte le terre 
settentrionali, signore degli zar kartalini e georgiani della terra d’Iveria e dei 
principi dei circassi e dei monti della terra kabardiana, erede, signore e sovrano di 
molti altri imperi e di terre orientali, occidentali e settentrionali, paterne e avite ...” 
(RGADA, fondo SRK, Mosca, op. 2, 1674 g., dossier no. 1, cap. 1, 11.75-134; 
RKO I, p. 335 e segg.; RQS, doc. 109, §19, p. 398 e segg.) 
62 Bugdychan, in mongolo Bo da Qa an, una forma abbreviata del titolo A uda
Örösiyeg i Nayiramyta u Bo da Qa an, difatto la traduzione del titolo mancese 

osin on o ôwaliyasun enduringg an, in cinese K’uan-wen jen-sheng huang-ti 
(L. LIGETI 1958, p. 212-213); bo da significa santo, divino, venerabile, 
reverendo, signore, maestro, (J. E. KOWALEWSKY 1846, II, 1211a-b; L. LIGETI,
1967, p. 304, n. 8; Fr. W. CLEAVES 1986, p. 189, n. 1) e qa an (cin. k’o-han)
imperatore, ovvero nato dal Cielo e il derivato “Figlio del Cielo”. Si veda una 
giudiziosa analisi etimologica del termine qa an in P. PELLIOT 1929, p. 210 e sg.; 
Bo da Qa an è equivalente a nien-hao, cioè degno di un titolo imperiale. La 
parola mongola a uda o a uuda significa vasto, spazioso, largo (J. E. 
KOWALEWSKY 1846, I, 31b), invece secondo L. Ligeti a uda sarebbe, dal punto 
di vista semantico, inseparabile dall’a uu che significa generoso, magnanimo, 
forte (vedasi anche J. E. KOWALEWSKY 1846, I, 29b). Dal punto di vista 
morfologico a uda örösiyeg i sarebbe l’equipollente del masida ila u i, in 
genere grazioso, estremamente grazioso; mong. nayiramyta u, conciliabile, 
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Questa formula ufficiale introduttiva è somigliante a quella 
esistente nel documento delle istruzioni riservate alla missione di F. 
Bajkov: “Egli deve andare nell’Impero Cinese dal Bugdychan — zar,
portando la gramota dello Zar, Sovrano e Grande Principe Aleksej 
Michajlovi  di tutta la Russia.”64 Il titolo imperiale che autorizza le 
missioni degli ambasciatori russi di solito non è scritto per intero, poiché 
implica una differenziazione riguardante il rango dell’interlocutore. 

Lo zar presenta i suoi titoli in forma completa solo quando si 
rivolge espressamente all’imperatore cinese. Certamente si trattava di un 
titolo già presente nelle cronache russe cinquecentesche65 dove si 
“segnalavano” le prime descrizioni riguardanti le spedizioni di Ivan III 
Rjurik (r. 1462-1505) e di Ivan IV (r. 1533-1584) verso regioni situate 
nella parte nord-est di Mosca, le prime informazioni della presenza russa 
nella valle del fiume Ob’, le prime notizie della conquista del khanato di 
Kazan’ (1552) e di Astrachan’ (1556) e infine, la formazione territoriale 
amministrativa dei principati russi nell’Asia Settentrionale dopo la caduta 
di Novgorod e dei suoi possedimenti verso nord (1582).66

Lo stesso titolo venne usato dallo zar Aleksej Michajlovi  nella 
corrispondenza diplomatica indirizzata all’imperatore Kangxi nel 1676,
più precisamente nella lettera ufficiale67 che Milescu portava con sé a 
Pechino. In quella occasione il leader politico mancese venne a 
conoscenza per la prima volta della potenziale estensione territoriale 
della podestà dello zar verso il Pacifico. 

                                                                                                                        
pacifico (L. LIGETI 1958, p. 234-235, n. 54 e Fr. W. CLEAVES 1986, p. 199, n. 
53). Il valore semantico dell’appellativo Kangxi (cin. l’incorruttibile pace) 
sembra avvicinarsi a quello d’origine mongola. Nelle usanze diplomatiche 
bilaterali, i russi hanno accettato il titolo di origine mongola dell’Imperatore 
Kangxi. (vedasi anche Rolf A. STEIN 1981, p. 231-275).
63 Si tratta dell’imperatore Kangxi o Shêng Tsu Jên Huang Ti, “Il Grande Illustre 
Imperatore”, (n. 4 maggio 1654 — d. 1722), il secondo imperatore mancese (non 
cinese!) della dinastia Qing (1661-1722). 
64 RKO I, p. 152. 
65 T. ARMSTRONG 1975.
66 Riguardo ai primi registri catastali della Muscovia Grande o la Transmuscovy
(dopo il Codice del 1497, codice senza alcun ordinamento della potestà russa sui 
territori oltre il fiume Ob’) rimando all’importante e singolare contributo in 
proposito offerto dallo studioso russo B. RYBAKOV 1977, p. 14 e segg. Ogni 
valutazione che riguarda la partizione territoriale dopo la conquista di Novgorod 
da parte dello zar Ivan il Terribile può includere tale contributo, perché valuta le 
spedizioni russe in Asia settentrionale dal 1496 in poi, ovvero molto prima delle 
mappe europee eseguite da Sigmund von Herberstein, Anthony Jenkinson, Hessel 
Gerritsz o Feodor Godunov (figlio dello zar Boris Godunov). 
67 RGADA, f. SRK, reg. 2 (1674), doc. 1, no. 1, ff. 136-142; RKO I, doc. 180, p. 
332-334; G. STARY 1974, p. 291-293; D. DUMBRAVA 2007a, p. 421-422. 
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Le ricorrenze topografiche del titolo dello zar emergono anche 
nella sua corrispondenza con i rappresentanti di vari ambienti 
ecclesiastici ortodossi e confrontandole con ciò che appare nella lettera 
all’imperatore mancese si possono dedurre sostanzialmente due cose: da 
una parte, il modo in cui lo zar si legittimava in qualità di rex regnans o
di sovrano nel possesso di una determinata area macro-regionale e 
dall’altra, il modo in cui egli invocava i suoi attributi simbolici ovvero la 
sua immagine di res sacrae in uno spazio con valenze religiose, 
naturalmente diverso da quello attribuito all’imperatore Kangxi. In 
questo caso, le differenze sono minime ed il titolo non interferisce molto 
con altri titoli imperiali, ovvero con la loro sperata omologazione sacra e 
mondana e con il loro carattere emico. 

Uno spunto comparativo penso si potrebbe trovare proprio nelle 
formule topografiche incluse nei titoli imperiali — gli ‘unvŸn — della 
tradizione ottomana, più precisamente nelle formule riscontrabili nei 
documenti turco-osmani.

68 Quindi, esistono casi analoghi di 
omologazione sacra e mondana di un sovrano, nonché della nomina 
espressa del suo possedimento territoriale nelle formule di presentazione 
all’interno della loro corrispondenza diplomatica. Suggerisco come 
esempio l’uso degli ‘unvŸn nella lettera del sultan Suleiman il Magnifico 
(1520-1566/926-974) che si firma nella corrispondenza ufficiale con il 
seguente titolo: “Io, il sultano dei sultani dell’Oriente dell’Occidente, 
l’eroe dei paesi del Rum, della Persia, dell’Arabia, l’eroe dell’universo, il 
neriman della terra e del tempo, il pŸdishŸh ed il sultano del Mar Bianco 
e del Mar Nero, della sublime K‘aba e delle meravigliose città di Medina 
e Gerusalemme, l’eccelso del secolo e del trono dell’Egitto e 
dell’arcipelago (gezair), dell’Azerbaijan, della regione Kipceake del 
paese dei tatari, del Kurdistan, del Karaman, della Valacchia e della 
Bogdania, dell’Ungheria e oltre ciò, sono il sultano di qualche regno e 
rispettosi paesi, io il sultano Süleiman qan, il figlio di Selim qan...”delle 
cittadelle dello Yemen, Aden e San‘a e della sedi della giustizia: a 
Bagdad, a Baðra, a Lahsas, a Medina, a Anursinivan...”.69

L’intenzione ermeneutica richiama innanzitutto l’attenzione 
sulla logica della toponimia presente nei titoli imperiali e solo 
ulteriormente ai loro attributi religiosi, aspetto che innesta la funzionalità 
o il valore di uno spazio (mondano e sacro) e che poco si riferisce ai 
sovrani e alle loro soggettive pretese di possesso. Quindi per evitare una 
definizione concettuale del loro modo di legittimarsi, che nella nostra 
equazione interpretativa rappresenterebbe una variabile molto fragile — si 
pensi alla successione rapida dei leader in queste aree dell’Asia Centrale 

                                                          
68 M. GUBOGLU 1958.
69 M. GUBOGLU 1958, p. 59. 
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— propongo piuttosto una riflessione e un’analisi peculiare di ogni spazio 
in parte e della sua variata toponimia. In effetti gli spazi sono sempre 
assoggettati ai cambiamenti secondo un ordine amministrativo ben 
determinato e solo lo studio delle apposite fonti può ricondurre ad un 
buon risultato interpretativo. 

Anche se non posso soffermarmi molto sugli aspetti comparativi 
dei titoli imperiali che ricordano una ripartizione macro o micro-
regionale (non si può ancora parlare di nazioni, bensì di una serie di 
regioni: kanato, voevodato, cittadelle, etc.), il mio suggerimento 
interpretativo è quello di prestare attenzione all’analisi di queste regioni e 
al loro valore antropico e non accettare con facilità le idiosincrasie 
storiografiche.

§2. Saranno incaricate di accompagnarlo, dalla corte imperiale, due 
persone: il nativo di recente battezzato70 Feodor Pavlov, Costantino 
Grechanin.71 I podja ij72 Nichifor Veniukov ed Ivan Favorov dovranno 
infatti accompagnarlo per redigere dei rapporti per la Posol’skij Prikaz.

La conversione dei nativi provenienti dalle terre asiatiche nord-
orientali alla religione cristiana poteva costituire un vantaggio. 
Ciononostante il governo moscovita non necessariamente interferiva con 
la religione professata dalle popolazioni indigene. Esistevano certi 
vantaggi per gli indigeni che si arruolavano nell’esercito russo, in quanto 
il governo provvedeva a un pagamento supplementare in grano o nella 
forma di uno stipendio uguale agli streltsy. Tra i nativi convertiti e 
impiegati presso la corte imperiale esistevano persone che servivano lo 
zar nel coordinamento delle missioni ufficiali nelle terre asiatiche, 
mediando accanto ai russi nelle trattative con i vari capi tribù o con i 
popoli indigeni. Le conoscenze geografiche di queste persone 
ampliavano le conoscenze delle autorità russe in merito allo spazio 
asiatico.

                                                          
70 Secondo lo storico Americano Lantzeff, questo aspetto si può pensare in 
termini comprensibili: “As the Russians had no race prejudice and regarded 
religion as the only barrier separating them from the natives, the newly baptized 
were treated on equal terms with the Russians” (G. V. LANTZEFF 1943, p. 101; e 
anche il doc. 100, RQS I, p. 370). 
71 Esistono più missioni russe presso Altyn-Qan (1636-1637 e 1659), menzionate 
anche da BADDELEY (RMC II, p. 108-112; p. 169-172) ove appare il nome di 
Stefan Grechanin, a nostro avviso imparentato con Constantin Grechanin; ciò 
costituisce un ulteriore nodo storiografico da indagare.
72 Podja ij, in russo pre-moderno significa scriba, funzionario di secondo grado 
nell’amministrazione ufficiale moscovita o presso il Posol’skij Prikaz.
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N. Veniukov ed I. Favorov erano ambedue segretari di secondo 
grado presso la Posol’skij Prikaz. La loro attività rivestì un notevole 
significato nell’ambito delle relazioni sino-russe della seconda metà del 
XVII secolo, in quanto essi furono presenti ai negoziati delle frontiere 
nord-orientali, conclusi col trattato di Ner insk.

§3. Il fisico ed alchimista (i.e. medico) Jan Han îYaganº dovrà seguirlo 
per apprendere dagli speziali nozioni sulle piante e sulle erbe locali. 

La ragione per cui la corte di Mosca sentiva la necessità di 
esplorare la “botanica asiatica” è dovuta innanzitutto all’alta percentuale 
di guadagno derivante dalla vendita del tè,73 dell’anice, del rabarbaro,74

della cannella, ecc. Tobol’sk, all’epoca capitale della Siberia, era un nodo 
commerciale di notevole importanza. Si potrà aggiungere inoltre, che tra 
il 1645 ed il 1655 vi fu un notevole incremento75 della vendita di 
rabarbaro di provenienza cinese, merce inizialmente messa in vendita dai 
mercanti itineranti (i Bukharan)76 attraverso la Russia, la Mongolia e la 
Cina del Nord e poi progressivamente divenuta monopolio dello stato 
moscovita. Si osserverà che le piante sono una merce di altissimo pregio, 
                                                          
73 Nel Seicento il tè (cin. ch’a îCina settentrionaleº, tea îCina del sudº; slavo aj)
diventa un prodotto estremamente commercializzato dalla Russia grazie ai 
contatti con la Mongolia e con la Cina settentrionale. I nomi di Vasilij Starkov e 
di Stefan Neverov, invitati negli anni 1637-1638 presso l’Altyn-qan, diventano 
famosi perché sono i primi importatori ufficiali di tè in Russia. Essi avevano 
portato allo zar per conto di Altyn-qan, 200 bakh as di tè, satin nero ricamato con 
filo d’oro e d’argento, 200 pezzi di pellicce, damasco rosa, blu e giallo, ecc. (si 
vedano i dettagli in RMC II, p. 118 e n. 2, p. 242; G. STARY 1974, p. 34-35).
74 Per quanto riguarda il commercio con il rhubarb (rabarbaro) nelle macro-
regioni eurasiatiche, il contributo migliore è riportato dallo studioso statunitense 
C. M. FOUST 1969. L’autore spiega il forte controllo ed in seguito, il monopolio 
russo sulla commercializzazione di questa pianta. Pietro il Grande crea a questo 
scopo la Meditsinkaia kantseliariia, istituzione che vieta il commercio libero del 
rhubarb e del tabacco. I russi manterranno questo monopolio dal 1720 al 1780. Si 
veda C. M. FOUST 1969, p. 10-11; 1988, 1992. 
75 C. FOUST 1992, p. 46-47. 
76 A questo proposito si può consultare con grande utilità il contributo di Audrey 
Burton, uno dei rari libri riferiti alla storia della diplomazia e del commercio dei 
Bukharan, tra il Seicento e l’Ottocento. L’autore riporta numerose fonti persiane, 
arabe, cinesi, turche e soprattutto russe. La seconda parte del libro offre 
un’accurata immagine del commercio “eurasiatico”, uno dei volumi ai quali 
rimanderò spesso, poiché gran parte delle fonti russe utilizzate da Burton 
coincidono con quelle delle missioni diplomatiche russe nell’Asia Settentrionale 
nel Seicento. Per il commercio dei Bukharan con la corte di Mosca si veda A. 
BURTON 1997, il cap. “Trade with Moscovy”, p. 460-501 e per il loro commercio 
in Siberia, il capitolo successivo “Trade with Siberia”, p. 502-543.
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ma quale interesse vi trovava la corte moscovita, oltre alla loro utilità 
commerciale?

Risulta che Milescu non ebbe il privilegio di essere 
accompagnato dal suddetto fisico e alchimista. Cionondimeno, lo storico 
si può porre la domanda sulla ragione per la quale occorreva la presenza 
di un fisico e un alchimista,77 nonché di un botanico o un naturalista. Nel 
laboratorio moscovita di Jacob Bruce (1669-1735), scienziato e figura 
intellettuale di origine scozzese che ebbe il privilegio di risiedere alla 
corte di Pietro il Grande, esisteva un curioso inventario di una collezione 
di minerali, metalli e polveri provenienti dalle terre siberiane.78 Inoltre, a 
Jacob Bruce, insieme al suo compatriota Patrick Gordon, lo zar concesse 
tra il 1695 ed il 1697 un limitato monopolio sul tabacco. Oltre la 
componente pratica rappresentata dall’interesse moscovita per la 
coltivazione e la botanica delle piante asiatiche, si potrà indagare in altra 
sede l’esistenza di curiosità esoteriche ed ermetiche presso la corte dello 
zar.

§4. Due lettere (gramota) redatte in lingua russa saranno inviate al qan 
cinese da parte del gran sovrano. Una di loro attesta Nicolae come 
ambasciatore (posol), mentre l’altra si riferisce a lui come incaricato 
(poslannik). Quattro copie identiche di queste lettere (gramota), in latino 
ed in ta(r)taro79, saranno offerte a Nicolae perché le conservi. Nel caso in 

                                                          
77 Con utilità e compenso storiografico si può osservare l’esegesi dello studioso 
Robert Collis, rispetto al tema dell’alchimia alla corte imperiale moscovita ai 
tempi di Aleksej Michajlovi  e di Pietro il Grande (R. COLLIS 2005, pp. 52-77, 
articolo accessibile on-line: www.esoteric.msu.edu). Per avere l’immagine della 
presenza degli studiosi britannici (fisici) alla corte di Pietro il Grande e 
dell’interesse che manifestava il giovane zar per le scienze esatte, un articolo 
veramente utile lo offre il curatore presso l’Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, Arthur 
Macgregor. A. MACGREGOR 2003, p. 67-77.
78 R. COLLIS 2005, p. 60; J. PRICE 1961, p. 20.
79 La lingua dei Ta(r)tar, Ta(r)taro, la Ta(r)tar(ia) cosa significano? Prima di 
offrire una spiegazione dell’etnonimo Tatar e del toponimo Tartaria
estremamente usuali nelle fonti del Seicento, devo precisare che si tratta di una 
delle tante denominazioni delle popolazioni eurasiatiche il cui significato è 
fluttuante da un’epoca all’altra, è complesso e a volte, sembra sia troppo generico 
o ridondante (soprattutto nelle fonti europee). Il termine apparve per la prima 
volta in un’iscrizione turca dell’Orqon nel VIII secolo. Tatar sembra sia un 
termine che indicava i mongoli ed un insieme di varie tribù situate nella zona est e 
sud-est del lago Bajkal: Keriat, Kerikt, Naiman, Moggol (M. A. CZAPLICKA 1921; 
L. PETECH 1989, p. 422 e sgg.; G. STARY 1974, p. 332 e sgg.). In Cina, i ta-ta (i 
fonemi d’ât-t’ât, pronunciato tar-tar) vengono conosciuti nel IX secolo (J. R. 
HAMILTON 1955, p. 156). Nel passaggio dal turco al latino, il termine Tatar ebbe 
una modificazione semantica notevole, Ta(r)tar, strettamente collegata al nome 
delle regioni infere della mitologia classica T , Tartarus. In una fonte 
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cui non potranno essere tradotte dal russo in cinese, egli dovrà presentarle 
lo stesso, per far capire loro i procedimenti e i tempi esatti in cui esse 
dovranno essere presentate nelle modalità che spiegheremo più avanti.

Questo paragrafo ha un doppio valore storiografico. Da un lato 
chiarisce il titolo o meglio, i titoli ufficiali attribuiti a Milescu dallo zar 
Aleksej Michajlovi , dall’altro aiuta a comprendere la costruzione 
iniziale del linguaggio e delle usanze diplomatiche attuabili fra due 
sovrani di cultura diversa e con le stesse pretese di sovranità. Le regole 
diplomatiche tra la Russia e la Cina non sono state facilitate da 
precedenti accordi e difatti, non risulta alcun elemento che possa indurre 
una certa familiarità nelle loro trattative. Inoltre, ragioni di tipo pratico — 
come ad esempio la questione della presenza dei russi nell’Albazin o la 
questione del principe Tungus, Gantimur — concorrono ugualmente alla 
distacco reciproco praticato tra loro.

Questo tipo di causalità si evince chiaramente dalla missione 
ufficiale di Bajkov, dal rapporto che fece Milescu per la Posol’skij prikaz 
relativamente alla sua missione a Pechino, dalla sua fama di maleducato 
e di clever in rethorics and master of deception nella storiografia 
cinese,80 dalle fonti cinesi81 che ancora una volta affermavano la 
                                                                                                                        
armena medioevale, Gregorio di Akanc (R. P. BLAKE, R. N. FRYE 1949) ne 
fornisce una spiegazione per la parola Tatar: “Thus also from the mixture of these 
three races, Hagar, Kendura, and Esau, was there produced the ugly progeny, 
engendered in sin, and called Tat’ar, which means sharp and swift” (cap. I, p. 2, 
I.44, apud F. W. CLEAVES 1949, p. 428). Lo stesso vocabolo ricorrerà nella fonte 
armena in forma T‘at‘ar. Il significato della parola sembra non sia corretto (F. W. 
CLEAVES 1949, p. 428) ed il Cleaves rimanda a studi più remoti di Abel-Rémusat 
(P. A. RÉMUSAT 1820). Interessanti ampliamenti semantici riguardo ai Ta(r)tari si 
trovano anche nella Historia Mongalorum scritta nel Duecento da Iohannes de 
Plano Carpini (Giovanni da Pian del Carpine, missionario francescano inviato ai 
limiti estremi dell’Asia Orientale). Il termine Tatar/Ta(r)taria si trova inoltre nella 
maggior parte delle fonti cartografiche del Rinascimento e del periodo moderno 
che rappresentano l’Asia, delimitando genericamente lo spazio dell’Asia 
settentrionale dalle rive del Don e del Volga fino a quelle dell’Amur. Tartaria è 
conosciuta nella cartografia settecentesca europea come la “Piccola Tartaria” e la 
“Grande Tartaria”, secondo una partizione regionale determinata 
dall’insediamento dei “Tartari” tra le aree orientali dell’Europa e l’Oceano 
Pacifico. La Piccola Tartaria (tra il XVI ed il XVIII secolo) copriva le aree 
settentrionali del Mar Nero fino al khanato della Crimea ed era un’area abitata da 
Tatari nomadi. Nel Seicento la “Grande Tartaria” rappresentava la fascia dell’Asia 
Centrale e Settentrionale estesa dal Mar Caspio ai monti Urali, arrivando fino 
all’Oceano Pacifico. 
80 H. ZHENHUA 1986, p. 112. 
81 Kangxi chao neige qiju zhu (Diario di attività e la risposta del Gran 
Segretariato di Kangxi), apud H. ZHENHUA 1986, p. 131, n. 4. 
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posizione di stato vassallo della Russia nei confronti della Cina anche nel 
1676, dalla mancanza di traduttori adeguatamente preparati per tali 
missioni diplomatiche, ecc.

Dal punto di vista storiografico queste tensioni sono 
estremamente utili per poter conoscere le modalità dell’interazione a 
livello dei costumi ufficiali e del linguaggio diplomatico, nell’ambito 
della quale ognuno si trova in posizione perfettamente simmetrica, 
desiderando imporsi politicamente. Nelle istruzioni ufficiali espresse 
dallo zar Aleksej Michailovi  sia nel caso delle missioni di Fëdor 
Bajkov, di Ivan Perfil’ev e di Sejtkul Ablin, di Ignatij Milovanov, che in 
quello di Nicolae Milescu, si osserva una specifica sensibilità per lo 
svolgimento concreto delle usanze diplomatiche e del cerimoniale 
eseguito dai suoi inviati, nel difendere l’onore e la dignità del sovrano (§ 
25) o nel glorificare il suo nome (§49).

Quindi, i modi in cui l’ambasciatore inviato a Pechino doveva 
presentare la gramota, come e quando genuflettersi (k�ou-t�ou o 
kotow)82 davanti all’imperatore, come offrire i regali, come rivolgersi 
all’imperatore e alle autorità della corte imperiale o ai semplici 
funzionari, ecc. rappresentano una sezione specifica delle istruzioni 
diplomatiche. Inoltre, se dovessimo creare un confronto tra le apposite 
indicazioni a Bajkov e quelle esposte a Milescu, si potrà osservare nei 
confronti dell’ambasciatore un leggero trasferimento di responsabilità e 
di autonomia nel procedere secondo le circostanze, rispetto alla missione 
di Bajkov.

In realtà, le disposizioni moscovite rappresentano il punto di 
riferimento dal quale il nostro diplomatico svilupperà un energico, 
insistente e offensivo linguaggio di mediazione a vantaggio dei russi. 
Come si vedrà, gran parte della missione evolverà in un’atmosfera piena 
di tensioni, di controversie, di contestazioni, di insistenze e di perplessità 
(sia per la delegazione diplomatica russa che per i rappresentanti ufficiali 
del qan).

I rapporti diplomatici sino-russi nel Seicento dovranno essere 
interpretati pensando piuttosto al loro valore emico anziché quello etico83,
essendo elementi basilari necessari alla comprensione sia delle differenze 
nei costumi, nei linguaggi sociali, negli atteggiamenti culturali e religiosi 
                                                          
82 Vedi D. DUMBRAVA 2007b, p. 300-310 (con una bibliografia aggiornata). 
83 Rimando alle considerazioni in merito effettuate dallo storico cinese Hao 
Zhenhua, il quale valuta le trattative fra Milescu e Ma-la, narrate nel rapporto 
ufficiale dell’ambasciatore moldavo, negoziati dominati dalle menzogne del 
Nostro. Hao ZHENHUA 1986, p. 110-138. Lo storico cinese confonde la storia con 
la storiografia, attuando un linguaggio obsoleto per uno storico del XX secolo. 
Vedasi anche lo status quaestionis della missione di Milescu a Pechino in D. 
DUMBRAVA 2007a, p. 345-357; 2009, p. 135-148. 
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che dell’intenzionalità dominata dagli interessi politici dei sovrani. Tutti 
questi contrasti tra le autorità mancesi e quelle russe, si possono 
abbondantemente ricavare dal rapporto ufficiale offerto da Milescu e 
infatti, rappresentano un capitolo distinto nella storia delle relazioni 
diplomatiche sino-europee (portoghesi, olandesi, inglesi), ampliando 
notevolmente il quadro complessivo dei costumi diplomatici sino-russi 
nel periodo dei Qing.

Per quanto riguarda la lingua in cui deve essere redatta la 
corrispondenza diplomatica fra russi e autorità manciù, si nota l’attività 
del padre gesuita Ferdinand Verbiest (Nan Huai-jen o Nan Tun-po),
l’interprete dell’imperatore Kangxi incaricato di tradurre dal latino in 
lingua mancese84 la gramota mandata dallo zar Aleksej Michailovi  nel 
1676 e di mediare fra Milescu e le autorità di Pechino. In tal modo iniziò 
un’importantissima mediazione tra la Russia e la Cina85, dovuta ai padri 
gesuiti di Pechino e alla conoscenza della lingua latina da parte di 
Milescu. La relazione tra Ferdinand Verbiest e Milescu riveste un 
notevole rilievo storico e rappresenta anch’essa un capitolo a sé, da me 
trattato in altra sede.86

Apro una breve parentesi per effettuare un chiarimento 
storiografico sulla questione del titolo ufficiale, conferito dalle autorità 
moscovite a Milescu, in quanto esistono degli equivoci87 in merito alla 
qualità di ambasciatore del Nostro. Il titolo di ambasciatore attribuito a 
Milescu è stato messo in discussione solo dallo studioso Gaston Cahen, 
che oscilla tra “mandato” e au besoin, “ambasciatore”; F. Bajkov, Ivan 
Perfil’ev e Sejtkul Ablin (1660; 1667-1668;1669) “n’étaient que des 
courriers” e quindi gli unici ambasciatori mandati dalla Russia e “munis 
de pleins pouvoirs” furono solo Fëdor Alexeevi  Golovin (1689) e Sava 
Vladislavit  (1719). Secondo Cahen, solo le missioni russe dirette a 

                                                          
84 Il 15 agosto 1678, F. Verbiest scriveva al papa Innocenzo XI: “Des 
ambassadeurs hollandais, portugaise et russes sont jadis venus ici (à Pékin) en 
diverses années, offrir des présents à l’empereur. Après m’avoir nommé 
interprète, tantôt chinois, tantôt taîrºtare, l’empereur m’interrogea sur la religion 
professée par les membres de chacune de ces ambassades”. (H. BOSMANS 1913, 
p. 204). Si veda anche RMC II, p. 436. 
85 Ritengo sia utile riportare qui il giudizio di H. Bosmans : “Les Chinois ne 
parlaient pas la russe, les Russes ne comprenaient ni le chinois ni le tartare, mais 
savaient le latin; les jésuites leur serviraient d’interprètes”, H. BOSMANS 1913, p. 
198. Tuttavia il libro maggiormente consigliabile sul ruolo dei gesuiti a Pechino 
nelle relazioni sino-russe, è il libro di J. SEBES 1961. Per un’accuratissima 
conoscenza delle fonti attinenti le missioni dei gesuiti in Cina, si consulti 
soprattutto i volumi di N. GOLVERS 1993, 2003. 
86 B. SZCZE NIAK 1969, p. 158; D. DUMBRAVA 2007a, p. 371 e sg.
87 Si veda G. CAHEN, 1911a, p. 21, n. 1; p. 22 n. 3. 
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Pechino dopo il 1689 (l’anno in cui si firmò il trattato di pace a 
Ner insk)88 avrebbero avuto importanza, interpretazione questa del tutto 
inaccettabile in quanto esiste un quadro storico allargato alla cronologia 
dei rapporti sino-russi nel Seicento.

Con maggior cautela, si potrà concordare con lo studioso 
francese sul carattere prevalentemente commerciale della missione svolta 
da Ivan Perfil’ev e da Sejtkul Ablin in Cina (1655), fatto confermato 
dalle fonti cinesi, ma si noti che nel 1656 (marzo-settembre), il 
tredicesimo anno dell’imperatore Shunzhi, le cronache cinesi 
menzionarono già la prima ambasciata russa a Pechino, per l’appunto 
quella di F. Bajkov.89 Difatti la seconda missione di Ivan Perfil’ev e di 
Sejtkul Ablin avvenuta nel 1660 è vista dagli ufficiali cinesi come 
un’ambasciata russa ufficiale,90 distinguendosi per il suo carattere 
prevalentemente commerciale.

In merito alla missione di Milescu troviamo negli shih-lu91 lo 
stesso riferimento al suo arrivo come ambasciatore. Il termine incaricato,
nelle gramota (latina e tatara), suggerisce il modo di rivolgersi da parte di 
Milescu alle autorità manciù che si trovavano alla frontiera92 cinese, 
mentre invece la sua posizione di ambasciatore andava esibita solo agli 
ufficiali di pari dignità. I documenti russi attestavano entrambe le forme 
di presentazione alla corte di Pechino (§4 e 16), prevalendo in questi il 
suo status di ambasciatore. Milescu aveva goduto a pieno93 di questa 
dignità, sia in rapporto agli ufficiali manciù che ai tajša mongoli.

§5. Egli dovrà prendere con sé anche dei doni da parte del gran sovrano 
per il kan cinese: fili di perle, pellicce, ermellini, tessuti, specchi, orologi, 
ambra; in tutto, essi dovranno essere stimati 800 rubli.94 Da Tobol’sk si 
dovranno inviare anche sei girifalchi.

In precedenza, per le missioni russe in Cina e presso i 
Calmucchi (Ablai- tajša/QalmŸq Ablai) si stanziava da parte dello stato 
moscovita quasi la stessa cifra, ne abbiamo un esempio nella missione di 

                                                          
88 Ibidem.
89 DCSWR, I, SC 13:2 — 13:8, p. 20. 
90 DCSWR, I, SC 17, p. 24
91 DCSWR, I, KH 15/1676, p. 49. 
92 RKO I, p. 335. 
93 “He was îi.e. Milescuº, in fact, an ambassador, very much an ambassador, 
though Alexei Mikhailovich, to save his own dignity, would have him pretend 
not to be one, if Kang-hi îsic!º proved obdurate in matters of ceremonial.” (RMC
II, p. 241) 
94 Si veda anche G. STARY 1974, p. 15, n. 15. 



DANIELA DUMBRAVÃ198

Ivan Perfil’ev e di Sejtkul Ablin, per la quale lo zar95 chiese dalla 
Bolshaia Kazna Prikaz (la tesoreria dell’ufficio amministrativo russo in 
Siberia) a Mosca, 493 rubli e dalla Tesoreria di Tobol’sk, 257 rubli. Con 
questi soldi essi avrebbero dovuto comprare vari tipi di pellicce: e.g.
pelliccia di volpe nera o marrone e di ermellino utili soprattutto per i 
mantelli (shuba) o altri prodotti che potevano essere graditi alla corte 
imperiale cinese o ai tajša mongoli. Per i capi dei popoli nomadi si 
stanziarono circa 50 rubli per i regali di ognuno in parte. Dalla Posol’skij 
prikaz si sarebbero potuti garantire scambi con mantelli, pellicce lavorate 
manualmente, specchi tedeschi e orologi.

Nella descrizione della missione di Milovanov si accenna al 
fatto che i Mancesi desideravano e preferivano: “(...) delle nuove 
pellicce, eventualmente quelle degli animali cacciati nell’estate e di 
colore nero o delle pellicce di ermellino, di scoiatolo e di volpi 
dell’Artico.”96 In cambio, i Russi desideravano dai cinesi rubini, 
lapislazzuli, zaffiri, smeraldi, perle. Secondo le informazioni fornite dallo 
stesso Milovanov, i Cinesi garantivano lo scambio di merce con i Russi 
offrendo oro, argento, rame, stagno, piombo, seta, velluto, satin e 
cotone.97 Questo scambio diventava possibile attraverso i commercianti 
provenienti da Bukhara (Sejtkul Ablin98), invece per quanto riguardava la 
manifattura dell’oro e delle pietre preziose venivano preferiti dal potere 
moscovita gli artigiani cinesi.

Un’informazione che riguarda l’acquisto d’oro da parte dei russi 
giunge anche dalla missione di S. V. Poljachov (1673) nei territori dei 
tajša della Mongolia Interna: 

“And up the Tola a stone city has been build, and in that city dwells the 
great Khutukhta lama of all the country of the Mongols. That city was 
build seven years ago, in these present times, not in the past. î...º In that 
city they find gold, which they smelt for the benefit of the Mongol Khan, 
Ochiroi-Saïn, the master — workmen being of their own Mongol 
country”.99

Sappiamo che nella missione di Milescu dovevano partecipare 
anche uomini esperti di pietre ed altri oggetti preziosi: “(...) l’orafo greco 
Ivan Jur’ev e lo straniero Petr Sivers o un russo esperto in quelle cose”.100

Infatti, tra le richieste dello zar nelle istruzioni suggerite a Perfil’ev e a 

                                                          
95 RKO I, p. 218-219.
96 RMC II, p. 202. 
97 Ibidem.
98 A. BURTON 1997, p. 273 e sg. 
99 RMC II, p. 231.
100 RKO I, p. 321.



NICOLAE MILESCU IN ASIA SETTENTRIONALE (1675).
PRELIMINARI ALLA SUA MISSIONE DIPLOMATICA

PRESSO LA CORTE IMPERIALE DEI QING 
199

Sejtkul Ablin del 1657, vi era anche quella di assumere un artigiano 
dell’impero cinese che sapesse eseguire degli oggetti di lusso in oro e 
argento, dei raffinati ornamenti, degli articoli smaltati e/o laccati in nero, 
oltre a tagliatori di diamanti e giada, maestri che sappiano indorare, che 
possano lavorare con argento, ferro e rame (con fili di rame). Tutti questi 
rari dettagli sono stati forniti grazie alla missione di Bajkov nel 1654 in 
Cina101 e suggeriscono che all’epoca, gli europei apprezzavano anche la 
manifattura dell’Estremo-Oriente e non solo i loro prodotti (vedi infra).

Precisiamo che nei documenti russi databili tra il 1618 e il 1619, 
si trovano delle informazioni sui prodotti di lusso a Mosca di molto 
antecedenti la missione del Nostro. Nel rapporto offerto dal cosacco di 
Tomsk, Ivan Petlin, il quale ebbe il compito di raggiungere Pechino da 
Tobol’sk (9 maggio 1618) per svolgere una missione presso Altyn-qan, si 
specifica: “Nella città îi.e. Pechinoº circola molta gente; hanno ogni 
genere di genere di merce — pietre preziose, oro, argento, broccato 
dorato, raso, seta ricamata. Solo i tessuti scarseggiano”.102 Inoltre, 
l’offerta attuale della corte moscovita consisteva nel portare questi 
artigiani a Mosca, pagargli uno stipendio di circa 40-60 rubli per ogni 
orafo o intagliatore di diamanti e di 30 rubli per chi invece prestasse ogni 
altro tipo di lavoro artigianale.103

Le istruzioni successive alla missione di Milescu, ad esempio 
quelle di Golovin, reiteravano la raccomandazione dello zarina di invitare 
dei mercanti provenienti dalla Cina a Mosca, come anche il fatto che la 
tesoreria imperiale garantiva l’acquisto dei lingotti d’oro e d’argento.104

Dopo il 1689, la tendenza dei russi fu quella di riservarsi il monopolio 
anche dell’oro e nel 1693 esistevano già dei prezzi stabiliti dal governo 
moscovita.105

§6. Inoltre, egli dovrà prendere con sé delle pellicce di zibellino pari a 
1500 rubli, per poter acquistare dei prodotti locali, come ad esempio pietre 
preziose,106 argento, 107 velluto,108 satin, seta e altre cose109 qualsiasi. 

                                                          
101 RMC II, p. 147.
102 Apud STARY 1974, p. 18. 
103 RQS, I, p. 339.
104 G. CAHEN 1911a, p. 60. 
105 I prezzi ufficiali dell’oro e dell’argento cinese in Russia nel Settecento sono 
stati rilevati da G. CAHEN 1911b, p. 135; informazioni altrettanto utili si possono 
consultare nel libro di R. HELLIE 1999, p. 146-148. 
106 TAVERNIER 1684, p. 44 e sgg.; A. BURTON 1997, p. 447. A questo proposito 
rimando anche al sintetico articolo di M. N. PEARSON 1988, contributo corredato 
da un’ampia bibliografia. 
107 In Cina l’argento in uso era denominato lan, laen, o liang (vedi infra).
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Milescu nota nel suo diario la preferenza dei moscoviti per il 
muschio di provenienza siberiana o tibetana (con una differenza di 
prezzo notevole), per le piante medicinali, per le tinture (e.g. l’indaco 
proveniente dall’India, ma largamente commercializzato nei mercati di 
Pechino) e per i prodotti che si potevano prestare al monopolio russo. In 
questo caso possiamo dedurre che le autorità moscovite oltre ad essere 
state dei potenziali consumatori, erano anche una potenza europea alla 
ricerca di capitali e di beni, con una struttura degli scambi commerciali 
eurasiatici in pieno sviluppo, spinta oltre i confini della Siberia orientale.

Molto spesso la valutazione delle pietre preziose in Asia era 
eseguita presso una corte imperiale, solitamente in India, luogo dove i 
mercanti presentavano agli esperti questo tipo di merce. Le pietre erano 
verificate con minuzia dai persiani o dagli esperti indiani di Bamian e 
poi, se erano ben quotate, si potevano vendere ai vari broker. In India la 
mediazione commerciale era una vera e propria istituzione economica 
dove il controllo di tutte le transazioni di merce era gestito dai broker. Se 
le pietre erano di scarso valore, i mercanti potevano venire duramente 
sanzionati e la peggiore eventualità era quella di ottenere meno, 
addirittura la metà, del valore reale di tutta la merce che portavano con 
loro. Dopo il pagamento delle tasse d’importazione, differenti tra loro nel 
caso dell’oro, dell’argento e delle pietre preziose, i mercanti potevano 
riprendere la loro merce e poi venderla nei mercati eurasiatici. 

La maggior parte delle pietre preziose erano acquisti effettuati 
dai mercanti Bukharan ed era merce di provenienza indiana e cinese. Una 
delle pietre più pregiate è lo yu shi — la giada, proveniente dalle miniere 
dei monti di Kashgar (nella parte ovest dell’attuale Sinkiang, provincia 
della Cina), non lontano da Yarkand e dalla parte ovest del deserto Takla 
Makan. I mercanti di Samarcanda portavano con loro quantità 
considerevoli di giada a Pechino (più di 300 kg in un solo trasporto), per 
ottenere come prodotti di scambio satin, porcellana, seta e piante 
medicinali. La provenienza dei lingotti d’oro e d’argento nel mercato 
dell’Estremo-Oriente poteva essere di origine indiana (Mughal India) e 
non necessariamente autoctona. Oltre la giada, nel mercato cinese si 
potevano trovare diamanti, coralli, rubini, perle, lapislazzuli, ambra. Si 

                                                                                                                        
108 Per quanto riguarda la provenienza più remota nei territori eurasiatici del satin 
(prima del XII secolo), del damasco e del velluto (il velluto si considera di 
provenienza italiana nel XII secolo, rimando a J. GLUK et alii 1977, p. 206 e sgg.) 
esiste anche l’ipotesi secondo la quale il velluto apparve nel IX secolo (vedi R. B. 
SERGEANT 1972), ma ivi seguo il parere di L. VARADARAJAN: “The satin weave 
appears to have been developed in China while the damask weave is associated 
with west Asia. The weaves which are exotic to India are damask, velvet and 
organzine” (L. VARADARAJAN 1988, p. 563).
109 G. CAHEN 1911b, p. 135, n. 120. 
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pensi che Ablin portò con sé dall’ultima missione in Cina un numero 
elevato di pietre preziose, gioielli e argento, fatto decisivo che spinse i 
dignitari moscoviti ad attribuire a Milescu una specifica responsabilità di 
spionaggio commerciale, imponendogli di ottenere ogni tipo di 
informazione anche in modi non “ortodossi”: indagini effettuate con 
discrezione, indagare le persone in stato di ebbrezza, così via. 

Il velluto (turco bakhmal), il satin e il damasco sono vari tipi di 
tessuto che potevano anche provenire dall’Asia Centrale (Persia, 
l’Impero Ottomano, le regioni dell’est India) e non solo dalla Cina. La 
storia della manifattura di questi prodotti di lusso ritengo sia 
difficilmente reperibile nei documenti a mia disposizione. Non è mio 
interesse soffermarmi su quest’argomento sebbene posso suggerire le 
memorie di Père Le Comte,110 fonte che offre delle spiegazioni 
interessanti su questi tessuti e soprattutto su quelli solitamente orditi con 
filo d’oro. Sembra che nel Seicento l’uso di raffinati broccati e velluti 
presso le corti imperiali fosse di provenienza ottomana, della Persia 
safavide o Mughal India)111 e a volte europea (soprattutto Venezia)112,
quindi non solo cinese. 

Nelle raccomandazioni che Milescu doveva seguire si nota una 
preferenza dei moscoviti per i “prodotti locali” cinesi, prodotti che da una 
parte potevano essere importati nei mercati di Pechino e dall’altra, 
possiamo supporre fossero autoctoni. Le istruzioni moscovite sono 
precise quando si tratta della provenienza della merce. Un eventuale 
scambio di merci tra la corte di Mosca e quella di Pechino senza 
l’intermediazione degli altri mercanti ( e.g. i Bukharan, i Turchi, gli 
Indiani, i Mongoli, gli Armeni), sarebbe stato veramente gradito dalle 
autorità russe: 

§7. I velluti, il satin, la seta ed il taffettà sono tessuti prodotti in Cina o 
sono importati? Se sono prodotti importati quale è il loro prezzo? Da quali 

                                                          
110 Du HALDE II, 1736, p. 248. 
111 “The silk brocades and velvets of Ottoman Turkey borrowed their ogival 
pattern from earlier Near Estern design and their great lanceolate leaves and 
scattered flowers from Safavid Persia. The earlier Turkish textiles have a close 
relation with Venetian velvets, so much that the two have sometimes been 
confused. Many Turkish brocades and velvets were made for the Italian market 
and Venetian textiles imitated the Turkish style.” (F. E. DAY 1950, p. 115-116). 
112 “Persian silk and velvet brought by the Persian Embassy in 1639 to Duke 
Frederick of Holstein (“scutari” velvet). The Italian velvet designs imitated by the 
Turkish weavers ferronerie type and the well know gothic pomegranate or 
pineapple type. These can be probably dated to the late sixteenth and to the 
seventeenth century. The later type is seen in the robes of Mehmet IV (1649-
1687) in the series of the imperial costumes.” (A. J. B. WACE 1934, p. 164 e sg.) 
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terre provengono? Quali sono le vie di trasporto? Via terra o via mare? 
Quanto sono lontane le terre dalle quali essi provengono? Quali sono i 
prodotti più vantaggiosi che lo stato moscovita potrebbe acquistare? Quale 
sarebbe il prezzo iniziale (di partenza) per questi prodotti? Questo tipo di 
commercio potrebbe essere stabile per il futuro? Potrebbero ricavarsi 
veramente dei benefici da questo tipo di commercio?

Tuttavia, pensiamo sia molto complesso affrontare in questa 
sede la questione degli import-export tra Mosca e Cina e delle 
manifatture per questi prodotti di lusso prima del trattato di Ner insk.113

Un punto di riferimento per le fonti che riguardano la storia del 
commercio est-europeo con l’Asia Centrale per i prodotti di lusso nel 
Seicento e Settecento, è stato suggerito dallo studioso Audrey Burton114 e 
si trova negli stessi archivi di Mosca ai quali abbiamo accennato 
precedentemente, l’attuale Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi arkhiv drevnikh 
aktov. Gli scambi commerciali tra i Bukharan, i Russi, i Calmucchi e i 
Cinesi nell’area Tobol’sk — Pechino, nel periodo di Pietro il Grande, 
costituirebbero un ampio e affascinante campo storico ancora da 
indagare.

La Siberia è la regione tra la Russia e la Cina dove i 
commercianti dell’Asia Centrale scambiavano non solo seta, ma anche 
una varietà considerevole di tipi di cotone115: khlop ataya bumaga, il 
cotone puro; zenden’,116 si tratta di un tipo di cotone pregiato usato dai 
Russi soprattutto per la confezione di vestiti ecclesiastici ed è particolare 
perché può essere di diversi colori: bianco, giallo, rosso, azzurro117;

                                                          
113 L’accesso delle carovane russe nel territorio cinese segue una cronologia 
molto precisa ed è affrontato con minuzia da G. Cahen (vedi infra), al cui 
contributo si è accennato spesso nelle note del presente testo. In merito a questo 
ampio e affascinante soggetto, si può consultare la recente monografia di Jarmo 
T. KOTILAINE 2005 e il libro di Richard HELLIE 1999. Si tratta di due notevoli 
contributi alla storia dell’economia, del commercio, della manifattura e della 
cultura materiale russa nel Seicento, un complemento bibliografico eccellente al 
libro di A. BURTON 1997. 
114 A. BURTON 1997, p. 364 e sg. 
115 Ibidem.
116 Cotone di Zandana, località vicino a Bukhara, che sembra sia il luogo dove 
apparve anche una specie di seta zendanechi, tessuto di epoca Sogdian (VI 
secolo).
117 Nel Seicento esistono due varietà di zenden’, merce venduta dagli stessi 
Bukharan: byaz’, tipo di cotone di produzione mongola e anche cinese 
commercializzato intensamente a Tobol’sk tra 1670-1672 e nel 1674, a T’u-men 
(A. BURTON 1997, p. 364 e sg.) e kindyak, il cotone utilizzato per i vestiti 
ecclesiastici commercializzato in Siberia — Tobol’sk e Tara — in quantità ridotte 
tra il 1632 e il 1692 (ibid.)
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vyboika, cotone utilizzato soprattutto per i qaftŸn, vestiti ecclesiastici, 
tovaglie, lenzuola, tende); chardar (qan-chardar e sham-chardar),
cotone bianco di produzione mongola, più precisamente, quella dei 
Mongoli qalmŸq; lo stesso tipo di merce (chardar) era intermediata dai 
Bukharan in Cina, in quanto si sapeva che mentre passavano verso 
Kjachta, la loro abitudine era di alzare i prezzi rispetto a quelli praticati 
nel centro commerciale di Tomsk; kitaika, tipo di cotone di provenienza 
cinese commercializzato a Tomsk e a T’u-men a prezzi abbastanza 
elevati, essendo un prodotto molto popolare nelle aree della Siberia. 

Per quanto riguarda il commercio della seta nelle regioni 
dell’Asia settentrionale nel Seicento, sappiamo che gli stessi Bukharan 
importavano seta di provenienza turca, cinese e iraniana, intermediando 
per Mosca o semplicemente vendendola nelle città siberiane come 
Kazan, Tara, Tobol’sk, Enisejsk. I tipi di seta più commercializzati in 
queste aree erano: il paf o seta grezza; la doroga o dorogi, un tipo di seta 
simile al taffettà, ma non così cara; poteva essere fiorata, a scacchi o 
marezzata; il kamka o il damasco è la merce più cara importata dai 
Bukharan della Cina e dell’Iran, arrivava a Mosca in quantità elevate 
(2000 pezze) grazie alla missione di Ablin in Cina (1668).118 Il damasco 
poteva essere ordito con filo d’oro e quindi era un tessuto molto pregiato 
che costava più dell’oro,119 proveniva da Bukhara ed era molto richiesto a 
Mosca e nelle varie città della Siberia.

Non abbiamo informazioni di un eventuale interesse moscovita 
per la sericoltura120 nei territori siberiani e non sappiamo esattamente che 
                                                          
118 RKO I, p. 296-297. 
119 Per maggiori dettagli si veda A. BURTON 1997, p. 370 e sg. 
120 A questo proposito sarebbe interessante ricordare il raro contributo di Claudio 
ZANIER, in merito alla produzione di seta in Piemonte nel Seicento. (C. ZANIER

1994, p. 1-69). Sembra sia molto difficile parlare, in quell’epoca, di una 
produzione e coltivazione europea della seta superiore a quella cinese (N. Di 
COSMO 1997, p. 130-131). Non posso permettermi di entrare nell’ampio capitolo 
riguardante la seta proveniente dal nord o dall’est dell’India, però si può 
accennare al brillante articolo in proposito di Lotika VARADARAJAN (1988) e alla 
bibliografia da lei suggerita. Il suo articolo rappresenta un buon avvio dello 
studio della sericoltura indiana dai tempi remoti fino al periodo moderno. 
Secondo uno studio di Thomas M. BARRETT, si capisce inoltre che nella zona del 
nord Caucaso, più precisamente nella regione di Kizliar, esisteva un Armeno, 
Safar Vasil’ev, che nel 1710 coltivava giardini di gelso per i bachi da seta. (T. M. 
BARRETT 1995, p. 593). Per adesso mi limito di affermare che a Mosca erano 
gradite le tecniche cinesi di produzione (i.e. il lavoro manuale) e di coltivazione 
della seta, sebbene non ho individuato di preciso se gli artigiani cinesi si recavano 
a Mosca oppure no, se esistessero degli allevamenti di bachi da seta, ecc. 
(nessuna fonte indica una tale ipotesi). Si dovrà indagare storicamente che cosa 
facevano i Bukharan a Mosca oltre al commercio, poiché molto probabilmente la 
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tipo di manifattura preferivano; le fonti a nostra disposizione riportano 
solo notizie limitate al commercio. A. Burton menziona una fonte 
persiana che riporta il monopolio mantenuto da Mosca sull’importazione 
della seta iraniana (1667) tramite una compagnia armena mediata dallo 
shah SulaimŸnin, nel 1666,121 ciò costituendo un buon punto di partenza 
per un’approfondita indagine storiografica. 

Segnaliamo anche un’indicazione di Milescu per quanto 
riguarda le qualità estetiche della manifattura dei costumi imperiali cinesi 
— vestiti di seta orditi con filo d’oro122 — osservazione dalla quale 
comprendiamo il suo raffinato gusto e una certa familiarità con le 
officine europee dei vestiti di corte.123

La seta non era fornita solo dai mercanti, ma si utilizzava anche 
come prodotto di scambio nel cerimoniale diplomatico. L’imperatore 
cinese ed i suoi consiglieri offrivano vari tipi di seta ai vari rappresentanti 
europei come doni di ritorno: mang-tuan — satin pyhon, wo-tuan — satin 
giapponese, p’ien-chin — satin con filo d’oro, shan-tuan — satin stirato, 
nao-tuan — satin per il cappello, hua-tuan — satin fiorato, su-tuan — satin 
semplice, ling — tessuto fine di seta, fang-ssu — seta filata d’oro, lo — 
garza, chüan — seta di garza.124

Non sono ancora a conoscenza di alcuna monografia dedicata 
allo studio di questi tipi di seta utilizzati come doni diplomatici. Sarebbe 
interessante esaminare questo gesto come particolarità nel rituale del 
sistema tributario. I regali provenienti dal qan Manciù destinati ai sovrani 
europei suggerivano un altro tipo di “linguaggio” diplomatico sino-
europeo: l’imperatore manteneva la sua superiorità e costringeva gli 
ambasciatori a ricevere questi doni nel rituale di kowtow. Questo sarà uno 
dei momenti in cui Milescu si rifiuterà di seguire le indicazioni 
dell’ufficio mancese dei riti.  

Si indicava nelle stesse istruzioni per la missione del 1676, la 
necessità di informarsi accuratamente sulla possibilità della Cina di 
esportare seta bianca e gialla (ad uso esclusivo dell’imperatore, per il 
confezionamento dei suoi vestiti), quali fossero i prezzi della loro 

                                                                                                                        
seta poteva essere prodotta anche da questi, così come poteva essere prodotta da 
artigiani Iraniani o Turchi (vedi infra). Le istruzioni di Milescu ricordano solo un 
eventuale stipendio che le autorità russe offrivano agli artigiani disposti a 
trasferirsi a Mosca per svolgere questo tipo di lavoro, uno stipendio pari a 30-60 
rubli per ogni mese (§ 37). 
121 A. BURTON 1997, p. 443, n. 71. 
122 SSPNSK, p. 112. 
123 Un’ottima sintesi concernente la manifattura, il commercio, la simbologia, la 
conservazione dei tessuti e dei vestiti cinesi imperiali si può consultare leggendo il 
contributo di John E. VOLLMER 2000, p. 13-105. 
124 DCSWR II, p. 434, n. 101. 



NICOLAE MILESCU IN ASIA SETTENTRIONALE (1675).
PRELIMINARI ALLA SUA MISSIONE DIPLOMATICA

PRESSO LA CORTE IMPERIALE DEI QING 
205

esportazione e in che modo si potesse ottenere uno scambio con i prodotti 
russi nell’arco di un anno (§ 7, 32, 43). L’offerta di Mosca per la seta era 
di 40 rubli, ovvero la stessa cifra offerta come mensilità all’artigiano che 
avrebbe lavorato il pregiato tessuto. Queste per così dire le proposte del 
governo russo, le quali rappresentavano difatti l’avvento di un sistema 
proibitivo di prezzi che dopo il 1689 (il trattato di Ner insk) si 
trasformerà in un prolungato monopolio dello stato sulla merce 
proveniente dalla Cina.125

Anticipiamo che Milescu è riuscito ad acquistare dalla Cina con 
un prezzo molto conveniente126 un rubino di grandi dimensioni, pietra 
preziosa che assieme ad oltre 2500 diamanti fu inserita sulla corona 
dell’imperatrice Anna Romanova, nel 1730, corona tuttora esposta nel 
museo storico di Cremlino. Secondo J. F. Baddeley, questo rubino si 
trovava agli inizi del ventesimo secolo nella Tesoreria del Cremlino a 
Mosca, il cui custode era il suo amico Yüri V. Arsen’ev.127 Tuttavia 
Milescu specificò che i mercanti Cinesi avevano fornito questa pietra 
preziosa ai Russi senza che l’imperatore ne fosse a conoscenza.128

§8. Saranno mandati dei regali tramite Nicolae, da parte del gran sovrano, 
ai tajša129 mongoli Galdan e Araptar; questi doni saranno pari a 100 rubli. 

                                                          
125 G. CAHEN 1911a, p. 60 e sgg.
126 I dettagli si possono trovare nel SSPNSK, p. 169; J. F. BADDELEY 1919, p. 
431-432, nota E. In più, Milescu afferma che egli stesso acquistò il rubino per 
1600 liang î1 liang tallero di argento cinese di un oncia (28,35 g) pari a 1,3 - 1,4 
rubliº.
127 RMC II, p. 414. 
128 SSPNSK, p. 169. 
129 Tajša - tayisi in Mongolo (cin. t’ai-shih) significa Grande Percettore/Istruttore 
ed entra in uso nelle lingue altaiche ai tempi della dinastia Liao. 
Nell’amministrazione cinese, il titolo t’ai-shih è conferito per indicare una grande 
distinzione. Lo stesso t’ai shih potrebbe essere assegnato anche alla più alta 
ufficialità di una tribù. Secondo H. Serruys, il termine entra a far parte della lingua 
qitan subendo inevitabili cambiamenti fonetici: t’ai tzu, ta îtaiº-ssu, t’ai-shih, ecc. 
(H. SERRUYS 1977, p. 353-354), mentre invece secondo Igor de RACHEWILTZ 

2006, p. 291, n. 50, §50 îSHº, questa traslitterazione non è corretta, in quanto si 
confonde con “erede in linea diretta”. Tajša rappresenta il nome del più pregiato 
funzionario di inggis-qan in ordos, secondo P. PELLIOT 1930, p. 44-45. 
Riprendendo il punto di vista di H. Serruys, tajša è la funzione più importante 
all’interno della società mongola, più di ga an (cin. qogan), bensì “both, Mongol 
and Chinese sources do not permit us to follow closely how the individual tayisi 
succeeded each other and what precise power they posed”. (H. SERRUYS, 1977, p. 
356). Nella dinastia Ming (1368-1644) tajša ha due forme: t’ai-wei e t’ai-shih.
Nel nostro caso si tratta del capo dei Calmucchi.
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In più, saranno regalati delle pellicce di zibellino130 e 20 barilotti di 
tabacco131 pari a 200 rubli, offerti da parte dello stesso gran sovrano. 

Le pellicce di zibellino molto spesso provenivano da un’unica 
fonte, lo jašaq, vale a dire il tributo pagato allo stato moscovita dalle 
popolazioni indigene. A Tobol’sk, a Enisejsk e a Tara, ossia nei centri 
commerciali siberiani più importanti, venivano scambiate le pellicce di 
zibellino e di scoiattolo, merce non molto pregiata ma molto diffusa, dai 
mercanti di tutta l’Eurasia. Tanti mercanti dall’Asia Centrale 
compravano a Tobol’sk queste pellicce per rivenderle in Estremo 
Oriente;132 si pensi che nel periodo tra il 1660 ed il 1689, un solo 
Bukharan poteva comprare circa 100-500 pellicce di zibellino nella 
speranza di scambiarle con altri tipi di merce o semplicemente di 
rivenderle a Pechino.  

Inoltre nei documenti diplomatici russi spesso si trovano 
informazioni riguardanti lo scambio di pellicce con il tabacco, in Asia 
settentrionale. Il tabacco (cin. tan-pa-ku o tan-po-kuei; manc. dambagu),
ovvero l’erba dell’abominio a Dio,133 era una merce proibita dallo zar 
Aleksei Michajlovi  e anche da Kangxi in Cina.134 Il tabacco fu proibito 
molto prima in Cina (tra il 1637 e il 1638) rispetto al periodo della 
proibizione russa, periodo durante il quale già si coltivava in Estremo 
Oriente. L’erba d’oro-seta fu introdotta in Cina molto dopo la scoperta 
dell’America, ovvero ai primi del Seicento (Fukien), quando apparvero a 
Luzon135 le prime tracce di una coltivazione asiatica di tabacco.

Essendo quindi in Siberia orientale proibito il commercio di 
tabacco durante tale periodo, questo si poteva ottenere solamente come 
merce di contrabbando da Cosacchi, Calmucchi e mercanti Bukharan. 
Nel frattempo le autorità moscovite iniziarono a capire che poteva 
costituire una merce da cui ottenere notevoli profitti; pertanto la prima 
fase della massiccia commercializzazione di tabacco in Siberia iniziò 
subito dopo il 1676, anno in cui lo zar “antinicotinista” Aleksei 
Michajlovi  morì, mentre la seconda fase iniziò a partire dal 1 dicembre 
1697, sotto Pietro il Grande e fu caratterizzata dal monopolio assoluto 
dello stato russo.

La Russia non era uno degli stati che maggiormente 
commerciava il tabacco, come invece avveniva per la sua esportazione di 

                                                          
130 A. BURTON 1997, p. 377.
131 A questo proposito, rimando agli studi di B. LAUFER 1924, pp. 57-95 e di J. M. 
PRINCE 1961, pp. 1-120. 
132 A. BURTON 1997, p. 377; specialmente p. 452 e segg. 
133 J. M. PRICE 1961, p. 17 e segg. 
134 L. CARRINGTON GOODRICH 1938, p. 654. 
135 Idem. p. 648 e segg. 
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cannabis in Inghilterra.136 Essa si collocava tra i paesi che avevano 
un’ampia superficie portuale (si pensi ad es. ai porti di Riga e di Nerva), 
dove all’epoca aveva luogo un massiccio traffico di tabacco. Prima di 
entrare in guerra con la Svezia, la Russia aveva importato tabacco da 
questo paese tramite il porto di Nerva, costituendo questo l’alternativa al 
tabacco proveniente dalla Siberia. Tuttavia, si trattava di una via 
commerciale regolata molto diversamente da quella seguita dai mercanti 
asiatici per ottenere il tabacco siberiano.137

Lo shar, il tabacco siberiano, si poteva trovare nelle vie tra 
l’Iran e la Siberia, soprattutto nelle mani dei mercanti uzbechi.138 In 
Siberia, il tabacco insieme al sale d’ammoniaca aveva un utilizzo 
curativo contro l’antrace, così come lo aveva anche in Cina contro le 
malattie della pelle e contro le congestioni dei bronchi.139

Non sappiamo con esattezza la provenienza del tabacco che 
Milescu portò con sé e che offrì ai vari capi delle tribù mongole, benché 
si possa aggiungere senza ombra di dubbio che questo costituisse una 
merce molto utile agli affari diplomatici russi in Asia. Tuttavia, 
attraverso lo scambio del tabacco e delle pellicce nei territori eurasiatici 
si garantiva ai Russi, da parte dei tajša Mongoli, la possibilità di 
proseguire liberamente sulle vie verso l’Estremo Oriente. 

L’appoggio che Milescu doveva ricevere da parte dei capi 
Mongoli, i tajša Zungar Galdan e Araptan (il nipote del qan Galdan), era 
fortemente stimolato da questi regali inviati dallo zar.

§9. Nicolae dovrà viaggiare da Mosca a Tobol’sk, città della Siberia e da 
lì verso l’impero cinese, attraversando gli uluš,140 accertandosi in modo 
molto accurato delle vie di accesso più dirette e convenienti. 

                                                          
136 Si noti ad es. il caso dell’Inghilterra, minuziosamente descritto nell’articolo di 

Jacob M. PRINCE 1961, pp. 1-120. 
137 J. M. PRICE 1961, p. 9 e sg. 
138 A. BURTON 1997, p. 382. 
139 Idem., p. 457 e sg. 

140 Uluš. La parola slava uluš (mong. ula a, ula’an, ula’a, ulŸ; tib. ’u-lag) è una 
parola che, secondo Stanislas Julien e P. Pelliot sarebbe di origine turca oulak
(uigur, ou-la-ma), significante cavallo per la posta; cin. wou-lo significa cavallo 
di posta. Agli inizi del XVII secolo la parola è conosciuta anche nella forma 
derivata dal turco ulag e ula , in mongolo ula’a/ula a, ula, in Manciù che indica 
la parola collegamento o cavallo per corrispondenza (P. PELLIOT 1929, p. 219-
221; Igor de RACHEWILTZ 2006, p. 737-738). Infatti, si tratta di un termine legato 
all’istituzione medioevale e pre-moderna di relazioni postali: ula a-bar yabu,
significa “andare con il cavallo della posta”; in calmuc. ulŸö, “cavallo per posta” 
(J. E. KOWALEWSKY 1846, I, p. 394; L. LIGETI 1958, p. 222, n. 17). Nel nostro 
caso, uluš indica la via di collegamento, via di accesso. 
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Nel Seicento non si può parlare di una vera topografia russa 
degli uluš dei tajša, tanto meno di una topografia riguardante il concetto 
di trans-funzionalità spaziale eurasiatica (le vie delle carovane tra la 
Russia e la Cina, le reti trans-frontaliere sino-mongolo-russe, ecc.); per 
non parlare del senso tecnico della parola topografia (rappresentazione 
planimetrica, altimetrica, in scala e così via), senso recepito molto più 
tardi. Un interessante elenco dei toponimi geografici era riscontrabile nel 
titolo dello zar, forse l’unico elemento esplicito nei documenti 
diplomatici russi che esprimesse oggettivamente la dinamica 
dell’espansione russa e la sovranità dello zar sulle terre eurasiatiche. 
Tuttavia, non siamo ancora nei tempi di una topografia intesa come 
misurazione matematica e geometrica. 

Nell’Europa settecentesca questa conoscenza passa da una 
semplice curiositas a una solida e notevole produzione di libri, di mappe, 
di atlanti, di corrispondenza, etc. Le informazioni geografiche 
seicentesche offerte141 dal nostro diplomatico si situano anch’esse nel 
contesto della genesi di un comune piano di accesso dall’Europa all’Asia, 
da parte dei gesuiti di Pechino (M. Boym, M. Martini, F. Verbiest, A. 
Thomas, T. Pereira, P. Gerbillon e tanti altri) e di un primo e genuino 
contributo alla descrizione sintetica delle vie eurasiatiche,142 ossia di 
quelle che nel Novecento diverranno ormai delle reti ferroviarie: 
“transcaspiana”, “turco-siberiana”, “transuralica”, “transiberiana” e 
“transmanciuriana”.

Quali sono le precedenti informazioni seicentesche 
riscontrabili143 nei documenti della Posol’skij Prikaz, spazio cognitivo dal 
quale lo storico può proporre un’iniziale memoria descrittiva dei territori 
eurasiatici?

Sintetizziamo brevemente le fonti, le informazioni cartografiche 
e geografiche euroasiatiche connesse ai rapporti ufficiali presentati alla 
Posol’skij Prikaz nel Seicento: le cronache edite da T. Armstrong, la 
missione di Bajkov,144 la missione di Ivan Perfil’ev e di Sejtkul Ablin,145

la missione di Sejtkul Ablin,146 la missione del musulmano moscovita 
Muhammad Y suf Kasimov147 originario di Astrachan’ e infine, la 

                                                          
141 Rimando al mio in questo volume. 
142 Si vedano le informazioni offerte da J. SEBES 1961, p. 94-102. 
143 Per una solida e sistematica valutazione della geografia siberiana prima del 
XVII secolo, si consulti J. F. BADDELEY 1919, p. xcviii-ccvi; E. HEAWOOD 1917, 
p. 271-276; 1920, p. 491-496; J. KEUNING 1957, p. 172-175. A questo argomento 
sarà dedicato il quinto capitolo del presente testo. 
144 RKO I, p. 152-165. 
145 Idem., p. 218-219.
146 Idem., p. 288-293. 
147 Idem., p. 488-490. 
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Descrizione degli itinerari per la Cina, composta nel 1674 dalla Corte 
degli Ambasciatori per N. G. Milescu Spafarij.148

Se prendiamo in considerazione il breve riferimento di Terence 
Armstrong149 (curatore della traduzione The Stroganov Chronicle, The 
Yesipov Chronicle e The Remezov Chronicle — ms. databile tra il 1621 e 
il 1673),150 alla descrizione di Milescu, questo si caratterizza nel 
panorama generale delle informazioni disponibili riguardo le terre 
transiberiane prima del 1700 (si pensi alla prima edizione del Noord en 
Oost Tartarye a cura di Nicolaas Witsen, 1698),151 soprattutto per la 
descrizione della rete dei fiumi asiatici Irtyš ed Ob’.

Dai documenti valutati da Armstrong si possono estrarre solo 
delle informazioni germinali riguardanti la conoscenza geografica 
dell’Asia settentrionale, in base alle quali le autorità moscovite hanno 
preteso da Milescu di accertarsi in modo molto accurato delle vie di 
accesso tra l’Europa e l’Asia e l’individuazione dell’accesso più diretto e 
più conveniente alle medesime vie (§ 9, 31). Per deduzione, si capisce 
che all’epoca le informazioni di carattere topografico e geografico erano 
incomplete e non sempre accurate. 

Le vie di accesso tra l’Europa e l’Asia prima del XVII secolo, 
erano determinate da una biforcazione nella rete idrografica nord-ovest 
della Russia Europea e dalle vie di passaggio nei monti Urali:152 dalla 
parte settentrionale l’accesso si apriva verso il fiume Dvina (Vy egda — 
Vym’ — Ukhta — Ižma — Monti Urali) e verso il fiume Mezen’ (Pecora — 
Ust’-Tsil’ma —Monti Urali);153 dalla parte meridionale si andava verso il 
fiume Volga (Kama — Višera — Loz’va — Tavda — Tobol — Irtyš — Ob’) 
sempre superando la catena delle suddette montagne;154 un’altra via di 
accesso nell’area meridionale era quella conosciuta dalle truppe di 
Ermak, la via di Verkuotur (Kama — Tagil — Tobol’sk), la quale seguiva 

                                                          
148 Idem., 325-327, anche il documento tradotto dal russo in italiano da G. STARY

1972, p. 289-293. 
149 T. ARMSTRONG 1975, p. 32. 
150 Idem., p. 35, n. 1.
151 J. KEUNING 1954, p. 95-110.
152 Si vedano i documenti Royal charters and letters relating to the advantage 
across the Urals in T. ARMSTRONG 1975, p. 281-295.
153 T. ARMSTRONG 1975, p.18 ed in più, la mappa 1, p. 19. 
154 The Remezov Chronicle î§10º: “In the years 7086 î1578 and 1579º the 
warriors with Yermak gathered from the Don, the Volga and the Yeik, and 
Astrakhan’ and Kazan’, and robbed and destroyed the royal treasure boats, and 
envoys, and men from Bukhara, at the estuary of the Volga”. (T. ARMSTRONG

1975, p. 104). 
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ancora la linea degli Urali ed infine si passava nella rete dei fiumi della 
Russia Asiatica155 (Irtyš — Ob — Lena, ecc.). 

Le istruzioni di Bajkov ricevute nel 1654 dalla Bolshaia Kazna 
Prikaz comprendono suggerimenti simili a quelli ricevuti nelle istruzioni 
da Milescu. Il voevoda di Tobol’sk era il punto di contatto tra le autorità 
moscovite e i capi dei calmucchi e dei vari tajša, il mediatore dello stato 
che gestiva gli affari amministrativi del governo moscovita nei territori 
della Russia asiatica, il quale insieme ad un d’jaki156, dava il suo sostegno 
alle missioni ufficiali moscovite.157 Bajkov doveva seguire anch’esso gli 
uluš dei calmucchi e infatti il suo cammino verso i territori dell’Altai 
inizia con l’attraversamento delle “acque bianche” (vari affluenti 
dell’Irtyš), tramite la rete idrografica eurasiatica.  

Partendo da questa rete trasversale (costituita principalmente 
dagli affluenti del fiume Irtyš) tra i monti Urali e la regione altaica, 
iniziano a configurarsi anche i primi nodi di corrispondenza con la “via 
transiberiana.” Seguire la rete idrografica esposta da Bajkov significa 
identificare il corso del fiume Irtyš (4400 km) e gli affluenti dalla sua 
parte inferiore — vale a dire Išym, Enkul, Beška e dal lato orientale, Tara 
— e a seguire poi, la parte nord-ovest dei territori calmucchi fino ai 
confini dell’Impero Zungaro (Kabalgasun, Dolon-Karagai, le montagne 
dalla parte nord-est del fiume Irtyš)158 e gli inizi dell’impero cinese 
(Tarbagatai e la parte nord-ovest della Cina). Dobbiamo precisare che 
Bajkov ebbe come guida nei territori calmucchi il tajša Ablaj, capo dei 
Chošot, figlio e successore della principessa Gundža. La via seguita da 
Bajkov è una delle arterie tra la Russia Europea e l’Asia settentrionale e 
viene ricordata159 nel rapporto ufficiale di Milescu.

Le missioni russe successive (1659-1675) seguono le stesse vie 
dei calmucchi, penetrando negli uluš di varie popolazioni dell’attuale 
Kirghistan e dei vari tajša mongoli (Ablaj, Senga, Chokur, Baa-Qan-
Mandji), sfruttando in tal modo la fascia dell’estremità nord-ovest della 
Cina e della parte settentrionale dell’attuale Mongolia.

Queste informazioni geografiche inseriscono, nella storiografia 
attinente il nostro soggetto, il documento della descrizione degli itinerari 
in Cina emesso dalla Posol’skij Prikaz nel 1674 e preliminare alla 
partenza di Milescu per la missione diplomatica. In pratica si tratta del 
riassunto del viaggio in Cina (compreso il ritorno a Mosca) effettuato da 
                                                          
155 The Yesipov Chronicle îCh.8º: “They came to Sibir’ by the Chusovaya river 
and reached the river Tagil, and sailed on the Tagil and the Tura, and sailed to the 
river Tavda.” (T. ARMSTRONG 1975, p. 70; p. 136; p. 155; p. 209 ecc.).
156 D’jaki significa ufficiale/segretario nominato dal prikaz moscovita. 
157 G. LANTZEFF 1943, p. 54-55. 
158 PSTNK, p. 41 e sgg. 
159 PSTNK, p. 45 e sgg. 
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Bajkov, di cui abbiamo accennato sopra, ma anche dei dettagli del 
viaggio di Sejtkul Ablin, informazioni pervenute all’ufficio dei traduttori 
moscoviti nel 1672.

Ablin si era recato in Cina passando dalla città di Tobol’sk alla 
città di Tara, situata nei pressi del lago Jamyš (le terre dei tajša mongoli 
Galdan qan e Araptan). Superando le terre degli uluš di Ablaj, il 
mercante si diresse verso il fiume Kbazar (attuale Bazarka, affluente del 
lago Zajsan), seguendo la linea “transuralica” ubicata proprio all’incrocio 
tra i confini dell’Impero Zungaro, della Cina e della Russia; da questo 
nodo di frontiera (lungo il fiume Kbazar) si diresse verso le porte della 
Grande Muraglia. È da valutare che nella descrizione di Sejtkul Ablin vi 
è proprio l’individuazione di una nuova via da Tobol’sk verso la Dauria 
(territorio dove il voevoda Danila Aršinskij esercitava il suo controllo), 
nonché dello spazio dove si situava la fortezza russa di Albazin.

Pur non avendo a sua disposizione una minuziosa descrizione di 
queste enormi reti delle vie eurasiatiche, l’itinerario di Milescu segue 
parzialmente le arterie eurasiatiche battute da Bajkov e da Sejtkul Ablin: 
Irtyš, Enisejsk, Angara, L. Bajkal, Selenginsk, Argun.  

§10. Quando Nicolae arriverà in una delle città di frontiera dell’Impero 
Cinese dovrà entrare in contatto con l’amministratore della città e dirgli 
che è stato mandato dal gran sovrano, lo zar e granduca Aleksej 
Michajlovi , autocrate di tutta la Russia Grande, Piccola e Bianca, erede 
di suo padre e di suo nonno, signore e sovrano di molti altri imperi, delle 
terre orientali, occidentali e settentrionali, allo scopo di giungere al 
Bugdykhan cinese come incaricato degli affari dello stato del Suo Gran 
Sovrano e per questa ragione, dovrà ricevere una scorta, del cibo, il 
trasporto ed una guida, senza nessun impedimento, per poter raggiungere 
la capitale cinese, Kanbalyk îi.e. Pechinoº.

Per la questione degli atteggiamenti ufficiali e delle usanze 
diplomatiche alla corte dei Qing, sarebbe utile valutare lo stretto rapporto 
tra il rituale imposto dalla corte manciù e le decisioni politiche che ne 
derivano durante le trattative bilaterali. Accennavo anche in precedenza 
al manifestarsi del carattere emico di due sistemi diversi, ossia dei valori 
funzionali distintivi, derivanti dalla semantica interna del linguaggio 
diplomatico delle parti implicate.

Secondo Wills jr., una delle funzioni centrali delle ambasciate 
nei rapporti con gli stranieri nel periodo dei Qing, fu la “preservation of 
the forms, the appearances”.160 Egli sostiene che la visione tradizionale 
cinese confuciana non richiedeva un’asserzione o un’attualizzazione 
della sua sovranità al di fuori della Cina, bensì una conoscenza precisa di 

                                                          
160 J. WILLS jr. 1984, p. 177. 
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come conformarsi al corretto cerimoniale e alle sue millenarie regole. Lo 
studioso statunitense si riferisce con indiscutibile competenza solo alle 
missioni portoghesi e olandesi in Cina nel Seicento, missioni che in 
genere hanno un interesse mercantile, commerciale, come ad. es., 
stabilire incentivi sui prodotti d’importazione, oppure relativo all’accesso 
delle navi europee a Macao, nel Canton, a Chang-Chou, a Foochow, a 
Ningpo, a Hangchow, a Fukien, ecc. Non è del tutto simmetrico il 
giudizio per quanto riguarda gli europei in genere.161

Le relazioni dei Qing con la Russia invece hanno un carattere 
ben diverso, strettamente connesso al controllo territoriale, ciò 
implicando la negoziazione politica del territorio e non soltanto un 
rapporto commerciale reciproco; da ciò risulta un forte accento sia da 
parte della diplomazia mancese che di quella russa nell’espressione di un 
desiderio di sovranità, con una semantica diplomatica più astuta, molto 
diversa dalla prassi della Cina con le altre nazioni europee. Si prendono 
in considerazione le usanze per lo svolgimento della corrispondenza 
diplomatica tra l’impero cinese e qualsiasi altro stato straniero nel 
periodo moderno, consuetudini che sono sensibilmente legate alla 
conoscenza delle lingue ufficiali della dinastia Qing, ovvero la lingua 
mancese, la lingua cinese e in certi casi la lingua mongola.

Pelliot specifica in una nota162 il fatto che sia ai tempi della 
dinastia Ming che in quelli dalla dinastia Qing, le ambasciate straniere 
arrivate in Cina con delle lettere redatte in una lingua diversa dalla lingua 
cinese, dovevano consegnarle a funzionari delle frontiere o a interpreti 
locali. Il compito prioritario di questi interpreti era di tradurle ed inviarle 
alla corte imperiale di Pechino, non potendo direttamente consegnarle 
all’imperatore. 

Riguardo ai documenti diplomatici nei negoziati sino-russi 
antecedenti il trattato di Ner insk, le autorità moscovite emisero delle 
lettere ufficiali per la Cina in lingua russa, in ta(r)taro (turco) ed in latino. 
La corrispondenza diplomatica cinese riferita alle missioni russe non era 
neppure conosciuta prima della missione di Milescu, si pensi alla 
missione di Ivan Petlin (1618-1619)163 e anche a quelle successive. Tutte 
le lettere dell’impero cinese ricevute precedentemente, ritornavano in 
forma originale a Pechino con Nicolae per essere tradotte in una lingua 
accessibile alle autorità moscovite. Questa è la ragione per cui nelle 
istruzioni della sua missione e nella lettera dello zar Aleksej Michajlovi
allo Imperatore Kangxi (1674), si specifica: 

                                                          
161 Ibidem.
162 P. PELLIOT 1948, p.115, n. 50. 
163 Si veda G. STARY 1974, p. 15-21 e in modo particolare n. 31.
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§11. Qualunque vostra richiesta che perverrà alla Nostra Maestà Imperiale 
tramite le Vostre lettere imperiali, rimarrà a noi sconosciuta: Noi, Nostra 
Maestà Imperiale, non conosciamo la lingua cinese. 

Da questo passaggio si può cogliere la percezione dei Manciù 
rispetto alla Russia come paese tributario, deriva anche 
dall’imprecisione idiomatica della loro corrispondenza diplomatica, nel 
XVII secolo. Il governo mancese non era riuscito a creare una netta 
distinzione tra le missioni commerciali e quelle diplomatiche,164 eccezion 
fatta per la missione di Milescu dove, grazie alla versione latina della 
corrispondenza ufficiale emessa dall’ufficio dei traduttori ed alla 
mediazione di Ferdinand Verbiest165 (padre gesuita che si trovava presso 
la corte di Kangxi), si capisce come Ni-ku-lai Han-po-li-erh-o-wai-ts’ê
rappresentasse un ambasciatore166 e non un semplice commerciante o un 
incaricato degli affari senza dignità diplomatica. Si noti che il gesuita 
Ferdinand Verbiest fu un mediatore costante per i sovrani europei, presso 
la corte imperiale di Kangxi a Pechino. Nel 1686 il padre gesuita svolse il 
ruolo d’interprete tra l’imperatore Kangxi e l’ambasciatore olandese 
Vincent Paats in un colloquio ufficiale dove, grazie anche ad uno 
scambio di conoscenze di matematica e astronomia, si creò un clima 
favorevole ai negoziati tra Cina e Olanda, il gioco politico limitandosi 
sempre alle questioni degli scambi commerciali. 

Una delle più animate polemiche di Milescu circa la frontiera 
cinese sorge dalla questione della corrispondenza diplomatica che lui 
portava con sé e dalla totale incomprensione del carattere differente tra la 
gramota emessa del suo sovrano, indirizzata al Bugdychan e la semplice 
lettera che accreditava Milescu come ambasciatore davanti agli ufficiali 
manciù. Nel suo diario, l’ambasciatore si sofferma a lungo sulle suddette 
incomunicabilità, sui contrasti fra le autorità moscovite e quelle mancesi, 
ostacoli percepibili nelle usanze, costumi e regole delle negoziazioni e 
così via. 

Le nascenti mediazioni riguardanti le usanze diplomatiche tra la 
Russia e la Cina sono tortuose, imprecise e gli sforzi per comprenderle 
non sono pochi. Nel comprendere il carattere e la tipologia delle 
istruzioni ricevute da Milescu a Mosca, auspico una contestualizzazione 
più accurata delle testimonianze accluse al rapporto ufficiale del nostro 
diplomatico, dell’atmosfera conflittuale nel bacino Amur 
successivamente l’anno 1676 e delle difficili vicissitudini politiche tra i 
due stati antecedenti il trattato di Ner insk (1689). Le suddette istruzioni 
hanno solo mostrato l’ampiezza e la scommessa politica della Russia 
                                                          
164 M. Ssu-MING 1961, p. 23. 
165 WILLS jr. 1984, p. 160-161. 
166 M. Ssu-MING 196, p. 23, n. 19. 
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nell’Estremo Oriente, dando l’input alla storia delle relazioni sino-russe 
della fine del XVII secolo, che forse andrebbe tuttavia rivalutata. 

III. D. È stato Milescu leale allo zar nella sua missione o no?

Essendo consapevole e assumendo la ristrettezza 
dell’esposizione riservata in questa sede, il mio intento è stato quello di 
mettere per la prima volta a disposizione degli studiosi un breve 
commento storiografico di uno dei documenti più rilevanti per la 
comprensione della missione di Milescu in Cina, raramente o 
parzialmente reperibile nella bibliografia attinente il nostro argomento. Si 
tratta di un documento dal quale emerge la missione diplomatica di 
Milescu in Asia settentrionale, l’unica fonte che possa rispecchiare 
perfettamente l’affermazione di Nigel Cameron: “In Peking he îi.e.
Milescuº was loyal to the tsar.”167 Il perché di questa scelta interpretativa 
fa sembrare che l’inizio debba per forza segnalare piuttosto l’epilogo 
della missione del Nostro. Difatti al suo ritorno a Mosca, Milescu viene 
accusato dal cosacco Ignatij Milovanov, uno dei suoi collaboratori più 
difficili nella suddetta missione, di aver disobbedito alle istruzioni dello 
zar, per averla portata al fallimento, per stregoneria e per aver mostrato 
resistenza nelle trattative sino-russe. Inoltre, il palcoscenico della politica 
russa era completamente cambiato, innanzitutto a causa della morte dello 
zar Aleksej Michajlovi , succeduto al trono da suo figlio Fëdor III 
Alexeevi  Romanov (n. 9 giugno 1661- d. 7 maggio 1682; r. 1676-1682). 
Il diplomatico dalle origini moldave non sarà vittima delle difficili 
circostanze, poiché sarà presto riabilitato sin dai tempi della reggenza e 
successivamente, ovvero durante il regno di Pietro il Grande, lo troviamo 
ancora una volta in veste di ambasciatore.

La “sfortuna” di Milescu non è affatto di carattere storico, bensì 
storiografico. Centinaia di pagine dedicate agli spazi eurasiatici, la 
maggior parte di queste di carattere strettamente confidenziale — una 
sorte di arcana imperi alla fine del Seicento, voluta espressamente alla 
corte moscovita — non saranno pubblicate prima della loro scoperta, bensì 
parzialmente e rischiosamente diffuse da Milescu stesso168. Con Yüri 
Arsen’ev si scoprirono testi che testimoniano la lungimirante visione 

                                                          
167N. CAMERON 1970, p. 25.
168 Si potrà ricordare il diplomatico svedese J. G. Sparwenfeld che nel 1684-1685 
ebbe dei contatti con Milescu a Mosca, incontro questo corredato da un’atipica 
redazione dei testi concernenti l’Asia settentrionale (Ms. slavo 35, Parigi) e 
informazioni di tipo cartografico. Vedasi D. DUMBRAVA 2007a, p. 212-224; 
2009b.
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politica e strategica di Milescu nelle trattative con i Qing, la sua 
minuziosa e accurata descrizione di vaste regioni eurasiatiche, l’immensa 
ricchezza di informazioni sull’Asia. Tuttora, gli storici hanno 
scarsamente considerato queste informazioni degne di una vera e propria 
monumenta dell’est-europeo, dove la memoria dell’Europa è più che mai 
vicina a quella dell’Asia. Il documento delle istruzioni sarebbe un buon 
punto di partenza per poter capire l’ordine, la logica e le circostanze che 
hanno “provocato” questo tipo di memoria.

Abbreviazioni

Periodici

AHR American Historical Review, Washington. 
ARMSI      Academia Român`. Memoriile Sec\iunii Istorice, Bucure]ti. 
ASEB       Annales de la Société d’Émulation de Bruges  îRevue trimestrielle 
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Illustrazioni

Fig. 1. Lo zar Aleksej Michajlovi  Romanov (n. 1629-1676), ritratto 
circa XVIII secolo, molto probabilmente una copia, autore anonimo, attualmente 
nel Museo Statale di Etnografia, San Pietroburgo. 

Fig. 2.  Il ministro degli affari esteri Artamon Sergeyevi  Matveyev 
(1625 - 1682), ritratto (vignieta) circa XVII secolo, autore anonimo. 

Fig. 3.  Il giovane l’imperatore Kangxi (n. 4 maggio 1654-d. 1722), 
NOT, Witsen. 

Fig. 4.  Ritratto dell’imperatore Kangxi (r. 1661-1722) in abito officiale,  
eseguito in seta dipinto con inchiostro e vari colori, Museo del Palazzo imperiale, 
Peking.

Fig. 5.  Lo shŸh ‘Abd al-Az z (1645-1681), NOT, Witsen. 
Fig. 6.  Fëdor Alexeevi  Golovin (1650-1706), rittrato autore anonimo. 
Fig. 7. Johann Heinrich Alsted (1588-1638), vignieta. 
Fig. 8. Johan Gabriel Sparwenfeld (1655-1727), rittrato eseguito da 

Lukas von Breda, XVII secolo, copia Università di Uppsala. 
Fig. 9. Pierre Gilles, 1490-1555, De topographia Constantinopoleos

(1561), Università di Lilles. 
Fig. 10. Nicolas Sanson, Map de la Tartarie 1653, Göttingen

Digitalisierungszentrum, Niedersächsische Staats- und Universitätsbibliothek. 
Fig. 11.  Territorio sotto il controllo della dinastia Qing (1644-1912). 
Fig. 12. Il rubino di grandi dimensioni aquistato da Milescu in Cina, 

montato nella corona dell’imperatrice Anna Ivanova, 1730, attualmente nel Museo 
di Cremlino. 

Fig. 13. Lettera di Yü. ARSENEV a Émile PICOT (BNF 31734370 MFILM
Z PICOT 941, p. 1). 

Fig. 14.  Lettera di Yü. ARSENEV a Émile PICOT (ibid., p. 2). 
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Fig. 2. Il ministro degli affari esteri Artamon Sergeyevi  Matveyev (1625-1682). 
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Fig. 3.  Il giovane l’imperatore Kangxi (1654-1722). 
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Fig. 5.  Lo shah ‘Abd al-Az z (1645-1681). 
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Fig. 8.  Johann Heinrich Alsted (1588-1638). 
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Fig. 15.  Rabarbaro (Rheum), ap. Athanasius Kircher. 



NICOLAE MILESCU IN ASIA SETTENTRIONALE (1675).
PRELIMINARI ALLA SUA MISSIONE DIPLOMATICA

PRESSO LA CORTE IMPERIALE DEI QING 
231

Fig. 13. Lettera di Yü. Arsenev a Émile PICOT (p. 1). 
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Fig. 14. Lettera di Yü. Arsenev a Émile PICOT (p. 2). 
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CHRISTIAN SOGDIAN LITERATURE
— AN OVERVIEW*

Ionu  Daniel BÃNCILÃ
Seminär für Kirchengeschichte, Humboldt Universität, Berlin

The first documents in Sogdian were brought to the attention of 
specialists only at the beginning of the 20th century, after the Central 
Asian expeditions organized by German researchers. In the year 1904, the 
German Iranist Friedrich Karl Andreas (1846-1930) examined those 
documents and exclaimed enthusiastically: “The dead do come to life!”1

Whereas, for F.K. Andreas, the exclamation belonged strictly to the 
philological register, he testified to the “eschatological” dimension of his 
findings: the “coming to life” of documents that readjusted the 
dimensions of research, not only in the field of Central Asiatic 
Manichaeism and Buddhism, but also in that of Christianity, as 
manifested in the area. 

I. The Sogdian language

Belonging, along with Khotanese and Khwarezmian, to the 
Eastern group of Middle Iranian languages, Sogdian was spoken in the 
old province of Sogdiana (present day Uzbekistan) whose urban centres 
were Samarkand and Bukhara2.

* The present contribution is the elaborated English version of an article to be 
published in Romanian in Anuarul Facult`\ii de Teologie Ortodox` “Andrei 
}aguna” din Sibiu, n.s., 7 (2006-2007), pp. 125-146. 
1 As Albert Grünwedel stated in a letter dating from July 2, 1904 and addressed to 
his master Ernst Kuhn, “Andreas war ausser sich und sagte: ‘Die Todten stehen 
auf’”, in Hartmut WALRAVENS (ed.), Albert Grünwedel — Briefe und Dokumente,
Asien- und Afrika-Studien der Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin 9 (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz Verlag), 2001, p. 50.
2 Xavier TREMBLAY, “La toponymie de la Sogdiane et le traitement de *X  et *F
in iranien (Essai de grammaire comparée des langues iraniennes VII)”, StIr 33 
(2004), pp. 113-149. 
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  Inscriptions on coins and stone slabs, various commercial 
documents as well as texts belonging to the Buddhist, Manichaean, and 
Christian literatures have been preserved in Sogdian3. These texts, each 
nourished from different linguistic and spiritual reservoirs (the Buddhist 
ones were translated from Chinese4, the Christian ones from Syriac, and 
the Manichaean from Parthian) have made Sogdian serve the function of a 
bridge between the most varied Eastern idioms of that age5.

Taking advantage of the strategic position that they occupied on 
the Silk Road6, the Sogdians settled on commerce as their main activity. 
The Sogdian “commercial network” crossed the entire Eurasian steppe, 
from Korea until Crimea7. It was only natural that their trade in goods 

3 For a brief overview, see Nicholas SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian Manuscript 
Collections: a brief Report”, JA 269 (1981), nos. 1-2, pp. 31-33.
4 For the presence of Buddhism in medieval Central Asia, see Xavier TREMBLAY,
“The Spread of Buddhism in Serindia: Buddhism among Iranians, Tocharians and 
Turks, before the 13th Century”, in Ann HEIRMAN and Stephan Peter BUMBACHER

(eds.), The Spread of Buddhism, Handbook of Oriental Studies, Section VIII, 
Volume 16 (Leiden-Boston: Brill), 2007, pp. 75-129.
5 Rudolf KASCHEWSKY, “Das Soghdische — Bindeglied zwischen christlicher und 
buddhistischer Terminologie”, in Wolfgang GANTKE, Karl HOCHEISEL, Wassilios 
KLEIN (eds.), Religionsbegegnung und Kulturaustausch in Asien. Studien zum 
Gedenken an Hans-Joachim Klimkeit, Studies in Oriental Religions 49 (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz Verlag), 2002, pp. 120-139, and Nicholas SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Indian 
elements in Parthian and Sogdian”, in Klaus RÖHRBORN, Wolfgang VEENKER (eds.), 
Sprachen des Buddhismus in Zentralasien: Vorträge des Hamburger Symposions 
vom 2. Juli bis 5. Juli 1981, Veröffentlichungen der Societas Uralo-Altaica, Band 16 
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz), 1983 pp. 132—141; Zekine ÖZERTURAL, Michael 
KNÜPPEL, “Die uigurische Texte in sogdischer Schrift und die Vermittlung der 
sogdischer Schreibkultur an die Uiguren“, UAJ N.F. 18 (2003-2004), pp. 149-160; 
Z. ÖZERTURAL, “Sogdisch-uigurische Beziehungen: das alttürkische Verb 
kädilmäk”, UAJ  N.F. 19 (2005), pp. 65-71; W. B. HENNING, “Sogdian Loan-Words 
in New Persian”, BSOS 10 (1939), no. 1, pp. 93-106. For instances of extra-
linguistic data, see Matteo COMPARETI, “Evidence of Mutual Exchange between 
Byzantine and Sogdian Art”, in Convegno internazionale ‘La Persia e Bisanzio’ 
(Roma 14-18 ottobre, 2002), Atti dei Convegni Lincei 201 (Roma: Accademia 
Nazionale dei Lincei), 2004, pp. 865-922.
6 David CHRISTIAN, “Silk Roads or Steppe Roads? The Silk Roads in World 
History”, Journal of World History 11 (2000), no.1, pp. 1-26.
7 Cf. the illuminating study of Étienne de LA VAISSIÈRE, Sogdian Traders. A History,
translated by James Ward, HdO section 8, volume 19, (Leiden-Boston: Brill), 2005 
(1st French editions in 2002 and 2nd enlarged one in 2004). See also Edwin G. 
PULLEYBLANK, “A Sogdian Colony in Inner Mongolia”, TP 41 (1952), no. 4-5, pp. 
317-356; Helmut H. R. HOFFMANN, “The Tibetan Names of the Saka and the 
Sogdians”, AS 25 (1971), pp. 440-455; Jonatahan Karam SKAFF, “The Sogdian 
Trade Diaspora in East Turkestan during the seventh and eighth Centuries”, JESHO
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should be accompanied by exchanges of ideas and by a certain 
proficiency when it came to the inculturation of those ideas into the most 
varied cultural contexts.
 Beside a few introductions8, the instruments available up to the 
present for the study of Sogdian language are the earlier works of Robert 
Gauthiot (1876-1916) and Émile Benveniste (1902-1976)9, a grammar of 
Manichaean texts in Sogdian10, the on-line course materials of Prof. Prods 
Oktor Skjærvø from Harvard University11, and a dictionary12. For the 
Christian Sogdian texts, there is no grammatical or lexical synthesis yet 
available13. In its absence, the numerous references scattered through a 
large corpus of studies14 together with the glossaries of the edited texts, 
are greatly helpful. 
 The majority of the manuscript fragments that concern us here 
are available on-line, as a result of a project administered by the German 

46 (2003), no. 4, pp. 475-524; JINHUA Chen, “A Korean Biography of a Sogdian 
Monk in China: Ch’oe Ch’iw n’s Biography of Fazang, its Values and Limitations”, 
Journal of Asian History 41 (2007), no. 2, pp. 156-188.
8 The best introduction remains Nicholas SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian,” in Rüdiger 
Schmitt (ed.), Compendium Linguarum Iranicarum (Wiesbaden: Ludwig Reichert 
Verlag), 1989, pp. 173-192.
9 R. GAUTHIOT, Essai de grammaire sogdienne I: Phonologie, Mission Pelliot en 
Asie Centrale 1, Paris, 1914; E. BENVENISTE, Essai de grammaire sogdienne II: 
Morphologie, syntaxe et glossaire, Mission Pelliot en Asie Centrale 3, (Paris: P. 
Geuthner) 1929. See also “Une version sogdienne du Vessantara JŸtaka, publiée en 
transcription et avec traduction”, JA 1912, pp. 163-193 (I) and pp. 492-510 (II). His 
concern was, especially, the Buddhist Sogdian texts. 
10 Ilya GERSHEVITCH, A Grammar of Manichaean Sogdian, Publications of the 
Philological Society (Oxford: Basil Blackwell), 1954.
11 http://www.fas.harvard.edu/iranian/Sogdian/index.html 
12 B. GHARIB, Sogdian Dictionary: Sogdian-Persian-English (Teheran: Farhangan 
Publications), 1995.
13 In the 50’s, reviewing Olaf HANSEN’s Berliner soghdischer Texte II,  Émile 
BENVENISTE was still hoping to see a Grammar of Christian Sogdian: “quand cette 
collection aura été entièrement éditée, on pourra envisager d’écrire une grammaire 
du sogdien chrétien”, in TP 43 (1955), p. 432. 
14 Apart form scattered notes, such as Zsigmond TELEGDI, “Notes sur la grammaire 
du sogdien chretien”, JA 230 (1938), pp. 205-233; Olaf HANSEN, “Über die 
verschiedenen Quellen der christliche Literatur der Sogder”, AO 30 (1966) îIranian 
Studies presented to Kaj Barrº, pp. 95-102; D. N. MACKENZIE, “Christian Sogdian 
Notes”, BSOAS 33 (1970), no.1, pp. 116-124; Antonio PANAINO, “Note sulla lingua 
e la letteratura cristiano-sogdiana”, Atti del Sodalizio Glottologico Milanese 29
(1987-1988), pp. 18-30; Werner SUNDERMANN, “Soghdisch *xwƒt’nc Lehrerin”, 
AOH 48 (1995), no. 1-2, îZsigmond Telegdi Memorial Volumeº, pp. 225-227. 
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Academy of Sciences in Berlin and by the University of Frankfurt am 
Main15.

II. Christianity in the Sogdian language

Through the concentric missionarizing plan drawn by StLuke the 
Evangelist in the Acts of the Apostles16 Sogdian-speaking Christianity17

was prescribed a kind of liminarity18, which was to express itself not only 
geographically, but also diachronically, as may well be inferred from F.K. 
Andreas's exclamation above. Nevertheless, Sogdiana, ant its commercial
colonies integrated into the orbit of the Western world already since 
Alexander the Great, and later mythically sublimated by the Western 
consciousness, was not only an “uttermost part of the earth.” 
Geographically speaking, the “uttermost” parts of the earth reached by 
Nestorian Christian missionaries were Korea19 and Tibet20. Thus, 
Sogdiana emerges mere to the margins of a terra lucida, more like a 
realm of phantasms and dreams to the Western imaginary; those precise 
margins would be forced for the Western mind by Willem van 
Ruysbroeck (1220-1293), Marco Polo (1254-1324), and, later, Spathary 
Nicolae “Milescu” (1636-1708). Before them, however, and without 
labouring under the illusion that they were crossing certain boundaries, 
the Christians of Syriac origins from the Persian Empire inhabited that

15 http://www.bbaw.de/forschung/turfanforschung/dta/n/dta_n_index.html and 
http://titus.uni-frankfurt.de/texte/etcs/iran/miran/sogd/sogdnswc/sogdn.htm
16 Acts 1, 8: “... ye shall receive power, after that the Holy Ghost is come upon you: 
and ye shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all Judaea, and in 
Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of the earth”. 
17 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Christianity III: in Central Asia and Chinese Turkestan”, in 
Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. V, pp. 530-534.
18 Olaf HANSEN, “Der Anteil der Irnaer an der Ausbreitung des Christentums in 
Zentralasien”, in Wolfgang VOIGT (ed.), XVII. Deutscher Orientalistentag, von 21. 
bis 27. Juli 1968 , in Würzburg, Teil 3, ZDMG Supplementa I.3 (Wiesbaden: Franz 
Steiner Verlag), 1969, pp. 1032-1035. 
19 Alexander TOEPEL, “Was there a Nestorian mission in Korea?”, OC 88 (2004), pp. 
29-35; IDEM, “Traces of Nestorianism in Manchuria and Korea”, OC 89 (2005), pp. 
43-62.
20 The best synthesis: Geza URAY, “Tibet’s Connections with Nestorianism and 
Manichaeism in the 8th-10th Centuries”, in Ernst STEINKELLNER, Helmut TAUSCHER

(eds.), Contributions on Tibetan Language, History and Culture. Proceedings of the 
Csoma de K rös Symposium held at Velm-Vienna, 13-19 September 1981, Wiener 
Studien zur Tibetologie und Buddhismuskunde 10, Wien, vol. I, 1983, pp. 399-429.
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very territory beyond the limes sasanicus21. By no means a spiritual 
vacuum, the area benefited from a multifaceted religious and intercultural, 
ethos. Here Christianity encountered Buddhism22, Manichaeism23, various 
forms of popular Mazdeism24, folk beliefs of a shamanic type,25 and even 
certain forms of Hinduism26. Although pertaining to the East Syriac 
tradition, the answer of Christianity had to be vivid, prompt, and 
unequivocal every time. Some of the ways in which this answer was 
articulated may be gleaned from the Christian literature in the Sogdian 
language27.

21 See János HARMATTA, “The Wall of Alexander the Great and the limes
sasanicus”, Bulletin of the Asia Institute 10 (1996), pp. 79-84, reproduced in IDEM,
Selected Writings. West and East in the Unity of the Ancient World, edited by László 
HAVAS and Imre TEGYEY, Agatha Series 12, Debrecen, 2002, pp. 64-73.
22 Hans-Joachim KLIMKEIT, “Christentum und Buddhismus in der innerasiatischen 
Religionsbewegung”, ZRGG 33 (1981), no. 3, pp. 208-220; IDEM, “Buddhistische 
Elemente in der christlichen Literatur Zentralasiens”, in Dorothea Lüddeckens (ed.), 
Begegnung von Religionen und Kulturen. Festschrift für Norbert Klaes (Dettelbach: 
J.H. Röll Verlag), 1998, pp. 135-143.
23 Hans-Joachim KLIMKEIT, Die Begegnung von Christentum, Gnosis und 
Buddhismus an der Seidenstraße, Rheinisch-Westfälische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften. Geisteswissenschaften: Vorträge 283, (Opladen: Westdeutscher 
Verlag), 1986; Karl H. MENGES, “Manichaeismus, Christentum und Buddhismus in 
Zentralasien und ihr gegenseitiges Verhältnis”, CAJ 35 (1991), no. 1-2, pp. 81-95.
24 Frantz GRENET, Les pratiques funéraires dans l’Asie Centrale sédentaire de la 
conquête grecque a l’islamisation, Publications de l’U.R.A. 29, Mémoire 1 (Paris: 
Editions du Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique), 1984. 
25 Wolfgang HAGE, “Christentum und Schamanismus. Zur Krise des 
Nestorienertums in Zentralasien”, in Bernd JASPERT, Rudolf MOHR (ed.), Traditio-
Krisis-Renovatio aus theologischer Sicht. Festschrift für Winfried Zeller zum 65. 
Geburtstag (Marburg: N.G. Elwert Verlag), 1976, pp. 114-124.
26 Frantz GRENET, “The Second of the Three Encounters between Zoroastrianism 
and Hinduism: Plastic Influences in Bactria and Sogdiana (2nd — 8th c. AD)”, in G. 
LAZARD and D. R. SARDESAI (eds.), James Darmesteter Memorial Lectures
(Bombay: The Asiatic Society of Bombay), 1994, pp. 41-57; IDEM, “Religious 
Diversity among Sogdian Merchants in Sixth-Century China: Zoroastrianism, 
Buddhism, Manichaeism, and Hinduism”, Comparative Studies of South Asia, 
Africa and the Middle East  27 (2007), no. 2, pp. 463-478. 
27 The best bibliography (almost 100 pages) on Central Asian Christianity remains 
that of Jürgen TUBACH, “Die nestorianische Kirche in China”, Nubica et Aethiopica
4-5 (1999), pp. 61-193; also useful, yet far from complete, is Matteo NICOLINI-ZANI,
“Christiano-Sogdica: an updated Bibliography on the Relationship between 
Sogdians and Christianity throughout Central Asia and into China”, in Matteo 
COMPARETI, Paola RAFFETTA, Gianroberto SCARCIA (eds.), r n ud An¢r n. Studies 
presented to Boris Il’i  Marƒak on the Occasion of his 70th Birthday (Venezia:
Cafoscarina), 2006, pp. 455-470 (on-line: http://www.transoxiana.org/Eran/Articles
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III. Sogdian Christian literature 

The situation that fomented the emergence of Christian literature 
in Sogdian is succinctly captured in a passage from the Syriac life of John 
of Dailam, fragments of which have also been preserved in Sogdian: the 
text deals with a controversy between Christians of Iranic and of Syriac 
provenance with respect to the language that must be used for cultic 
purposes, each “party” invoking specific arguments (the need for native 
Sogdian Christians to understand the divine service versus the prestige of 
the Syriac language)28. The practical nature of the controversy singled out 
in this text is evident. The adopted solution was the translation, for the use 
of Iranian Christians, of certain parts of the divine cult, biblical readings 
(Gospels, Pauline Epistles, the Psalms) and moralizing ones (lives of 
saints, homilies), in what will be termed as “demotic Sogdian” (M. 
Schwartz)29. Alongside those, a series of letters and a few inscriptions in 
Sogdian, to the extent in which they have been identified as authored by 
Christians, shall also be presented in the following as “Christian 
literature,” although they may not necessarily contain religious 
elements30.

/nicolini-zani.html). Briefly, N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Christianity IV: Christian 
Literature in Middle Iranian Languages”, in Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. V, p. 535; 
Mark DRESDEN, “Sogdian Language and Literature”, in Eshan Yarshater (ed.), The
Cambridge History of Iran, vol. III/2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 
1983, pp. 1225-1227. 
28 Sebastian BROCK, “A Syriac Life of John of Dailam”, Parole de l’Orient 10
(1981-1982), pp. 123-189, here p. 150.
29 “in the sense that it addresses itself to the common people”, cf. Mark DRESDEN,
“Sogdian Language and Literature”, p. 1227. 
30 A few useful systematisations of Sogdian Christian literature are: Hans REICHELT,
Die Sogdischen Handschriftenreste des Britischens Museums in Umschrift und mit 
Uebersetzung. II. Teil. Die nicht-Buddhistischen Texte und Nachtrag zu den 
Buddhistichen Texten, Heidelberg 1931; Olaf HANSEN, “Die buddhistische und 
christliche Literatur,” in Iranistik: Literatur, HdO, erste Abteilung, vierter Band, 
zweiter Abschnitt, Lieferung 1 (Leiden-Köln: E.J. Brill), 1968, pp. 77-99, here pp. 
91-99 (the first overview, many of the details being corrected by later work); Jes P. 
ASMUSSEN, “The Sogdian and Uighur-Turkish Christian Literature in Central Asia 
before the real rise of Islam”, in L.A. HERCUS et alii (eds.), Indological and Buddhist 
Studies. Volume in Honour of Professor J.W. de Jong on his sixtieth Birthday,
Bibliotheca Indo-Buddhica 27 (Dehli: Sri Satguru Publications), 1982, pp. 11-29; 
Nicholas SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Die christlich-soghdischen Handschriften von Bulayïq”, 
in Horst KLENGEL, Werner SUNDERMANN (ed.), Ägypten, Vorderasien, Turfan. 
Probleme der Edition und Bearbeitung altorientalischer Handschriften — Tagung in 
Berlin, Mai 1987, Schriften zur Geschichte und Kultur der Alten Orients 23 (Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag), 1991, pp. 119-125; N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and Turkish 
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a. Biblical literature in Sogdian

The division into “biblical literature” and “liturgical literature” is 
somewhat forced, as all biblical fragments preserved are integrated 
(sometimes explicitly, as shall be seen) into the liturgical service. The 
categorization into separate instances only serves the purpose of 
facilitating the analysis.

1) New Testament texts. The first editions of New Testament texts (from 
the Gospels and the Pauline Epistles) in the Sogdian language (or 
bilingual, Syro-Sogdian, variants) were published in 1907 and 1912 by 
Freidrich Wilhelm Karl Müller (1863-1930) in two important 
contributions to the official periodical of the Berlin Academy of 
Science31. F.K.W. Müller preferred to rearrange the texts following the 
canonical order of the New Testament, although in the Sogdian 
manuscripts the texts are arranged according to the progression of the 

Christians in the Turfan and Tun-Huang Manuscripts”, in Alfredo CADONNA (ed.), 
Turfan and Tun-Huang — the Texts. Encounter of Civilizations on the Silk Route,
Orientalia Venetiana 4 (Firenze: Leo S. Olschki Editore), 1992, pp. 43-61; Xavier 
TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde, Le manichéisme parmi les peuples et 
religions d’Asie Centrale d’après les sources primaires, Österreichische Akademie 
der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-historische Klasse, Sitzungsberichte, 690. Band, 
Veröffentlichungen der Kommission für Iranistik, Nr. 28 (Wien: Verlag der 
Österreischische Akademie der Wissenschaften), 2001, pp. 207-214.
31 F.K.W. MÜLLER, “Neutestamentliche Bruchstücke in soghdischer Sprache”, 
Abhandlungen der Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philologisch-
historische Klasse, 1907, pp. 260-70, reproduced in Sprachwissenschaftliche
Ergebnisse der deutschen Turfan-Forschung. Text-Editionen und Interpretationen 
von Friedrich Wilhelm Karl Müller, Albert August von Le Coq, Karl Foy, Gabdul 
Raƒid Rachmati. Gesammelte Berliner Akademie Schriften, Teil 3, Opuscula Series 
3.3 (Leipzig: Zentralantiquariat der Deutschen Demokratischen Republik), 1985 
îabreviated: Ergebnisse 3º, pp. 139-149; IDEM, “Soghdische Texte I”, in 
Sitzungsberichte der Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philologisch-
historische Klasse, 1912, reproduced in Ergebnisse 3, pp. 191-309. On F. W. K. 
Müller and his discovery of the Sogdian language, see Desmond DURKIN-
MEISTERERNST, “F. W. K. Müllers Work on Iranian Languages”, in D. DURKIN-
MEISTERERNST, Simone-Christine RASCHMANN, Jens WILKENS, Marianne YALDIZ,
Peter ZIEME (eds.), Turfan Revised. The First Century of Research into the Arts and 
Cultures of the Silk Road, Monographien zur indischen Archäologie, Kunst und 
Philologie, Band 17 (Berlin: Dietrich Reimer Verlag), 2004, pp. 68-71, here p. 69-
70.
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Nestorian liturgical year32. Sixty years since the publication of these 
studies, Werner Sundermann reviewed, corrected, retranscribed, and 
annotated Müller’s texts preserving the order of the Sogdian manuscript, 
the result being one of the key instruments for the study of Sogdian 
biblical literature33.

The fragments of the biblical texts are written in a clear 
calligraphy34, while, from the point of view of the language, the texts 
belong to a late period35, although the bilingual pericopes of the Epistles 
retain certain archaizing undertones36. Certain pericopes were meant for 
the liturgical celebration of saints, with the name of the saint a title of the 
biblical fragment37. The texts were intended for solemn recitation in the 
daily service, and some New Testament fragments also have intonation 
markers in form of points above or under the text line38.

32 Cf. Anton BAUMSTARK, “Neue soghdisch-nestorianische Bruchstücke”, OC  4 
(1915), p. 123 and F. C. BURKITT, The Religion of the Manichees. Donnellan 
Lectures for 1924 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 1925, pp. 119-125.
33 Werner SUNDERMANN, “Nachlese zu F.K.W. Müllers ‘Soghdische Texten I’”, in 
three parts, published in Altorientalische Forschungen 1 (1974), pp. 217-255; 3 
(1976), pp. 55-90, and 8 (1981), pp. 169-255 îabbreviated: W. SUNDERMANN,
“Nachlese”º, with the edition of certain texts omitted by MÜLLER. For a brief 
overview, see N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Bible V: Sogdian Translations of the Bible”, in 
Encyclopaedia Iranica, vol. IV, 1990, p. 207. 
34 W. SUNDERMANN, “Nachlese” I, p. 219.
35 X. TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde, p. 208.
36 Ibidem, p. 209.
37 This is the case of the text from Matthew 25: 31-33 dedicated to Mar Sabb ,
identified by E. Sachau with “the priest that brought Christianity to Merv, two 
hundred years after Christ;” he is mentioned by al-B r n  as being celebrated on 
June 21 in the Syrian liturgical calendar, cf. Edward SACHAU, The Chronology of 
Ancient Nations. An English Version of the Arabic Text of the Ath r-ul-B kiya of 
Alb r n , or Vestiges of the Past, London, 1879, p. 296; Robert GRIVEAU,
Martyrologes et ménologes orientaux XVI-XVIII: Les fêtes des Melchites par Al-
Birouni, les fêtes des coptes par Al-Makrizi, calendrier maronite par Ibn-al- Qola i,
Patrologia Orientalis, tome 10, fasc. 4, nr. 49 (Turnhout: Brepols), 1914, p. 308, W. 
SUNDERMANN, “Nachlese” II, pp. 70-71 and 73. Pericope from Matthew 16: 24 — 17: 
7 is dedicated to St. Sergius and Vach, celebrated on October 7 (cf. SACHAU,
Chronology, 286; GRIVEAU, Martyrologes, p. 296; W. SUNDERMANN, “Nachlese” II, 
p. 75).
38 See Egon WELLESZ, “Miscellanea zur orientalischen Musikgeschichte: die 
Lektionszeichen in den soghdischen Texten”, Zeitschrift für Musikwissenschaft 1 
(1919), no. 9, pp. 505-515. 
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In the case of the bilingual fragments, the Syriac version closely 
follows the Peshitta39, with small additions40, while the Sogdian 
translation of the biblical text, interpolated piecemeal into the Syriac one, 
hints to lost versions of the Peshitta41. What is preserved is the beginning 
of a bilingual Evangelium with an introduction in Syriac, followed by the 
first four verses of the Gospel according to Luke, corresponding to the 
pericope read, in the Syriac Church, on the feast of the Christ’s Nativity42.
The bilingual fragments from the Pauline Epistles (the only epistles that, 
in the tradition of the Eastern Syrian Church, are read in a liturgical 
context)43 belong to an abridged Lectionary, which contains only the texts 
read on the more important holidays44. There are some Pauline texts 
whose prokeimenon (Syr. ƒwry’) was also preserved in Syriac45.

The New Testament texts that have been preserved in Sogdian 
are46: Matthew 1: 5-7 (fragmentary47, bilingual), 10-14 (fragmentary, 
bilingual); 2: 1-3 (bilingual); 5: 30-33, 38-41; 6: 20-23, 29-32 
(fragmentary, bilingual); 10: 14-19, 21-23; 13: 17-19, 24-25; 16: 24—17: 
7; 19: 10-12 (fragmentary, bilingual), 17 (fragmentary, bilingual); 20: 17-
19; 21: 28-43; 24: 24-26, 32-33; 25: 31-46; Luke 1: 1-4 (bilingual), 63-

39 Cf. Curt PETERS, “Der Text der soghdischen Evangelienbruchstücke und das 
Problem des Peƒitta”, OC  3. series , 11 (1936), pp. 153-162, here p. 159.
40 Cf. Jes P. ASMUSSEN, “Iranische neutestamentliche Zitate und Texte und ihre 
textkritische Bedeutung”, in Altorientalische Forschungen 2 (1975), pp. 79-92, here 
p. 91.
41 Cf. W. SUNDERMANN, “Nachlese” I, 234. The Sogdian translation of the text from 
the Galatians preserved in the bilingual variant, for instance, does not simply 
equivalate the Syriac terms with Sogdian ones, but adds nuances according to the 
meaning (cf. SUNDERMANN, “Nachlese” III, pp. 176-177 n. 56).
42 Cf. IDEM, “Nachlese” III, pp. 195-196.
43 Cf. Ibid., p. 171.
44 Ibid., p. 172.
45 Psalm 7: 9 is quoted as a prokeimenon to Romans 11: 13-15 (Ibid., p. 182 n. 141); 
for I Corinthians 1: 5-7, the prokeimenon is merely indicated, as its text is illegible 
(Ibid., p. 186).
46 Cf. J.P. ASMUSSEN, “Iranische neutestamentliche Zitate,” p. 90, appended with W. 
SUNDERMANN’s new texts and corrections in “Nachlese” I, II, and III. A provisional 
list, which mentions the dates of the liturgical year when each of the pericopes was 
read, is available in F. C. BURKITT, The Religion of the Manichees, pp. 121-3. Brief 
overviews in Bruce M. METZGER, The Early Version of the New Testament. Their 
Origins, Transmission and Limitations (Oxford: Clarendon Press), 1977, pp. 279-
281 and IDEM, “A Survey of Recent Research on the Ancient Versions of the New 
Testament”, New Testament Studies 2 (1955), p. 16.
47 Since all texts are fragmentary, except that the bilingual ones are easy to 
reconstruct from the Syriac version, classifying a text as “fragmentary” here shall be 
construed to mean that only parts of the specified verses have been preserved.
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80; 2: 10-20 (bilingual); 6: 12-17; 9: 13; 10: 34-42; 12: 24, (31), 35-39, 
42-44; 13: 3-4; 16: 2-15; 19: 15-27; 24: 19-35, 36-47; John 1: 19-51; 2: 1-
2, 9-10; 3: 18-21, 26-27; 5: 25-31, 33-40; 9: 9-3848; 10 (only a suggestion 
in bilingual variant); 14: 28-30 (fragmentary, bilingual); 15: 18-20; 16: 4-
7 (fragmentary, bilingual), 20-33; 17: 24-26; 20: 19-25; 21: 1, 5-7; 
Romans 11: 13-15 (bilingual), 18-20, 22-23 (fragmentary, bilingual); I 
Corinthians 1: 24-25 (bilingual); 5: 7-8 (bilingual); 11: 23-25 (24-25 are 
bilingual); 12: 13-21 (bilingual); I Timothy 2: 9-10 (bilingual); 2: 14-15 
(bilingual); Galatians 3: 25—4: 6 (bilingual) and Titus 3: 2-7 (bilingual). 

Apart from these fragments, mention must be made of the New 
Testament citations in some Manichean texts. It is well known that, 
through a deft prophetological theory, Manichaeism tried to present itself 
as the true form of Christianity. Thus, Manichaean writings abound in 
New Testament quotes or allusions, and especially in accounts about 
Jesus’ passion, while Mani’s “martyrdom” is in turn coined in 
deliberately Christological terms49. Apart from the New Testament 
parallels existing in the Manichaean literature Parthian50, a Manichaean 
Sogdian fragment has been preserved with the text of Luke 12: 24 
(variant influenced by Luke 12: 31)51.

Of particular interest is also the PŸzand version of the Lord’s 
Prayer, in the 15th chapter of the polemical work Škand-gum n g Wiz r.52

2) Old Testament texts in Sogdian. Beside the translation into Middle-
Persian and the bilingual Syro-Persian version53, there have been 

48 Cf. W. SUNDERMANN’s new edition (“Nachlese” II, pp. 63-69), published after the 
cemented fragment was loosened and spread out.
49 Hanfred HUTTER, “Manis Umgang mit anderen Religionen im Spannungsfeld 
zwischen Absolutheitsanspruch, Inklusivismus und Synkretismus”, ZRGG 43 
(1991), pp. 289-304. 
50 The majority of these have been discussed in W. SUNDERMANN, “Christliche 
Evangelientexte in der Überlieferung der iranisch-manichäischen Literatur”, MIO 14 
(1968), 3, pp. 386-405.
51 W. SUNDERMANN, “Christliche Evangelientexte”, pp. 403-404.
52 Antonio PANAINO, “The PŸzand Version of the Our Father”, in Arafa MUSTAFA,
Jürgen TUBACH (eds.), Inkulturation des Christentum im Sasanidenreich
(Wiesbaden: Reichert Verlag), 2007, pp. 73-90. 
53 W. SUNDERMANN, “Einige Bemerkungen zum syrisch-neupersischen Psalmen-
bruchstück aus Chinesisch-Turkistan”, in Ph. GIGNOUX and A. TAFAZZOLI (ed.), 
Mémorial Jean de Menasce, Fondation culturelle iranienne 185 (Louvain: 
Imprimerie orientaliste), 1974, pp. 441-432, which includes an edited fragment 
containing Ps. 146: 5—147: 7. Fragments in the Syriac language from Psalm 1 and 2 
have been found on an ostracon from Pendjikent, cf. Grigori L. SEMENOV, Studien
zur sogdischen Kultur an der Seidenstraße, Studies in Oriental Religions 36 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag), 1996, pp. 58-59. 
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identified fragments of two Sogdian translations of the Psalms54: a 
bilingual, Syro-Sogdian Psalter, which belonged to the Syro-Nestorian 
tradition and a Sogdian Psalter with fragments in Greek, used by Melkite 
Christians from Bulayïq (settlement close to the Turfan oasis)55. In the 
first case, the alphabet used is the Sogdian one (not the Syriac, as is the 
case with the majority of the biblical texts preserved in Sogdian), and the 
following fragments have been preserved from it (according to the 
numbering in the Masoretic text): Ps. 5: 4—6: 4; the entire Psalm 19; Ps. 
20: 1; 23: 4-6; the entire Psalm 24; the entire Psalm 29; from Psalm 30, 
only the title; Ps. 50: 15—51: 1556. The title of each psalm is rendered in 
Syriac and is not preceded by antiphons57.

The presence of the Melkite Christians is attested by the only 
fragment in Greek in the entire corpus of texts discovered in Turfan: the 
fragment is a Sogdian translation of Psalm 33 (Psalm 32 in the 
Septuagint), verses 1-4 and 8-10, preceded by the first words in the same 
Psalm, transcribed after the Greek text of the Septuagint58. Philological 
analyses have revealed that the translator was also sufficiently familiar 
with the Syriac version of the biblical text, although it is likely that he 
used the Greek text as a source for his Sogdian translation59.

Also pertaining to Sogdian translations from the Old Testament, 
is a Sogdian paraphrase to Daniel 2: 27 and the subsequent verses60,

54 Martin SCHWARTZ from the University of Berkley worked on an edition of the 
Sogdian text of the Psalms, as part of his 1967 doctoral thesis (Studies in the Texts of 
the Sogdian Christians, 1967, pp. 126-144); the edition, however, has remained 
unpublished, cf. X. TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde, p. 209.
55 See N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Bulayïq”, in Enyclopaedia Iranica, vol. IV, p. 545. On 
Melkite Christians in Central Asia, see Jean DAUVILLIER, “Byzantins d’Asie 
Centrale et d’Extrème-Orient au Moyen Age”, Revue des études byzantines 11
(1953) îMélanges Matin Jugieº, pp. 62-87. For byzantine politics in the region, see 
K. HANNESTAD, “Les relations de Byzance avec la Transcaucasie et l’Asie Centrale 
aux 5e et 6e siècles”, Byzantion 25-27 (1955-1957), fasc. 2 îMélanges Ejnar 
Dyggveº, pp. 421-456. 
56 Cf. Martin SCHWARTZ, “Sogdian Fragments of the Book of Psalms”, 
Altorientalische Forschungen 1 (1974), pp. 257-261, here p. 258; corrected after X. 
TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde, p. 209 n. 334.
57 M. SCHWARTZ, “Sogdian Fragments”, p. 258.
58 Cf. Nicholas SIMS-WILLIAMS, “A Greek-Sogdian Bilingual from Bulayïq”, in La
Persia e Bisanzio, pp. 623-631, here p. 623.
59 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “A Greek-Sogdian Bilingual”, p. 630.
60 Published for the first time by Iranist Wolfgang LENZ, after the death of F.K.W. 
MÜLLER — “Soghdische Texte II”, in Sitzungsberichte der Preussischen Akademie 
der Wissenschaften, Philologisch-historische Klasse, 1934, pp. 504-607, here pp. 
532-534, reproduced in Ergebnisse 3, pp. 310-413, here pp. 338-340. Philological 
observations: Émile BENVENISTE, “Notes sogdiennes îVIIº”, JA 239 (1951), pp. 113-
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without a direct parallel in Syriac61. It may be that the fragment belonged 
to a work about fasting, judging by the content of the other texts in the 
same manuscript62.

Other biblical quotes have been preserved in the fragmentary
Sogdian version of Evagrius Ponticus’ Antirrhetikos, of the C2 
manuscript63.

b. Liturgical literature in the Sogdian language

The scanty liturgical fragments preserved in Sogdian testify to 
the domination of the Syriac language in cultic practice64, emphasizing 
yet again the pre-eminently liturgical motivations behind the initiative of 
translating certain sections of the cult into the vernacular languages. 

1) A fragment from a hymn. This fragment belongs to the hymn Gloria in 
excelsis Deo, sung in the Nestorian Church during the morning service of 
Saturdays (the text is different from that of the Doxology sung at the end 
of each morning service in the Jacobite Syrian Church)65. In Dunhuang 

24, here pp. 116-119, reproduced in IDEM, Études sogdiennes, Beiträge zur Iranistik 
9, (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag) , 1979, pp. 219-222.
61 Cf. X. TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde, p. 212. See also Konrad D. 
JENNER, “Syriac Daniel”, in John J. COLLINS, Peter W. FLINT (eds.), The Book of 
Daniel. Composition and Reception, Vol. II, Supplements to Vetus Testamentum 83 
(Leiden: Brill), 2001, pp. 608-637. 
62 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and Turkish Christians in the Turfan,” p. 52 n. 38. 
Excerpts form the Book of Daniel were common in Syriac literature to illustrate the 
uses of fasting, see Phil J. BOTHA, “The Relevance of the Book of Daniel for fourth-
century Christianity, according to the Commentary ascribed to Ephrem the Syrian”, 
in Katharina BRACHT, David S. DU TOIT (eds.), Die Geschichte der Daniel-
Auslegung in Judentum, Christentum und Islam. Studien zur Kommentierung des 
Danielbuches in Literatur und Kunst, Beihefte zur ZAW 371 (Berlin: Walter de 
Gruyter), 2007, pp. 101-103. 
63 See point C.3. below. 
64 Cf. Wolfgang HAGE, “Einhemische Wolkssprachen und syrische Kirchensprache 
in der nestorianischen Asienmission”, in Gernot WIEßNER (ed.), Erkenntnisse und 
Meinungen îFestschrift für Werner Strothmannº II, Göttinger Orientforschungen, I. 
Reihe — Syriaca, 17 (Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz), 1978, pp. 131-160; IDEM, Das
orientalische Christentum, Die Religionen der Menschheit 29.2 (Stuttgart: Verlag 
W. Kohlhammer), 2007, p. 294.
65 Nicholas SIMS-WILLIAMS, “A Sogdian Version of the Gloria in excelsis Deo”, in 
Rika GYSELEN (ed.), Au carrefour des religions. Mélanges offerts à Philippe 
Gignoux, Res Oreintales 7, (Bures-sur-Yvette, Groupe pour l’étude de la civilisation 
du Moyen-Orient), 1995, pp. 257-62, here p. 258.
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was discovered a Chinese “metrical paraphrase” of the same hymn, 
currently preserved in Paris66.

The Sogdian text of the hymn was written on a double piece of 
paper, resulting from the gluing together of two sheets, one of them 
already written in Chinese and containing a fragment from a 8th-century
translation of Saddharmapundar ka-S tra, by the Buddhist monk 
KumŸraj va 67.

2) A fragment from a diptych68. In the East-Syrian liturgy, the diptych is 
recited by the deacon alone, this being the reason why the diptych is left 
out from the liturgical books intended for priests. This Sogdian diptych is 
much earlier than the Syrian ones that have been discovered so far, as 
they only go as far as the 14th century69. The Sogdian text mentions Saints 
Sergius and Vach, St. George, St. Kyriakos, St. Pethion, St. Narsai, and
St. Ephraem (some of these saints also had their vitae translated into 
Sogdian). The diptych itself is referred to as the “book of life/book of the 
living” (syr. Spr hy’ in the Sogdian text). 

3) The Niceo-Constantinopolitan creed70. It is written with Uyghur letters 
(the Uyghur alphabet was developed from the Sogdian one) and is part of 
the manuscript that also contains the Sogdian translation of the Psalms 
discussed above71. The entire manuscript (with the Psalter and the Creed)
seems destined to lay people72.

66 Translated by A.C. MOULE, Christians in China before the year 1550, London, 
1930, pp. 52-57 and P.Y. SAEKI, The Nestorian Documents and Relics in China,
Tokyo, 1951, pp. 266-272; cf. also X. TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde,
p. 151 n. 247.
67 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “A Sogdian Version of the ‘Gloria in excelsis Deo’”, p. 257.
68 Martin SCHWARTZ, “A page of a Sogdian Liber Vitae”, in Ronald E. EMMERICK,
Dieter WEBER (ed.), Corolla Iranica. Papers in Honour of Prof. Dr. David Neil 
MacKenzie on the Occasion of his 65th Birthday on April 8th, 1991, (Frankfurt am 
Main: Peter Lang), 1991, pp. 157-166; notes on orthography: X. TREMBLAY, Pour
une histoire de la Sérinde, p. 214.
69 Cf. Jean-Maurice FIEY, “Diptiques nestoriens du XVe siècle”, in Analecta
Bollandiana 81 (1963), 3-4, pp. 371-413.
70 Published by F.K.W. MÜLLER, “Soghdische Texte I”, pp. 84-8, in Uyghur letters 
and with a parallel in Syriac; reproduced in Ergebnisse 3, pp. 282-286.
71 M. SCHWARTZ, “Sogdian Fragments,” p. 257.
72 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Die christlich-soghdischen Handschriften”, p. 121.
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4) Liturgical fragments in Syriac, with rubrics in Sogdian, yet 
unpublished.73

c. Moralizing and “scholastic” literature

Still of liturgical value through their homiletic usage, these texts 
form the largest amount of Christian literature in Sogdian. What shall be 
included here are fragments containing homilies, ascetic writings, canons, 
etc. The pronouncedly ascetic tone of these writings, most of them 
discovered 10 km north of the Turfan oasis, in Bulaïq, conduces towards 
the supposition of a monastery existing in the region74.

1) Fragments from the Apostolic Canons75. Contained in the Sogdian 
manuscript C2, these fragments were translated from Syriac, after an 
older version than those catalogued up to the present76. The text of the 
canons is preceded by a prologue that situates their proclamation during 
the Pentecost, which emphasizes their divine inspiration. An epilogue, in 
fragmented state, explains the role of establishing canons and briefly 
enumerates each of the Apostles’ place and manner of martyrdom77.
Between these two elements of the epilogue is inserted an “explanation,” 
containing the definition, itself fragmentary, of the term Catholicos and
Metropolitan. The text of the canons 3-5 and 12-14 has not been 
preserved, and that of the last ones is fragmentary.

73 Cf. W. SUNDERMANN, “Nachlese” III, p. 170; N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Die christlich-
soghdischen Handschriften von Bulayïq”, p. 122; N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and 
Turkish Christians in the Turfan and Tun-Hunag Manuscripts”, p. 49.
74 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and Turkish Christians”, p. 51.
75 Edited by N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 101-109.
76 For Syriac editions and translations of the Apostolic Canons, see W. CURETON,
Ancient Syriac Documents, London, 1864, pp. 24-35 (translation), 166-173 
(commentary); A. VÖÖBUS, The Synodicon of the West Syrian Tradition I, Corpus 
Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 367-368; Scriptores Syri 161-162, Louvain 
1975; A. VÖÖBUS, The Didascalia Apostolorum in Syriac I, Corpus Scriptorum 
Christianorum Orientalium 401-402; Scriptores Syri 175-176, Louvain, 1979.
77 Alongside the Syriac parallel, this text is edited and discussed by N. SIMS-
WILLIAMS, “Traditions concerning the Fates of the Apostles in Syriac and Sogdian”, 
in Holger PREIßLER, Hubert SEIWERT (ed.), Gnosisforschung und 
Religionsgeschichte. Festschrift für Kurt Rudolph zum 65. Geburststag, (Marburg: 
Diagonal-Verlag), 1994, pp. 287-295.
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2) Fragments from the Apophthegms of the Fathers78. The Sogdian 
translation is based on a manuscript that may have been served as source 
for the preserved Syriac Apophtegmata of N niƒo and corresponds
broadly with the Greek, Coptic, Latin, and Armenian versions79. In 
Sogdian, only two moralizing stories have been preserved, about the way 
in which the soul is treated at the moment of death, followed by a series 
of questions and answers about the Christian virtues. The stories contrast 
the posthumous happiness of the poor to the punishments of those who 
enjoyed their share of fame in this life. In the second story, the prophet 
David is sent by God to play the harp in order to convince the soul of a 
poor man to leave his body, as its the heavenly destination does not allow 
any duress80. Two more apophthegms are quoted in Sogdian in the sixth 
letter of St. Makarios of Egypt81.

3) Fragments from the Antirrhetikos by Evagrius Ponticus82. They 
conclude the C2 manuscript and contain 7 sheets. The work ends abruptly 
in the middle of a sentence, the rest of the page being left empty83. It 
contains biblical quotes directed against thoughts of Greed, Lust, Akedia,
Gluttony, and Wrath.

4) A pastoral commentary on Baptism and the Eucharist84. This 
commentary succeeds the Apostolic Canons on the verso of sheet 56 of 
the C2 manuscript, having many parallels in the Syriac literature85. The 
Syriac manuscript used as a source for the translation is attributed to St 
John Chrysostom, yet it was also disseminated in anonymous variants86.
The style is concise, the various elements of the baptismal ritual (the 

78 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 124-36; translated and commented also 
by É. BENVENISTE, “Études sur quelques textes sogdiens chrétiens îIº”, JA 243
(1955), pp. 298-335, here pp. 304-16, reproduced in IDEM, Études sogdiennes, pp. 
233-247.
79 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, p. 125.
80 Ibid., p. 128.
81 See infra.
82 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 168-182; philological analyses: É. 
BENVENISTE, “Études sur quelques textes sogdiens chrétiens îIº”, pp. 298-303, 
reproduced in IDEM, Études sogdiennes, pp. 229-34; D.N. MACKENZIE, “Christian 
Sogdian Notes”, BSOAS 33 (1970), no. 1 îIn Honour of Sir Harold Baileyº, pp. 116-
124.
83 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 18 and 168.
84 Ibid., pp. 110-120.
85 Cf. Sebastian BROCK, “Some Early Syriac Baptismal Commentaries”, Orientalia
Christiana Periodica 46 (1980), 1, pp. 20-61.
86 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 110 and 111.
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kneeling, the threefold immersion, the formula pronounced by the priest, 
the white clothes, etc.) and of the Eucharisty are treated separately, with a 
commentary.

5) A homily on the 7 hours of prayer, yet unpublished87.

6) The beginning of a homily on humility by St. (Avva) Isaiah88. It 
corresponds to the fourth chapter of the Syriac Homilies of Avva Isaiah89.
In the Sogdian translation of the C2 manuscript, only the title and the first 
sentence have been preserved.

7) The beginning of a homily on God’s mercy. It remains until now 
unidentified in Syriac literature90. The fragment begins with the account 
on the original sin and God’s providence (manifest in the clothing of the 
first humans in “clothes of skin”), followed by other examples from the 
Old Testament (only the beginning of Cain’s story is preserved) on the 
same theme. 

8) A fragment from a homily (treatise?) on hermitic life91. Without any 
known Syriac parallel, this text was written on the only sheet of the C2 
manuscript that was preserved in its entirety. Probably during the Second 
World War, this sheet, which was housed in Göttingen at the time, was 
lost. An easy legible photograph of it survived. Apart from the similitude 
between the spiritual life and learning how to shoot a bow (both of them 
requiring secluded places) the homily elaborates on the division of 
hermitic life into three periods (only two of which are discussed in the 

87 The Syriac title of the Homily is quoted in N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Syro-Sogdica III: 
Syriac Elements in Sogdian”, in A Green Leaf. Papers in Honour of Professor Jes P. 
Asmussen, Acta Iranica 28, (Leiden: E.J. Brill), 1988, pp. 145-156, here p. 151.
88 IDEM, Manuscript C2, p. 165.
89 Edited and translated by René DRAGUET, Les cinq recensions de l’Ascéticon 
syriaque d’Abba Isaïe I, Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalim 289 and 293, 
Scriptores Syri 120 and 122, Louvain, 1968.
90 Edited by N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 121-123; the full title, in 
English translation: “On the mercy of God to (His) creation, and on the punishment 
which Cain received, and the generations of the household of Noah, and the men of 
Sodom, on account of their evil deeds”, cf. IDEM, Manuscript C2, p. 121.
91 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 69-77; it mentions previous editions (E. 
SACHAU and C. SALEMANN), which, however, fall short from a philological point of 
view; IDEM, “Syro-Sogdica I: An Anonymous Homily on the three Periods of the 
Solitary Life”, Orientalia Christiana Periodica 47 (1981), pp. 441-446 (translation).
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fragment preserved). This division is echoed in several ascetic works by 
Syriac authors92.

9) A homily against evil thoughts. It was edited and translated in Martin 
Schwartz’s unpublished thesis, and is unidentified as such in Syriac 
literature93.

10) A verse homily attributed to BŸbay the Lesser (B bay of Nisibis)94. It 
bears the title: “on the evil hour and the last hour” (Sogd. pr ’y’mcyq nt’q
žmnw). The text abounds in biblical allusions and poetical images that 
Syriac lyrical poetry was fond of using (as, for instance, the wound in 
Christ’s rib opening the gates of Heaven95, etc.), while also containing 
exhortations to despise earthly goods in favour of those eternal and on the 
soul’s judgement.

11) A fragment from a homily (?) on patience96. It is without any known 
Syriac parallel. The exhortation to endure misfortune and abuse is 
exemplified with biblical figures (Moses and David). 

12) DŸdiƒo Qatr y  commentary to the fifteenth homily (memra) of Avva 
Isaiah97. The Syriac text underlying the Sogdian translation is older than 
the one that René Draguet98 published after a copy dating from 188599,
and also older than the latter’s original version — a 14th-century
manuscript, of which only the extracts edited by Addai Scher, at the 
beginning of the 20th century, were preserved100. The text of the 

92 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, p. 69.
93 Cf. X. TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde, p. 213.
94 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 87-100; IDEM, “Syro-Sogdica II: A 
Metrical Holily by BŸbay bar NsibnŸye ‘On the Final Evil Hour’”, Orientalia
Christiana Periodica 48 (1982), pp. 171-176 (translation).
95 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, p. 98, commentary to lines 14-16.
96 F.K.W. MÜLLER, W. LENZ, “Soghdische Texte II”, pp. 535-8, reproduced in 
Ergebnisse 3, pp. 341-344.
97 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “A Sogdian Fragment of a Work of DŸdiƒo QatrŸyŸ”, in Asia
Major, new series, 18 (1973), pp. 88-105, completed and corrected in IDEM,
Manuscript C2, pp. 78-86.
98 René DRAGUET, Commentaire du livre d’Abba Isaïe (logoi I-XV), par DŸdiƒo 
QatrŸyŸ (VIIe s.), Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium 326-327, 
Scriptores Syri 144-145, Louvain, 1972.
99 Cf. N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “A Sogdian Fragment of a Work of Dadƒo Qatraya”, pp. 
88-89.
100 Addai SCHER, “Notice sur la vie et les oeuvres de Dadiƒo  Qatraya”, JA dixième 
série, 7 (1906), pp. 103-118. 
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commentary refers to the angels and the demons that accompany man’s 
soul at the moment of its leaving the body. It mentions and comments the 
vision of St. Anthony the Great in which a giant tries to seize the souls 
flying around him and seeking to rise to the heavens (vision included in 
the Paterikon, the alphabetic collection, Avva Anthony, 2). It has been 
possible to identify in some still unpublished Sogdian fragments parts of 
the same author’s commentary on Avva Isaiah’s second and fourteenth 
homily101.

13) D diƒo Qatr y ’s commentary to the Apophthegms of the Fathers as
compiled by N niƒo. The commentary is still unpublished102.

14) The last part of the sixth letter of St. Makarios of Egypt103.
Immediately succeeding the fragment of Avva Isaiah’s Homily and
continuing on the same subject of humility, the inclusion of an extract 
from St. Makarios’ sixth letter in the Sogdian C2 manuscript leaves the 
impression of a thematic compilation. The text of Makarios’ letters is 
preserved only in Syriac translation104, the Greek original being still 
unknown. The presence of two apophthegms at the end of Makarios’s 
sixth letter (one attributed to St. Pambos, the other anonymous, also 
attested in the Greek tradition) seems to have been the reason of their 
translation into Sogdian. Both exemplify the fact that the desire not to 
receive glory from men is the cause for receiving heavenly glory. 

15) A “catechism” on biblical themes105. The inverted comas are 
necessary here because we are not dealing with a proper catechism106, the 

101 Cf. W. SUNDERMANN, “Byzanz und Bulaïq”, in Petr VAVROUŠEK (ed.), Iranian
and Indo-European Studies. Memorial Volume of Otakar Klíma, (Praha: Enigma 
Corporation), 1994, pp. 255-264, here p. 259.
102 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and Turkish Christians”, p. 52 and n. 43.
103 IDEM, Manuscript C2, pp. 165-7; philological analyses: É. BENVENISTE, “Études 
sur quelques textes sogdiens chrétiens îIIº”, JA 247 (1959), pp. 115-134, here pp. 
116-118, reproduced in IDEM, Études sogdiennes, pp. 268-70.
104 Edited and translated by Werner STROTHMANN, Die syrische Überlieferung der 
Schriften des Makarios, 2 Teile, Göttinger Orientforschungen, I. Reihe: Syriaca, 21, 
(Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz), 1981.
105 W. SUNDERMANN, “Der Schüler fragt den Lehrer. Eine Sammlung biblischen 
Rätsel in soghdischer Sprache”, in A Green Leaf, pp. 173-186.
106 The question-answer style for works with theoretical (dogmatic) content is 
common to Manichaean and even Buddhist literatures. On the differencies between 
the last two see GENG Shimin, Hans-Joachim KLIMKEIT, Jen Peter LAUT,
“Prolegomena zur Edition der Hami-Handschrift der uighurischen 
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questions here having more the style of a riddle, and their answers 
requiring not only knowledge of the biblical text, but also familiarity with 
its spiritual significance. Here are a few examples: the voiceless herald 
which brought the unwritten news into a placeless town is the dove that 
brings the olive branch back to Noah’s ark; the water not made by human 
hand and the unwoven veil which have both received forgiveness are the 
tears and the hair of Mary Magdalene; the creature that stood above the 
Creator is Zachaeus, the tax collector, who climbs into a tree to see Jesus 
passing by, etc. 

16) A fragment from a polemical, anti-Manichaean work107. It presents 
the contradictions involved in the Manichean doctrine of the eternal 
coexistence of two opposed Principles and the beginning of a discussion 
on God’s wisdom. The text systematizes its arguments to a high degree 
and correctly interprets the Manichean teaching. Although no Syriac 
parallel has yet been found, there are certain phrasings that signal a 
translation, sometimes an ad litteram one, from this language108.

d. Hagiographic literature

Owing to the numerous hagiographical texts and to their popularity 
among Sogdian Christians, I have included these writings in a separate 
category.

1) The Legend of the Sleepers of Ephesus. It had already made an 
impressive career in Christian and Islamic written and oral literature109

(sura 18 of the Koran is dedicated to them). The Sogdian translation110, of 
which only one sheet has been preserved, was made from a Syriac 
version, very similar to the one published by A. Allgeier111. The fragment 

Da¿akarmapathŸvadŸnamŸlŸ”, in Türk dilleri ara tırmaları 3 (1993), pp. 213-230, 
here pp. 218-220. 
107 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “A Christian-Sogdian Polemic against the Manichaeans”, in 
Carlo G. CERETI, Mauro MAGGI, Elio PROVASI (a cura di), Religious themes and 
texts of pre-Islamic Iran and Central Asia. Studies in honour of Professor Gherardo 
Gnoli on the occasion of his 65th birthday on 6th December 2002, Beiträge zur 
Iranistik 24, (Wiesbaden: Dr. Ludwig Reichert Verlag), 2003, pp. 399-408.
108 Ibid., pp. 399-400, 403-404.
109 For Central Asiatic popular versions of the legend, see Wilhelm WEYH, “Zur 
Geschichte der Siebenschläferlegende”, ZDMG 65 (1911), pp. 289-301.
110 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 154-157.
111 Arthur ALLGEIER, “Die älteste Gestalt der Siebenschläferlegende”, OC 6 (1917), 
pp. 1-44, here pp. 34-39. See also A. ALLGEIER, “Untersuchungen zur syrischer 
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contains the episode of the awakening of the Saints at the time of 
Emperor Theodosius I. 

2) The Martyrization of Pethion, durhormazd and N h d112. This is the 
first text of manuscript C2, the first sheet presenting a few traces of 
decorative calligraphy: the names of the characters and of the places are 
written in larger letters and with another type of ink113. The two accounts 
in Syriac about Pethion and his fellow martyrs, published since now114

differ among themselves, and the Sogdian translation comes close 
alternatively to both115. The Sogdian variant differs with respect to 
orthography and language from the other texts of manuscript C2, in that it 
has archaizing undertones, and the names of the characters appear to be 
re-transcribed independently of the Syriac version, directly from 
Persian116. Most probably as a writing exercise, the beginning of this text 
(the title and the first sentence) is copied in a less neat handwriting and
orthography (hence written from memory?) on the last page of manuscript 
C2, immediately after Evagrius Ponticus’ Antirrhetikos117 suddenly stops.

The text places the events of the narration during the time of 
King Yazdegerd II (438-454) and begins with an account on Yazd n, the 
Zoroastrian who refuses to learn Mazdean theology, repeatedly running 
away from school. The account of his conversion has not been preserved 
in Sogdian. The following fragment continues with the wonder worked by 
Pethion (Yazd n’s disciple), who cures N h d, the daughter of the 
Zoroastrian priest durhormazd, and the conversion of them 
( durhormazd’s death as a Christian was not preserved). The fragment 
ends with the death of N h d (preceded by an interrogation), and that of 
Pethion (preceded by several wonders performed by the saint). 

Überlieferung der Siebenschläferlegende”, OC 4 (1915), pp. 279-297; 5 (1916), pp. 
10-59 and 263-270, together with Paul PETERS’ criticism of A. ALLGEIER’s theory, 
which hypothesised the Greek provenance of the Syrian versions of the legend, cf. 
“Le text original de la passion des sept dormants”, in Analecta Bollandiana 41 
(1923), pp. 369-385.
112 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 31-64; philological notes: É. 
BENVENISTE, “Études sur quelques textes sogdiens chrétiens îIIº” passim.
113 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, p. 16.
114 P. BEDJAN, Acta Martyrum et Sanctorum, vol. II, Paris, 1891, pp. 559-631 and J. 
CORLUY, “Historia Sancti Mar Pethion Martyris”, in Analecta Bollandiana 7 (1888), 
pp. 5-44.
115 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, p. 31, with a table of concordances at pp. 63-
64.
116 Ibid., pp. 65-67 (on language and orthography) and 68 (on names).
117 Ibid., p. 185.
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3) The Martyrizations of the Persian saints during Shapur II118. From the 
cycle of Syriac Martyr Acts drafted after Shapur II's persecution (309-
379)119 by the disciples of Bishop Simon of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, himself a 
martyr120, there are preserved in the Sogdian translation of manuscript C2 
only the acts of Š hd st, of Tarbo, of the 120, and of Barba ƒmin121. The 
Sogdian translation comes very close to the Syriac versions edited by S.A. 
Assemani and P. Bedjan122, and to other still unedited Syriac 
manuscripts123. Fragments containing Sogdian translations of the life of 
martyr Tarbo could also be identified in another two manuscripts: one of 
them remains unpublished124, and the other, discussed and edited by 
Martin Schwartz, offers a Sogdian version widely different from that of 
manuscript C2125.

118 Ibid., pp. 137-153; philological notes: D.N. MACKENZIE, “Christian Sogdian 
Notes”, 122-123; É. BENVENISTE, “Études sur quelques textes sogdiens chrétiens 
îIIº”, pp. 326-327, reproduced in IDEM, Études sogdiennes, pp. 257-259.
119 Under Shapur II, starting with the year 341, one of the most gruesome 
persecutions of the Christians occurred, cf. W. HAGE, Das orientalische 
Christentum, p. 273; Wolfgang SCHWAIGERT, “Aspects of Persecution of Christians 
in the Sasanian Empire during the Reign of Shapur II (309-379)”, in The Harp 1 
(1988), pp. 73-82.
120 Gernot WIESSNER names this cycle as follows: “die syro-persischen 
Märtyrerakten des Simon-Kreises oder der Chuzistanischen Provinz”, cf. G. 
WIESSNER, Untersuchungen zur syrischen Lieteraturgeschichte I: Zur 
Märtyrerüberlieferung aus der Christenverfolgung Schapurs II, Abhandlungen der 
Akademie der Wissenschaften in Göttingen, Philologisch-historische Klasse, Dritte 
Folge 67, (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht), 1967, pp. 40-198.
121 The corpus of the cycle is much richer, containing 11 texts, cf. WIESSNER,

Untersuchungen I, p. 39.
122 Stephanus Avodious ASSEMANI, Acta Sanctorum Martyrum Orientalium et 
Occidentalium, Vol I, Rome, 1748, pp. 54-9 (Tarbo), 88-91 (ŠŸhd st), 105-109 (the 
120 martyrs), 111-116 (Barba ƒmin); P. BEDJAN, Acta Martyrum et Sanctorum, vol. 
II, pp. 254-260 (Tarbo), 276-281 (ŠŸhd st), 291-295 (the 120 martyrs), 296-303 
(Barba ƒmin). The Greek version of Tarbo and ŠŸhd st's martyrdoms, published by 
H. DELEHAYE, have been translated from Syriac, cf. H. DELEHAYE, Les versions 
grecs des actes des martyrs persans sous Sapor II (Patrologia Orientalis, tome 2, 
fasc. 4), Paris, 1907, pp. 439-450.
123 Variants of the latter have been noted by N. SIMS-WILLIAMS in his edition.
124 Included in the Sogdian manuscript C6, cf. X. TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la 
Sérinde, p. 211.
125 M. SCHWARTZ, “Miscellanea Iranica”, in W.B. Henning Memorial Volume, Asia 
Major Library, (London: Lund Humphries), 1970, pp. 385-94, here pp. 391-394.
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4) The Martyrization of St. Eustace and of his two sons126. The Sogdian 
text corresponds to the Syriac version published by P. Bedjan after a 
manuscript housed in Berlin127. The Greek and Latin version of Acta
Sanctorum also comes very close to the Sogdian translation128. From the 
martyrdom of St. Eustace is preserved only a wonder performed by his 
two sons, who escape unscathed from the blazing oven, preceded by 
fragments about their mother’s live.  

5) The Martyrization of Kiriakos and Julia, unpublished129.

6) The Life of Barƒabb 130. The name of this saint is given as title to the 
text from Matthew 25: 31-33 in Sogdian, which points to the cultic 
reading of this New Testament passage during the feast celebrating the 
saint (June 21st, according to al-B r n 131). The Arab versions of the saint's 
life are very close to the texts found in Central Asia132. A Syriac version 
of the fragment in Sogdian, other than the one discovered in Bulayïq133,
has not been attested until now. The Sogdian fragment recounts 
BarƒabbŸ’s missionary activity in the (north-)eastern regions of the 
Persian Empire, as the saint was also a founder of an bishopric in Merw 
(to the south of river Oxus/Amu Darya), important commercial centre on 
the Silk Road134.

7) A fragment from the Life of Iohanan Dali mayŸ (John of Daylam). It 
has been preserved on an extremely damaged sheet belonging to 
manuscript C3, initially considered by Olaf Hansen as a fragment of a 

126 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, pp. 158-164.
127 P. BEDJAN, Acta Martyrum et Sanctorum, vol. III, Paris, 1892, pp. 215-253.
128 Acta Sanctorum Septembris, Tomus VI, Antwerp, 1757, pp. 123-37; N. SIMS-
WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, p. 164, for concordances between the Sogdian, Syriac, 
Greek and Latin variants.
129 X. TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde, 214.
130 F.K.W. MÜLLER, W. LENZ, “Soghdische Texte II”, pp. 522-528, reproduced in 
Ergebnisse 3, pp. 328-334.
131 See supra, n. 31.
132 Cf. X. TREMBLAY, Pour une histoire de la Sérinde, p. 212.
133 Edited by F.K.W. MÜLLER, W. LENZ, “Soghdische Texte II”, pp. 559-564, 
reproduced in Ergebnisse 3, pp. 365-370.
134 Cf. Sebastian BROCK, “Bar Shabba/Mar Shabbay, First Bishop of Merv”, in 
Martin TAMCKE, Wolfgang SCHWAIGERT, Egbert SCHLARB (ed.), Syrisches
Christentum weltweit: Studien zur syrischen Kirchengeschichte. Festschrift für 
Wolfgang Hage, Studien zur orientalischen Kirchengeschichte 1, Münster, 1995, pp. 
190-201.
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historical work about Central Asia135. After a careful examination of the 
text, Werner Sundermann was able to establish that this was a fragment 
from the life of John of Daylam, which described the founding of a 
monastery in the country of Arraj n, around the beginning of the 8th

century136.

8) A fragment from the Life of Eugene. The fragment is unpublished137,
yet remains important for how Sogdian monasticism derived its 
legitimacy from the legendary figure of this Egyptian hermit138.

9) Fragments from the Life of Serapion the Sindonite139. These fragments 
have been reconstructed in the absence of the original manuscripts and 
even of their photographs, exclusively from Olav Hansen's transcriptions, 
from his archive in Kiel. Supposedly, they were part of two distinct 
Christian Sogdian manuscripts (C3 and C27) and correspond to the Syriac 
version edited by P. Bedjan140. They contain various wonders worked by 
the Saint (the conversion of an actor; a resurrection from the dead; the 
recognition of the virtuous life of a nun, marginalized by her community; 
the rescue of some sailors from the danger of being attacked by a sea 
monster, etc.)141.

10) The Life of Saint George142. St. George enjoyed a wide popularity 
among the Christians of Central Asia. Apart from the Sogdian translation, 

135 Olaf HANSEN, “Die buddhistische und christliche Literatur”, pp. 98-99.
136 W. SUNDERMANN, “Ein Bruchstück einer soghdischen Kirchengeschichte aus 
Zentralasien?”, AOH 24 (1976), pp. 95-101; N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and 
Turkish Christians”, p. 53.
137 Cf. W. SUNDERMANN, “Byzanz und Bulaïq”, pp. 263-264; X. TREMBLAY, Pour
une histoire de la Sérinde, p. 211.
138 “Eine Entstehungslegende des syrischen Mönchtums”, cf. W. SUNDERMANN,
“Byzanz und Bulaïq,” p. 263.
139 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Christian Sogdian Texts from the Nachlass of Olaf Hansen 
I: Fragments of the Life of Serapion”, BSOAS 58 (1995), no. 1, pp. 50-68.
140 Edited by P. BEDJAN, Acta Martyrum et Sanctorum, vol. V, Paris, 1895, pp. 263-
341.
141 Cf. also W. SUNDERMANN, “Byzanz und Bulaïq”, p. 260.
142 Olaf HANSEN, Berliner soghdische Texte I: Bruchstücke einer soghdischen 
Version der Georgpassion (C1), Abhandlungen der preußische Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-historische Klasse 10, 1941, (Berlin: Akademie 
Verlag), 1941. Philological notes in Ilya GERSHEVITCH, “On the Sogdian St. George 
Passion”, JRAS 1946, pp. 179-184, reproduced, with additions, IDEM, Philologia
Iranica, pp. 19-24; É. BENVENISTE, “Fragments des Actes de saint Georges en 
version sogdienne”, JA 234 (1943-1945), pp. 91-116, reproduced in IDEM, Études
sogdiennes, pp. 190-215.



IONU| DANIEL BÃNCILÃ256

a Syriac version was discovered in Turfan 143 and a Uyghur one in
Bulayïq144.

11) Fragments from the Life of Saints Sergius and Vach145.

12) Fragments from the apocryphal acts of Apostle Peter146. They contain 
the episode of Nikostratos’ resurrection, during a “competition” of the 
Apostle with Simon Magus, which took place in front of the Emperor. 
Simon Magus is shamed and runs away, seeing Peter’s wonder147.

13) The beginning of the History of finding the Holy Cross148. The content 
of the fragment is easy to be identified, due to the title that has been 
preserved in Syriac and in Sogdian. The Syriac versions of the text are 
cited by the editors149.

e. Folk literature, personal letters, inscriptions 

We include in this category the documents that do not have an explicitly 
religious content, but were written by Sogdian Christians, which makes 
them important sources for reconstructing the social and spiritual milieu 
in which they lived.

1) Fragments from a anti-Manichean treatise, with a divinatory 
excursus(?)150. Reconstructed in their entirety after Olaf Hansen’s 

143 Edited by Miklós MARÓTH, “Eine unbekannte Version der Georgios-Legende aus 
Turfan”, in Altorientalische Forschungen 18 (1991), 1, pp. 86-108.
144 Edited by W. BANG, “Türkische Bruchstücke einer nestorianischen 
Georgpassion”, in Le Muséon 39 (1926), 1, pp. 41-75.
145 F.K.W. MÜLLER, W. LENZ, “Soghdische Texte II”, pp. 520-522, reproduced in 
Ergebnisse 3, pp. 326-328, with the Syriac versions cited in Ibidem, 556-558 (pp. 
362-364).
146 Ibid., pp. 528-531 (pp. 334-337).
147 The episode is analysed by Christine M. THOMAS, The Acts of Peter, Gospel 
Literature and the Ancient Novel. Rewriting the Past, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press), 2003, pp. 66-67.
148 F.K.W. MÜLLER, W. LENZ, “Soghdische Texte II”, pp. 513-520, reproduced in 
Ergebnisse 3, pp. 319-326.
149 Ibid., 556-558 (pp. 362-364).
150 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Christian Sogdian Texts from the Nachlass of Olaf Hansen 
II: Fragments of Polemic and Prognostics”, BSOAS 58 (1995), 2, pp. 288-302; a 
quotation from another unpublished fragment, belonging to the same manuscript, in 
W. SUNDERMANN, “Die Prosaliteratur der iranischen Manichäer”, in W. 
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unpublished transcriptions, these fragments belong to manuscript C3. 
Immediately following the polemical (anti-Manichean?) text on 
reincarnation, there is an enumeration of various divinatory keys for 
natural phenomena such as: thunders, earthquakes, or the emergence of 
the rainbow. Divinatory literature of this kind, with roots in the old 
Babylonian culture151, was not foreign to the Manicheans themselves152.

2) A divinatory work (?) after the model of a Sortes Apostolorum153. In 
this peculiar text Apostle Simon, assuring the reader of God’s help, is 
presenting the example of a cow saved from a lion. The text is obscure, 
yet, a parallel version in terms of style (and intention?) was discovered in 
the Old Turkic language154.

3) A fragment with medical recipes, unpublished155.

4) Personal documents and letters. These letters, discovered all in 
Dunhuang, have the merit of offering us an image about the daily life of 
Sogdian Christians (especially in its economic dimension). Although the 
Sogdian language was preserved in the administration of Central-Asian 
Turkish khanates, many of the letters presented here bear witness to the 

SKALMOWSKI, A. von TONGERLOO (eds.), Middle Iranian Studies, Leuven, 19884, 
pp. 227-241, here p. 234, reproduced in IDEM, Manichaica Iranica. Ausgewählte 
Schriften, Band I, herausgegeben von C. RECK, D. WEBER, C. LEURINI, A. PANAINO,
Serie Orientale Roma 89.1, (Roma: Istituto italiano per l’Africa e l’Oriente), 2001, 
pp. 183-198, here p. 190.
151 Cf. N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “From Babylon to China: Astrological and Epistolary 
Formulae across two Millenia”, in Convegno internazionale sul tema: La Persia e 
l’Asia Centrale da Alessandro al X secolo (Roma, 9-12 novembre 1994), Atti dei 
Convegni Lincei 127, (Roma: Academia Nazionale dei Lincei), 1996, pp. 77-84.
152 Christiane RECK, Werner SUNDERMANN, “Ein illustrierter mittelpersischer 
manichäischer Omen-Text aus Turfan”, in Zentralasiatische Studien 27 (1997), pp. 
7-23, reproduced in W. SUNDERMANN, Manichaica Iranica II, pp. 761-778. The 
only codex in Old Turkic Runic script, was copied in a Manichean monastery and 
was a book of divination, cf. Talat TEKIN’s edition, Irq Bitig. The Book of Omens,
Turcologica 18, (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag), 1993.
153 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “The Sogdian Fragments of the British Library”, IIJ 18
(1976), pp. 43-82, here p. 63-65.
154 Quoted in Ibid., p. 64.
155 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and Turkish Christians,” p. 54; a fragment from a 
pharmaceutical work in Syriac was discovered in Turfan, cf. Miklós MARÓTH, “Ein 
Fragment eines syrischen pharmazeutischen Rezeptbuches aus Turfan”, in 
Altorientalische Forschungen 11 (1984), 1, pp. 115-125.
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emergence of bilingualism among the Christians in the area156. Little by 
little, Sogdian was abandoned as a liturgical language, being replaced by 
Old Turkic157. There undoubtedly existed bilingual, Sogdian-Old Turkic 
“lexicons”, compiled for practical (i.e. commercial) purposes, as attested 
by at least three fragments of lists, where the numerals of the two 
languages are listed side by side158.

The presence of the formula “in the name of God” (sogd. pr ’y
n’m) in two (Turko-)Sogdian documents hints at the possibility that they 
might have been written by Christians: one of them is a letter that offers 
information on some commercial transactions159 and the other is a
colophon with only the above mentioned formula and a date, written in 
the Sogdian alphabet at the beginning of a beautifully calligraphed 
Chinese translation of Chapter 154 from the Mah -prajñ -p ramit -
¿Ÿstra160. Although the paternity of the formula can also be claimed by a 
Muslim161, it is not far-fetched to think that a Christian might have been 

156 Karl KRIPPES, “Sociolinguistic Notes on the Turcification of the Sogdians”, in 
CAJ 35 (1991), 1-2, pp. 67-80.
157 Peter ZIEME, “Zu den nestorianisch-türkischen Turfantexten”, in Georg HAZAI,
Peter ZIEME (ed.), Sprache, Geschichte und Kultur der altaischen Völker. 
Protokollband der 12. Tagung der Permanent International Altaistic Conference, 
1969 in Berlin, Schriften zur Geschichte und Kultur der Alten Orients 5, (Berlin: 
Akademie Verlag), 1974, pp. 661-668.
158 Cf. W. SUNDERMANN, P. ZIEME, “Soghdisch-türkische Wortlisten”, in Klaus 
RÖHRBORN, Horst Wilfrid BRANDS (ed.), Scholia. Beiträge zur Turkologie und 
Zentralasienkunde, Annemarie von Gabain zum 80. Geburtstag am 4. Juli 1981 
dargebracht von Kollegen, Freunden und Schülern, Veröffentlichungen der Societas 
Uralo-Altaica 14, (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag), 1981, pp. 184-193.
159 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, James HAMILTON, Documents turco-sogdiens du IXe-Xe 
siècles de Touen-houang, Corpus Inscriptionum Iranicarum, Part II, vol. 3.3, 
London, 1990, pp. 23-30.
160 Ibid., pp. 39-40. On the reverse side, the document contains a summary of a 
Buddhist writing in Khotanese and a letter in Tibetan strewn with Sanskrit formulaic 
phrases, cf. Ibidem, p. 39. The Mah -prajñ -p ramit -¿Ÿstra was also translated in 
Sogdian: Yutaka YOSHIDA, “Die buddhistischen sogdischen Texte in der Berliner 
Turfansammlung und die Herkunft des buddhistischen sogdischen Wortes für 
bodhisattva”, AOH  61 (2008), no. 3, pp. 325-358, here pp. 327-329. 
161 The formula “in the name of God, the Creator” (Sogd. prn’m ’y ’m ’nk) is 
attested in the letter of an Arab emir, cf. W.B. HENNING, “A Sogdian God”, in 
BSOAS  28 (1965), pp. 242-254, here p. 249, reproduced in IDEM, Selected Papers,
vol. 2, pp. 617-629, here p. 624. For the Persian origin of the Islamic formula 
(bismi’ll hi’l-rahm ni’l-rah m), see Philippe GIGNOUX, “Pour une origine iranienne 
de bi’smallah”, in Ph. GIGNOUX, (ed.) Pad n m  y zdan. Études d’épigraphie, de 
numismatique et de l’histoire de l’Iran ancien, (Paris: Klincksieck), 1979, pp. 159-
163; for the Christian parallels of the formula, see IDEM, “Les antécédents 
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engaged in the editing of a Buddhist text, as the Christian monk King-
tsing/Adam is attested to have translated a Buddhist text from Sogdian 
into Chinese162.
 On the back of a sheet of paper containing the end of the first 
chapter of a Chinese MahŸparinirvŸ¡as tra163 is written the Sogdian 
letter of a priest called  Sergius (sogd. srkys msy ’r) addressed to a certain 
El Bars Qutlu  Alp tarxan (sogd. ’yl p’rs xwtlw  ’lp trx’n), designated in 
both Sogdian and Uyghur as “my (dear) friend” (sogd. xyp rzcykw
ƒyrxwzy; uygh. ’’ ’ ƒm)164. Worried by the fact that his previous letters 
had gone unanswered, the Christian priest continues by enumerating the 
latest commercial activities, mostly concerning the purchasing of 
cotton165. The letter is continued on the verso, with four lines superposed 
on the Chinese text, addressed to “his holiness, monk David” (sogd. t’wy
swk ’r prns’r), to whom El Bars is being recommended. Close to the 
bottom of the page comes the request that the letter should also be 
remitted to a “page” (sogd. cwr)166 of the Altun family. 
 Another letter167, written in highly respectful terms, is sent to a 
certain George (sogd. yw’r-k’s)168 and discusses a collaboration treaty 

nestoriennes de la chah da”, in A Green Leaf, pp. 403-406. The same formula is 
used in a few Sogdian inscriptions from Tibet, cf. infra. 
162 Edouard CHAVANNES, Paul PELLIOT, “Un traité manichéen retrouvé en Chine 
îIIº”, JA XIe série (1913), 1, pp. 99-199, here p. 134 n. 1. For previous instances of 
trilingvism, even before Tang dynasty, see the case of An Shigao (second century), 
cf. Florin DELEANU, “A Preliminary Study of An Shigao's Translation of the 
YogŸcŸrabh mi”, Journal of the Department of Liberal Arts, Kansai Medical 
University, vol. 17 (1997), pp. 33-52 and “An Shigao and the History of the Anban
shouyi jing (Part One)”, Ronsô Ajia no bunka to shisô, no. 2 (1993), pp. 1-47; 
Antonino FORTE, The Hostage An Shigao and His Offspring: An Iranian Family in 
China, (Kyoto: Istituto Italiano di Cultura, Scuola di Studi sull'Asia Orientale), 
1995. I owe this information to Eugen Ciurtin.
163 Cf. Y. YOSHIDA, review to N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, J. HAMILTON, Documents turco-
sogdiens, in IIJ 36 (1993), no. 4, pp. 362-371, here p. 369.
164 Letter edited in Documents turco-sogdiens, pp. 51-61.
165 It also offers indications regarding the use of cotton as a trade currency, cf. Y. 
YOSHIDA review to Documents turco-sogdiens, pp. 369-370. For the context of the 
cotton trade in Pre-Islamic Central Asia, see Simone-Christiane RASCHMANN,
Baumwolle im türkischen Zentralasien: philologische und wirtschaftshistorische 
Untersuchungen anhand der vorislamischen uigurischen Texte, Ver-öffentlichungen 
der Societas Uralo-Altaica 44, (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag), 1995.
166 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, J. HAMILTON, Documents turco-sogdiens, p. 75.
167 Ibid., pp. 63-76.
168 An unexpected spelling for that name, which may, however, be explained with 
the help of the Chinese transcription of the name: Yi-ho-ki-sseu, cf. Ibid., p. 68. See 
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with the Aža nomads, of Mongol origin, known from Chinese and Tibetan 
sources169. The treaty was conveyed to a monk called Kwr’k (= Kuang?) 
(sogd. kur’k swk ’r)170.

5) The Sogdian inscriptions from Ladakh171. Extremely succinct 
(sometimes containing only names), these inscriptions attest the presence 
of Sogdian Christians on the Tibetan soil. From the catalogues, only two 
of the inscriptions can be surmised to have belonged to Christians (relying 
on the formula “in the name of God”). Recently, another inscription 
considered to be Christian because of its Nestorian cross, proved, after a 
new reading, to be of Buddhist provenance172.

6) Other inscriptions, edited in various publications173.

also Volker RYBATZKI, “Nestorian Personal Names from Central Asia”, in Hannu 
JUUSOLA, Juha LAULAINEN, Heikki PALVA (eds.), Verbum et Calamus. Semitic and 
related Studies in Honour of the sixtieth Birthday of Professor Tapani Harivainen,
Studia Oritentalia 99, Helsinki, 2004, pp. 269-291, here p. 277; Herbert FRANKE,
“Zu einigen christlichen Personennamen in den Texten der Yüanzeit”, ZDMG 148 
(1998), pp. 315-322, here p. 318. On Sogdian onomastics, although not referring to 
Christian names, see Dieter WEBER, “Zur sogdischen Personennamengebung”, IF 77 
(1972), pp. 191-208 and ID., “Sogdische Miszellen”, IF 80 (1975), pp. 94-97.
169 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, J. HAMILTON, Documents turco-sogdiens, pp. 73-4.
170 The name (is it Sogdian? a Chinese transcription? a Turkic name?) is quaint-
sounding for a Christian monk, cf. Ibid., p. 72; N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and 
Turkish Christians”, p. 55.
171 A. H. FRANCKE, “Felsinschriften in Ladakh”, Sitzungsberichte der Preussischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philologisch-historische Klasse, 1925, pp. 366-370, 
with one plate; F. W. K. MÜLLER, “Eine soghdische Inschrift in Ladakh”, 
Sitzungsberichte der Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philologisch-
historische Klasse, 1925, pp. 371-372, with one plate; E. BENVENISTE, “Notes 
Sogdiennes”, BSOS 9 (1938), pp. 502-505; N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “The Sogdian 
Inscriptions of Ladakh”, in Karl JETTMAR (ed.), Antiquities of Northern Pakistan. 
Reports and Studies, vol. 2, (Mainz: Verlag Philipp von Zabern), 1993, pp. 151-173, 
with 16 plates. See also Erica C.D. HUNTER, “The Church of the East in Central 
Asia”, Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester 78 (1996), 
no.3, pp. 135-136. 
172 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “The Sogdian Inscriptions of Ladakh”, pp. 152-157, 158-
169.
173 Short inscriptions are edited in N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, J. HAMILTON, Documents 
turco-sogdiens, p. 38; N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, “Sogdian and Turkish Christians in the 
Turfan and Tun-Hunag Manuscripts,” p. 58; Wassilios KLEIN, Christiane RECK,
“Ein Kreuz mit sogdischer Inschrift aus Ak-Beƒim/Kyrgyzstan”, ZDMG 154 (2004), 
pp. 147-156. V.A. LIVSHITS, “Sogdijcy v Semire ’e: lingvisti eskie i epigrafi eskie
svidetel’stva”, in Pis’mennye pamjatniki i problemy istorii kul’tury narodov vostoka, 
XV godi naja nau naja sessija LO IV AN SSSR (doklady i soobš enija), dekabr’ 
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Conclusion, or about the Beauty of Sogdian Christian literature 

Unfairly ignored or indeed quite forgotten, the Christian Sogdian 
literature marks valuable insights in both of the two registers that it 
professed to cover. On the one hand it translates Christian (Syriac) 
spirituality in an Iranian language, coining in the new idiom basic 
landmarks for what it meant for a Sogdian to be Christian: popular 
spirituality (showed in the love for the Egyptian Apophtegmata Patrum),
martyric strive and mystical experiences. On the other hand, it offers a 
lesson in Christian naturalness in a word marked by commercial interests, 
multi-ethnical relationships and religious pluralism. The Christian texts 
written in this Iranic language are not a disappointment on any of these 
levels and when they are read in a congenial spirit, they even can speak to 
us in our own dialects. 
 One last aspect is worth a mention, which I shall make, this time, 
through an evocation: there is a moment in the Sogdian martyrdom of St. 
N h d when the persecutors re-enact the scene in Gethsemane in which 
the soldiers of the Sanhedrin remain petrified in front of Jesus (John 18: 
4-8) and themselves stop in awe in front of the Saint Martyr, exclaiming: 
“Lady N h d!” (Sogd. n’xyd xwtyn)174. Read in the cultural context in 
which it appeared, this exclamation condensed to the utmost the 
experience of the numinous epiphany of Beauty for an Iranic religious — 

1979 g., I/2, Moskva, 1981, pp. 76-85, here p. 80 (non vidi). For archaeological 
testimonies, see Maria Adelaide Lala COMNENO, “Cristianesimo nestoriano in Asia 
Centrale nel primo millennio: testimonianze archeologiche”, in Orientalia Cristiana 
Periodica 61 (1995), 2, pp. 495-535.
174 N. SIMS-WILLIAMS, Manuscript C2, p. 38. The soldiers sent to arrest NŸh d
believe that they are witnesses of an epiphany of Goddess Anahita (similar to the 
one described in Avesta — Yasht 5, a text that shall become paradigmatic for later 
staging of beauty as young maiden, such as in the post-mortem apparition of Da na,
or in the Sufi mystico-erotic lyrical poetry). The ironical undertone of the Christian 
text is easy to detect, as during the interrogation St. Martyr N h d has engaged in a 
sarcastic and vehement criticism of the Zoroastrian cult. In Armenia, the hypostases 
of the Iranian goddess Anahita, who was extremely popular in pre-Christian times, 
were melted into the image of Virgin Mary, whose poetic virtues were intensely 
made use of in liturgical or secular contexts alike, cf. James R. RUSSELL,
Bosphorous Nights: The Complete Lyric Poems of Berdros Tourian. The Armenian 
Texts, with English Translation and Commentary, Harvard Armenian Texts and 
Studies 10, (Cambridge-Massachusetts: Harvard University Press), 2005, pp. 136-7 
n. 1. On goddess Anahita, see H. LOMMEL, “Anahita-Sarasvati”, in Asiatica.
Festschrift Friedrich Weller zum 65. Geburtstag gewidmet von seinen Freunden, 
Kollegen und Schülern (Leipzig: Johannes Schubert und Ulrich Schneider), 1954, 
pp. 405-413. 
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Zoroastrian175, Manichee176, or even Christian — the vision of da¢nŸ177. If 
studying Sogdian literature meant, together with F. C. Andreas, being 
under an eschatological tension, shortly afterwards, during the First 
World War, Robert Gauthiot (1876-1916), the first scholar to write a 
Sogdian grammar, was surprised and absorbed by the visiting of his 
beautiful da¢nŸ while working178. That becomes just another way of 
speaking of Sogdian Beauty.  

175 Cf. A. VAHMAN, “A Beautiful Girl”, in Papers in Honour of Professor Mary 
Boyce II, Acta Iranica 25, Leiden, 1985, pp. 665-669; Werner SUNDERMANN, “Die 
Jungfrau der guten Taten”, in Recurrent Patterns in Iranian Religions: from 
Mazdaism to Sufism.Proceedings of the Round Table held in Bamberg, 30th 
September—4th October 1991, Studia Iranica Cahier 11, Paris, 1992, pp. 159-174. 
Expressions of wonder in front of Da¢nŸ, are reffered to also by Götz KÖNIG, Die
Erzählung von ahmuras und Gamƒid. Edition des neupersischen Textes in 
Pahlavi-Schrift (MU 28) nebst zweier Paraellfassungen, Iranica 14 (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz Verlag), 2008, p. 91. 
176 For the Manichaean context: Ionu  Daniel B NCIL , “Some Aspects of 
Manichaeism as Religion of Beauty”, in Cahiers de l’Echinox, îCluj-Napocaº, 12 
(2007), pp. 133-141.
177 Mihaela TIMU}, “Une problème de l’eschatologie iranienne: la da¢nŸ”, Archaeus
4 (2000), no. 1-2, pp. 179-209 (here p. 196, n. 54). 
178 Cf. Mircea Eliade: “In 1914 îsic!º died a great and young French scholar, 
Gauthiot, whose name I would like disseminated also beyond the limits of his 
specialty (he wrote the very first Sogdian grammar) – he died bravely, calmly, at 
peace, while he was writing a review, a eulogistic one, to a recently printed German 
book,” in “Paradoxele primatului politic: O partid` de ]ah [n tran]ee...” îThe 
Paradoxes of the Primacy of Politics: A Chess Game in the Trenchesº reproduced in 
Profetism românesc îRomanian Prophetismº, vol. 2: România [n eternitate
îRomania into Eternityº, ed. N. GEORGESCU, Bucharest: Roza vânturilor, 1990, pp. 
138-41, here p. 140. See also Hîenriº CîORDIERº, “Robert Gauthiot”, TP 17 (1916), 
pp. 265-267. On Robert GAUTHIOT and E. BENVENISTE, see Yakov MALIKEL, “Lexis 
and Grammar — Necrological Essay on Émile Benveniste (1902-1976)”, Romance
Philology 34 (1980), pp. 160-194, here pp. 163-166.
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TRAVELLING TO THE EAST 
(SPATHARY MILESCU, DEMETER CANTEMIR,
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Nicolae Milescu: “The weed that dispels any sorrow” 

In 1674 Moldavian boyar Nicolae Milescu took residence in Moscow, 
having been offered a high official position at the Posolski Prikaz, the 
Tsar’s chancellery charged with foreign affairs. In 1675, Milescu was sent 
by the Tsar of Russia, Alexei Mikhailovich, as high ambassador on a 
diplomatic mission to the Khan of China. One of his missions was “to 
learn at any cost and beyond the shadow of a doubt whether friendly 
relations and mutual affection are to be established in the future between 
His Majesty the Tsar of Russia and Kangxi, Great Khan of China.” 
Milescu was also under orders to gather geographic, demographic and 
ethnographic facts from all the territories that he was bound to cross.1

  From the official Russian documents issued by the Posolski 
Prikaz on the occasion of the mission’s departure on February 20th, 1675, 
there emerges the fact that Nicolae Milescu and his delegation (composed 
of 40 people) carried with them, among many things, “sable furs and 20 
barrels of tobacco.” With such gifts sent by “His Imperial Highness,” the 
Tsar’s ambassador was to win the good will of the powerful Mongolian 
tribal chieftains on China’s border.2

Fragment from forthcoming book by Andrei Oi]teanu: Narcotice la români: 
Istorie, religie ]i literatur` îNarcotics and the Romanians: History, Religion, and 
Literature, Ia]i, Poliromº, to be published in 2010.
1 Nicolae MILESCU, Jurnalul de c`l`torie [n China îJournal of a Travel to Chinaº,
edited by Corneliu B`rbulescu, Editura pentru literatur`, Bucharest, 1962, p. xxiv. 
2 Cf. Daniela DUMBRAVÃ, La Missione di Nicolae Milescu in Asia Settentrionale, 
1675-1676, unpublished PhD dissertation, Università di Firenze, 2007, p. 157 sq. I 
thank Daniela Dumbrav` for signalling this information to me. 
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  Interestingly, tobacco was considered a dangerous narcotic at 
that time, and was consequently banned from use and trade both in Tsar 
Alexei Mikhailovich’s Russia and in Emperor Kangxi’s China. In Russia 
even earlier, in the days of Tsar Mikhail Fyodorovich Romanov (1613-
1645), those who “drank tobacco” were threatened with deportation to 
Siberia.3 The Shunzhi Emperor of China, too, had banned the 
consumption of tobacco (tan-pa-ku in Chinese) through an edict issued in 
1637. A long series of imperial edicts, issued by the Emperor in 1638, 
1641, 1643, etc, successively renewed the prohibition.  
  The ban was again reinforced by Emperor Kangxi in 1676, even 
while Milescu’s embassy was stationed in Beijing. Emperor Kangxi’s 
anti-tobacco edict, however, was — according to a commentator — “much 
less dour than the previous ones and never enforced,” which led to the 
“complete acceptance of tobacco smoking (as well as snuffing) at the end 
of the 17th century and its becoming an extremely widespread social 
practice.” Besides, Kangxi was himself a smoker and he continued to 
receive offerings of “tobacco from the Portuguese Jesuits and from the 
Pope.”4 Under these circumstances, Milescu may well have considered to 
set aside a few of the “20 barrels of tobacco” entrusted to him upon his 
departure, in order to present them to the Chinese Emperor.  

 On May 20th, 1676, Milescu reached the city of Beijing, where 
he stayed until September 1st of the same year. In his work Descrierea 
Chinei îThe Description of Chinaº, Milescu referred often enough to the 
medicinal plants used by the natives. He even composed a special chapter 
entitled How They Practice Medicine, the Ways in Which They Heal and 
What Remedies They Use. Although “the Jesuits have translated 
numerous books for them into Chinese,” among which were, claimed 
Milescu, medical books, “the healing craft of the Chinese is above that of 
our doctors.” That was due to the fact that the physicians of China could 
“heal any disease faster and more thoroughly,” using countless “herbs and 
roots that they give to the ill,” and those were “described and drawn” in 
“many medical books.” “In the apothecaries of China,” wrote Milescu, “a 
great number of healing roots are sold, among which are some that cannot 
be found in Europe;” those were the object of an intense trade, carried out 
either by sea or by land, on the “silk road.”5

3 Pierre FERRAN, Le livre des herbes étrangleuses, vénéneuses, hallucinogènes, 
carnivores et maléfiques, Marabout, Paris, 1969, p. 235. 
4 Dinu LUCA, “Scurt` poveste despre mânc`torii de fum ]i mânc`torii de opiu” 
î“Short Story about Smoke Eaters and Opium Eaters”º, in Secolul 21, no. 1-
4/2004, Bucharest, pp. 149-53.
5 Nicolae MILESCU Sp`tarul, Descrierea Chinei îThe Description of Chinaº, edited 
by Corneliu BÃRBULESCU, Minerva Press, Bucharest, 1975, pp. 48-50.  
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 For all this admiration towards Chinese traditional medicine and 
the natural remedies used in China, Milescu had an extremely negative 
perception of the Chinese “alchemists” and “sorcerers,” who used various 
drugs allegedly to prolong life. “In China there are many alchemist 
doctors who claim not only that they can extract gold from tin and other 
such matters, but also that they possess medicine by means of which 
people can attain immortality; the same outrageous lie as that of 
alchemists in the European countries î...º.”  

 Two centuries and a half passed until another Romanian scholar, 
Mircea Eliade, embarked again, evidently much more systematically and 
without ill feeling, upon the subject of Chinese alchemy and the drugs 
that prolong life. In an ancient Chinese treatise, Ts’an T’ung Ch’i (“The 
Harmony of Difference and Sameness”), written by Wei Po-Yang (120-
50 B.C.), which Eliade quoted, it was stated, “If the mere herb chii-sheng
îginsengº can prolong life, / Why do you not try to put the elixir
îalchemical goldº into your mouth?” Alchemy, concluded Eliade, was 
“one of the numerous techniques by which means the Chinese — and 
especially the Taoists — were looking for immortality.” The historian of 
religions extensively examined the mythology of the Chinese’ search for 
the “immortality drug.”6

 Returning now to Nicolae Milescu, he maintained, in a 
somewhat more mellow tone this time, that the Chinese physicians and 
alchemists “know full many a root and herb of all kinds, yet the most 
precious and most highly praised root of all is the ginseng.” This plant, 
native from China, also called the “root of life,” possesses outstanding 
therapeutic properties. In two of the main documentary sources used by 
Milescu, authored by the Jesuit scholar Athanasius Kircher (China 
monumentis, qua sacris qua profanis ... illustrata, Amsterdam, 1667) and 
by one of his disciples, the Jesuit missionary Martinius Martini (Atlas 
Sinensis, Amsterdam, 1655), the Chinese plant ginseng (Panax ginseng)
was confused with the European mandrake (Mandragora officinalis): 
“Ginsen, î...º mandragoram nostratem credas.” It is interesting that 
Milescu did not endorse this error in his work. The confusion was caused, 
on the one hand, by the major importance attached to the root in the case 
of both medicinal plants and, on the other, by the quasi-anthropomorphic 
shape of both. In his study, M`tr`guna ]i miturile “na]terii miraculoase”
(The Mandrake and the Myths of the “Miraculous Birth”, Zalmoxis
Review, vol. III, 1940-1942), in a chapter bearing precisely the title “The 

6 Mircea ELIADE, Alchimia Asiatic` îAsian Alchemyº, vol. I: Alchimia chinez` ]i 
indian` îChinese and Indian Alchemyº, “Cultura poporului” Publishing House, 
Bucharest, 1935, pp. 12-3, 29-33.  
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Mandrake and Magical Plants in China”, Mircea Eliade inquired into the 
origins of the confusion between the two psychotropic plants.7

 Coming back to the work The Description of China, in the 
chapter dedicated to the “faith of the Chinese,” Nicolae Milescu talked 
about Confucians, Buddhists, and Taoists. The latter were said to be a 
bunch of godless “sorcerers”, a band of hedonistic rascals, who 
ceaselessly looked for the “elixir of immortality.” The Moldavian 
scholar’s view on drugs emerges as extremely negative, a fact which can 
be ascribed to his ethic-religion outlook. “The third stage or order,” said 
Milescu about Taoism, “is the epicurean one, which recognizes neither 
God nor any idols, but teaches only that there is nothing better on earth 
than to revel indefinitely. With regard to this, îthe Taoistsº have 
concocted countless drugs and dishes for all bodily delights and feasts, 
and swear that by means of those drugs a man can be made to escape 
death, and îfor that reasonº they always search for them. The largest part 
of them are sorcerers, and their faith or order is the basest and the 
wickedest of all those that are in China.”8

 However, when speaking of actual narcotics, Milescu’s view 
becomes, fortunately, lighter. In the Sian/Xi’an region (southwest of 
Beijing), for instance, “in the mountains, there grows a kind of weed,” 
Milescu claimed, “which, if eaten, suddenly makes that person cast aside 
any sorrow and kindles joy and laughter in him.”9 The description of the 
qualities of the Chinese “weed” that Milescu gave resembles the one 
made by Homer to an opiate concoction which he called pharmakon 
nepenthes (“remedy against grief”): 

A medicine î...º that, drowning cares and angers, did decline 
All thought of ill” (Odyssey, Chapman translation, IV: 294-7).  

 Unfortunately, Milescu omitted to mention the name of that 
particular psychotropic plant. It could possibly have been hemp or poppy. 
About the hemp growing in China, Nicolae Milescu only mentioned that 
it was used by the Chinese as a textile plant: “Hemp is also to be found, 
and it is used îby the Chineseº to make clothes.”10 His wording is very 
similar to that of Herodotus speaking about Thracians, about two 

7 Zalmoxis. Revist` de studii religioase, Volumele I-III (1938-1942), Publicat` sub 
direc\ia lui Mircea Eliade îZalmoxis: A Religious Studies Review, Volumes I-III 
(1938-1942), Published under the direction of Mircea Eliadeº, edited, with 
introductory study, notes and addenda by E. CIURTIN; translated by E. CIURTIN,
M. TIMU} and A. TIMOTIN, Polirom Press, Ia]i, 2000, pp. 383-6.  
8 Nicolae MILESCU, Descrierea Chinei, 1975, p. 34. 
9 Ibid., p. 100. 
10 Ibid., p. 29. 
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millennia before, “Thracians use hemp to make clothes” (Histories IV: 
74). 

  Dimitrie Cantemir: “Poppy juice and other narcotics” 

 Dimitrie Cantemir lived for 17 years of his life in Istanbul, in the 
period 1688-1705, first as a student and as a hostage, then as an 
ambassador (capuchehaie). He began his studies in 1691, at the age of 18, 
when he was left as a high-ranking soft hostage in Istanbul by his father 
Constantin, the ruler of Moldova (hence his name of Kantemiroglu, 
meaning “Cantemir’s son”). He managed to observe and study Turkish 
society in the smallest detail, including the mentalities and mores of the 
age. This fact is of particular importance. His works on the subject of the 
Turks and the Ottoman Empire were circulated throughout Europe (in 
Russian, Latin, and later in English, French, and German) and he was 
elected member of the Academy of Berlin (the Oriental Studies section) 
on July 11th, 1714. 

 Certain Turkish vices, among which the consumption of 
stimulants and narcotics (coffee, tobacco, opium/afyon/tiryak, and 
hashish), served as models for Romanian rulers, boyars, and town 
dwellers. “To drink Turkish coffee,” “to smoke like a Turk,” “to make a 
kyef” (i.e., to party), “to drink afyon,” “to walk about ‘tiriachiu’” (i.e., as 
if having inhaled opium), etc. are phrases that have entered into common 
usage in Romanian.  

 To go into more detail, the first attestation of coffee in Romanian 
culture occurs in a story linked with the High Porte and narrated by Ion 
Neculce in Letopise\ul |`rii Moldovei îThe Chronicles of the Land of 
Moldaviaº. Around the year 1505, Logothete T`utu, who was, the 
chronicler recounts, despatched by Bogdan-vod` with an embassy to the 
Turks, had no idea how to drink the cahfè offered by the vizier of 
Istanbul. He raised his cahfè, believing it to be a kind of spirit, and went, 
“Long live the Emperor and the Vizier!” Logothete T`utu burnt himself 
with the coffee, “drinking up the handleless cup, the way you would 
another drink.”11 Historian Aurel Decei questioned this piece of 
information from Neculce’s chronicle, claiming that coffee was 
introduced in Turkey about 50 years later, around the middle of the 16th

11 Ion NECULCE, Letopise\ul |`rii Moldovei îThe Chronicles of the Land of 
Moldaviaº, edited by Iorgu IORDAN, Minerva Press, Bucharest, 1980, p. 15. 
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century, during the reign of Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent.12 However, 
be it true or untrue, Logothete T`utu’s story is meaningful. 

 The earliest documentary attestation of a cahvenea (i.e., coffee 
house) in Bucharest dates from 1667, a few years before Dimitrie 
Cantemir’s birth.13 The term cahvenea comes, evidently, from Turkish, 
more specifically from the Turkish phrase kahve-khané (“the house of 
coffee”).14 At the beginning of the 18th century, Cantemir mentioned the 
kahveneas of Istanbul, calling them “pubs where the kofe is brewed and 
sold.” Wishing to bring out the excitatory qualities of coffee, the 
Moldavian Prince spoke of it possessing a “sober spirit”. In the coffee 
houses of Istanbul “mostly soldiers gather” who, when sipping their 
coffees, “are imbued by a sober spirit.”15

 Immediately succeeding Dimitrie Cantemir’s second reign 
(1710-1711), the Phanariote regime was established in Moldavia (1711) 
and Walachia (1716) and was to endure for over a century. In this “long 
century,” an extremely important epoch that would leave its mark on 
Romania’s subsequent evolution, the Phanariote rulers and boyars 
inculcated mentalities and mores that were long-lasting. Some, indeed, 
have survived to this day. The consumption of excitants and narcotics was 
one of the Turkish vices that in this precise age became more deep-rooted 
in the Romanian territories. Thus, one of the reasons why Cantemir’s 
works concerning the history and the civilization of the Turks are of 
capital importance is the fact that they precede (and shed light on) the 
Phanariote age of the Romanian principalities. 

*

 Since he was himself an alcoholic, according to what the 
Moldavian Prince Dimitrie Cantemir wrote in Istoria Imperiului Otoman
îThe History of the Ottoman Empireº, Sultan Murad issued in 1633 “a 
public edict in which he gave license to sell and drink wine to all people, 
irrespective of their estate or condition.” This occurred despite the fact 

12 Aurel DECEI, “Logof`tul T`utu nu a b`ut cafea” î“Logothete T`utu Did Not 
Drink Coffee”º, in Magazin istoric îThe Historical Reviewº VI (1972), no. 6 (63), 
pp. 57-61. 
13 G. I. IONESCU-GION, Istoria Bucure]tilor îThe History of Bucharestº, first 
edition in 1899, second edition, Gh. M. Speteanu Cultural Foundation, Bucharest, 
1998, p. 630. 
14 George POTRA, Din Bucure]tii de ieri îFrom Yesterday’s Bucharestº, The 
Scientific and Encyclopaedic Publishing House, Bucharest, 1990, vol. I, p. 386 sq. 
15 Dimitrie CANTEMIR, Sistemul sau [ntocmirea religiei muhamedane îThe System 
of the Muhammedan Religionº, edited by Virgil CÂNDEA, Romanian Academy 
Publishing House, Bucharest, 1987, p. 227. 
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that wine drinking “is counter to the Muhammedan law.” “Still, as much 
as he was a lover of wine, îthe sultanº was a bitter enemy of opium and 
tobacco, and for that reason he put a stop to the use of both those 
substances under penalty of death. And what is more, he himself with his 
own hand killed several individuals, whom he spied either eating opium 
or smoking or selling tobacco.”16 It is claimed that during this prohibition 
the sultan “killed as many as 14,000 îusers of opium and tobaccoº 
throughout his empire î...º, among which were many generals and men in 
the highest positions.”17

 “There is a well-praised verse of Sultan Murad’s,” Cantemir 
continues, “who, being truly the head of all drunkards and mocking at 
those who eat poppy juice and smoke tobacco î...º, says the following: 
Ehlikeif olmak istersen bade nu] ol, bok ieme, ‘If you want to be a 
worshipper of mirth, drink wine, but don’t eat filth îRus. kalº.’” Next, to 
make himself perfectly understood, Cantemir offered an explanation: “By 
filth îRus. kalº, he understood poppy juice and other stupefying 
confectionery.”18 Cantemir wrote this work in Russian, yet he also 
transcribed Sultan Murad’s advice in the original Turkish. In fact, both 
kal in Russian and bok in Turkish mean one thing, “excrement, faeces.” 
Virgil Cândea translated the term into Romanian using a euphemism: 
“filth.” Cantemir reproduced the advice uttered by Sultan Murad one 
more time in another work of his, The History of the Ottoman Empire,
written in the Latin language. In 1876, Iosif Hodo]iu rendered a more 
accurate translation: “When you wish to be of good cheer, drink wine, 
and do not eat shit.”19 It is interesting that, even today, the term “shit,” 
beside the known meaning, is used in slang (not only in English but also 
in French, merde) to refer to marijuana, hashish, etc., while being also “a 
generic name given to drugs.”20

*

16 Dimitrie CANTEMIR, Istoria Imperiului Ottomanu. Crescerea ]i sc`derea lui
îThe History of the Ottoman Empire. Its Rise and Fallº, Romanian translation by 
Dr. Iosif HODO}îIUº, Bucharest, 1876, pp. 371, 376-7. 
17 D. CANTEMIR, Sistemul sau [ntocmirea religiei muhammedane, 1987, p. 389; D. 
CANTEMIR, Istoria Imperiului Ottomanu, 1876, p. 378. 
18 D. CANTEMIR, Sistemul sau [ntocmirea religiei muhammedane, 1987, p. 389. 
19 D. CANTEMIR, Istoria Imperiului Ottomanu, 1876, p. 378. 
20 George VOLCEANOV, Ana-Dolores DOCA, Dic\ionar de argou al limbii engleze
îDictionary of English Slangº, Nemira Press, Bucharest, 1995, p. 205, and 
Constantin FROSIN, Dic\ionar de argou francez-român îFrench-Romanian Slang 
Dictionaryº, Nemira Press, Bucharest, 1996, p. 101.  



ANDREI OI}TEANU270

 Cantemir also wrote about the way in which dervishes 
administered opium (poppy juice) on themselves. Especially the dervishes 
of the Mevlevi order had that practice: “And those îdervishes of the 
Mevlevi orderº who abstain from wine largely use poppy juice îRus. 
makovâi sokº and another mixture, composed of several things (which 
they call berci), which first makes them become drowsy, and later they 
feel a kind of joy and an enlivening of the spirit.”21 About the word berci,
we may surmise that Dimitrie Cantemir misspelled the Turkish-Arabic 
term that designates cannabis and hashish: bangh, banj, bandj, or bendj.22

It is probable that the term bendj became benci and was then corrupted 
into berci. Being extracted from cannabis, the hashish is also called ibnat 
al-qunbus in Arabic, meaning the “the daughter of the cannabis plant.”23

Much of the information that Cantemir delivered was from the 
vantage point of an eyewitness, as was the case of the following narrative 
about an opium-eating dervish in the age of Sultan Mustafa II 
(1693-1703), a period when the Moldavian scholar lived in Istanbul: “I 
saw with my own eyes in the days of Mustafa the Sultan a dervish î...º 
who ate 60 drams24 of the choicest poppy juice in one gulp.” The dervish 
would fall into a state of “very deep silence, like that of a corpse” and 
“would dismally sit that way for three hours, motionless and senseless, 
head drooping down to his chest.” “After that, like woken from a slumber, 
îthe dervishº would commence a wondrous word of wisdom, or very 
pleasant verses (which where he lives are called ghazal) about love 
(meaning divine love, stands to reason), or else an unheard-of story, full 
of delight and helpful, a speech that lasted for longer than four hours.”  

Like many writers speaking of the effects of various narcotics, 
Cantemir took pains to convince his readers that intoxication with “poppy 
juice” did not produce “any insanity” or other disorders of the mind that 
were characteristic of the inebriation by means of alcoholic drinks. Quite 
the opposite, every word uttered by the opium eater was “clear and 
fruitful.” “You could never have descried any insanity or babble nor find 
î...º a word that was not clear and fruitful, in as much as its import carried 
great weight and its lore was deep.”25 The Romanian chronicler Ioan 

21 D. CANTEMIR, Sistemul sau [ntocmirea religiei muhammedane, 1987, p. 463.  
22 See also Ernst JÜNGER, Aproxim`ri. Droguri ]i extaz îDrugs and Ecstasyº, 
translated by Maria-Magdalena ANGHELESCU, postscript by Rodica BINDER,
Univers Press, Bucharest, 2000, p. 246.  
23 Marcus BOON, The Road of Excess. A History of Writers on Drugs, Harvard 
University Press, London-Cambridge, MA, 2002, p. 126.  
24 Unit of mass measurement equal to 3.23 g in Moldavia; 60 drams are equivalent 
to 193.9 g or 6.84 oz (translator’s note).  
25 D. CANTEMIR, Sistemul sau [ntocmirea religiei muhammedane, 1987, p. 389, 
463.
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Canta attempted to emphasize the same apparent paradox with reference 
to the opium-eater who was also a ruler around mid-18th century, 
Constantin Racovi\`-Cehan. The Moldavian ruler “ate afyon in the 
morning and in the afternoon,” says the chronicler, and yet “he pursued 
his affairs befittingly.”26

Cantemir’s testimonies about the dealings of dervishes from 
Turkey with opium at the end of the 17th century and the beginning of the 
18th are extremely precious. All the more so as they represent facts offered 
by an extremely scrupulous eye witness, and not simply peddled rumours 
read or heard. The issue is a controversial one. Even a specialist in the 
history of narcotics use, such as Ernst Jünger, had different opinions in 
this matter. Jünger set up a scale of the acceptability of drugs in various 
epochs and cultural areas: from “absolute interdiction” to “limitation”, 
and from “tolerance” to “favouring the joys of ecstasy.” Dervishes would 
fit into the first category. According to Jünger, dervishes “fall into ecstatic 
states,” yet “only through movement,” through dance, through the 
giddiness induced by the whirling dance. “From the earliest times, dance 
proved to be a means î...º of ‘escaping from human nature.’”27

Jünger is right about this last point. Ritual dancing — consisting 
in the rotation of the body, with the right foot serving as a pivot — and 
rhythmical music play a major part in the state of ecstasy that dervishes 
induced on themselves. Some commentators equate and associate these 
ritual elements (and many others) with the dance and percussion practiced 
by the shamans of proto-Turkic tribes.28

Cantemir, too, speaks of the “escaping from human nature” 
practiced by whirling dervishes belonging to various sects. From his 
narration can be gathered that he spent a great deal of time in their 
company, “Full often have I watched the exertion of these dervishes while 
I was in Constantinople and, although I have never espied them to have 
rotated for more than six hours, I have been thoroughly informed that a 
great many of them continue this exceedingly tiring and demanding dance 
for twenty-four hours at a stretch, without getting any rest whatsoever.” 
After numerous hours of head-spinning dance, dervishes, “as if seized by 
an unclean spirit, collapse to the ground as good as dead.”29 Or, in a 
different formulation in another place, “falling to the ground, îthe 

26 B. P. HASDEU, Etymologicum Magnum Romaniae, Minerva, Bucharest, 1972, 
vol. I, p. 325.  
27 E. JÜNGER, Aproxim`ri. Droguri ]i extaz, 2000, pp. 67-8. 
28 Lumini\a MUNTEANU, Dervi]i sub zodia semilunei: Istoria unei confrerii mistice 
]i a patimilor sale îDervishes under the Sign of the Crescent: The History of a 
Mystical Brotherhood and of Its Passionsº, Kriterion Press, Cluj-Napoca, 2005, 
pp. 250-4.  
29 D. CANTEMIR, Sistemul sau [ntocmirea religiei muhammedane, 1987, p. 475. 
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whirling dervishesº begin to foam like those seized by devils and remain 
there for a long time as if they have taken leave of their senses.” In this 
state of ecstasy, continues Cantemir, dervishes “can see God as he is in 
Himself” and “have a foretaste and a foreperception of the happiness of 
the age, be it this age or the future age.”30

Ill. 1. Ritual dance of Mevlevi whirling dervishes. Turkish miniature,  
middle of the 17th century. From D. CANTEMIR, op. cit., 1987, ill. 31. 

The ecstatic role of dancing is beyond question, but this does not 
necessarily mean that dervishes did not also resort to certain drugs (this is 
yet another resemblance between them and Asian shamans). In this 
respect, Cantemir is categorical, yet there are more arguments to be 
brought. An extremely important Anatolian mystical poet, Kaygusuz 
Sultân Abdâl (the end of the 14th century and the beginning of the 15th), 
claimed by the tradition of the Bekta][ dervishes (he wrote, for instance, 
the Bûdalânâme, The Book of the Wondering Dervish), was a dedicated 
user of opium. It is probable that the very name of the poet has its origin 
in this vice. The compound kaygusuz (“carefree”) was used by the Bekta][
dervishes to refer to opium.31

  Evidently, it was not only dervishes that used opium. In 1546, 
the French naturalist Pierre Belon claimed that most Turks, and especially 
those that went to war, “spend their last dime to buy themselves opium.” 

30 Ibid., p. 505. 
31 Lumini\a MUNTEANU, Dervi]i sub zodia semilunei, 2005, pp. 406-7. 
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As for military men, this situation endured until late. Even at the time of 
the Russo-Turkish War that ended with the Treaty of Kuchuk Kainarji 
(1774), Turkish soldiers were distributed an opiate drink called maslach,
which was supposed to boost their fighting spirit.32 Apart from dervishes, 
Cantemir also mentioned writers, “The Turks have no accomplished poet 
and, above all, no accomplished scholar who does not use that poppy 
juice, and more, who does not use it assiduously and to such a degree that 
a man who did not happen to see it himself might find improbable.”33

  Those were exactly the circles that Dimitrie Cantemir used to 
frequent around the year 1700 — poets, scholars, officers, dignitaries of all 
ranks, dervish monks, etc. Under these circumstances, it would be 
unrealistic to surmise that young Cantemir never tried “poppy juice” on 
himself, especially as in that age it was a customary thing to do, devoid of 
ethical connotations. As the English abbot Nicholas Tindal (1687—1774) 
assures us, in the morning Cantemir “would smoke his pipe and have a 
cup of coffee, according to the Turkish custom.”34 It may well be that in 
the evenings Cantemir also behaved “according to the Turkish custom,” 
which is described by him thus, “After dinner and after they have drunk 
café, they smoke tobacco and pass their time in level-headed talks, as 
befits their rank and the time of day.”35

  According to accounts by his contemporaries (chroniclers Ion 
Neculce and especially Nicolae Costin), young Cantemir was often 
invited to feasts held by high Turkish dignitaries (aghas) seeing that he 
was an intelligent and cultured man, and also that he could play various 
instruments and sing Turkish songs. “Because he îCantemirº was a clever 
man as well as well-versed in Turkish books, his name had by now spread 
by word of mouth all over Constantinople, so aghas invited him to their 
Turkish-style feasts on account of the friendship that he maintained with 
them. Others say that, since he knew îhow to playº the tanbur îa kind of 
luteº well, the aghas would call him to feasts for the songs” (Nicolae 
Costin, Letopise\ul |`rii Moldovei — The Chronicles of the Land of 
Moldavia). Or, evidently, from “their Turkish-style feasts” the afyon
could not be lacking, just as later (after 1711) vodka could not be lacking 

32 Eusèbe SALVERTE, Des sciences occultes ou Essais sur la magie, les prodiges et 
les miracles, Paris, 1843, p. 277. 
33 D. CANTEMIR, Sistemul sau [ntocmirea religiei muhammedane, 1987, p. 463, 
see also p. 389. 
34 Paul CERNOVODEANU, “Démètre Cantemir vu par ses contemporains”, Revue 
des Études Sud-Est Européennes XI (1973), no. 4, pp. 637-56, here pp. 49-650; 
ap. E. CIURTIN, “Imaginea ]i memoria Asiei [n cultura român` (1675-1928)” 
î“The Image and Memory of Asia in Romanian Culture (1675-1928)”º, Archaeus. 
Studies in History of Religions 2 (1998), fasc. 2—3 (1999), fasc. 1, p. 296. 
35 D. CANTEMIR, Sistemul sau [ntocmirea religiei muhammedane, 1987, p. 301. 
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from the Russian-style feasts held at the court of Peter the Great. Dimitrie 
Cantemir “could not hold his liquor well,” as Ion Neculce — who rather 
reluctantly followed the Prince into his Russian exile — does not fail to 
inform us in his own Chronicles of the Land of Moldavia.

Johann Martin Honigberger: opiotherapy and homeopathy 

In the winter of 1940, Mircea Eliade published in Revista 
Funda\iilor Regale îThe Royal Foundation Reviewº his well-known 
fantastic short story Secretul doctorului Honigberger îDr. Honigberger’s 
Secretº. The short story became famous throughout the world, owing to 
its translation into several languages. Yet few readers do know that at the 
origin of this fctional character lies a historical figure. Eliade himself 
mentioned Honigberger’s name in a footnote of his 1936 book on yoga.36

Eliade’s description of Dr. Honigberger, the character in the short story, 
deserves to be reread, “But with difficulty could one elude the mysterious 
charm of this Saxon physician, a physician by virtue of his own sound 
decision, as officially he only held a pharmacist’s diploma. Honigberger 
had spent more than half of his long life in the East. There was a time 
when he became the Court Physician, the pharmacist, the Head of Arsenal 
and the Admiral of Maharaja Ranjit Singh of Lahore. More than once did 
he amass considerable fortunes and lose them. A high-class adventurer, 
Honigberger, nonetheless, had never been a charlatan. He was a cultivated 
man in a great many sciences, both secular and occult, and his 
ethnographic, botanical, numismatic and art collections enriched many an 
illustrious museum.”37

The inspiration for this text was, indeed, a Transylvanian Saxon, 
the physician and pharmacist Johann Martin Honigberger, born in Bra]ov 
(Kronstadt) in 1795. The city was then a part of the Habsburg Empire, yet 
when he said “home,” he meant “in Bra]ov, in Transylvania.” He died in 

36 Mircea ELIADE, Yoga. Essai sur les origines de la mystique indienne, Librairie 
Orientaliste Paul Geuthner, Paris & “King Carol II” Foundation for Literature and 
Art, Bucharest, 1936, p. 303 no. 3. A commentary on the significance of this 
reference in E. CIURTIN, “Secretul doctorului Honigberger: verificarea in 
concreto” î“Dr. Honigberger’s Secret: An in concreto Verification”º, in Johann 
Martin HONIGBERGER, Treizeci ]i cinci de ani [n Orient îThirty-Five Years in the 
Eastº, foreword by Arion RO}U, edited by (with an introductory study, notes, 
addenda and postscript) E. CIURTIN, translated by E. CIURTIN, Ciprian LUPU and 
Ana LUPA}CU, Polirom Press, Ia]i, 2004, pp. 366-8, 405, 438.  
37 Mircea ELIADE, La \ig`nci ]i alte povestiri îWith the Gypsy Girls and Other 
Short Storiesº, introductory study by Sorin ALEXANDRESCU, The Literary 
Publishing House, Bucharest, 1969, p. 248 sq. 
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1869, in Transylvania — “my native country,” in the town of Bra]ov — 
“my dear and well-beloved native town.” Unfortunately, no street or 
square in that town bears the name of the great orientalist. However, the 
house that he lived in, close to the Council Square (Pia\a Sfatului) in 
Bra]ov, today hosts a Coffee House called, not by a mere coincidence, 
Orient Café.

After graduating from Johannes Honterus High School in his 
native town, young Honigberger was apprenticed first to an apothecary in 
Bra]ov, then to another in Bistri\a. There are documents that confirm that 
psychotropic remedies were used by apothecaries in large Transylvanian 
towns (Cluj, Bra]ov, Sibiu, Bistri\a, etc.) since as early as the 16th century. 
This particularly refers to cannabis and opium (usually presented in the 
form of a theriac).  

“A high-class adventurer,” but not a “charlatan” (as Eliade 
described him in the short story), Honigberger also became a great 
orientalist, a botanist (he also composed a Materia Medica), an 
archaeologist, and a collector of antiquities. For five decades, this 
“Transylvanian pilgrim” made five journeys to India, three in Europe and 
one to Africa. In 1815, when he was 20 years old, Honigberger crossed 
Bucovina, Moldavia and Walahia, where he remained “for a whole year” 
(among many other languages, he also spoke Romanian), on his way to 
the Near East (Istanbul, Damascus, Jerusalem, Cairo, Baghdad, etc.); later 
on, in 1829 (exactly one century before Mircea Eliade), he arrived in 
India, in the city of Lahore. For four years he was the principal physician 
at the court of Maharaja Ranjit Singh (1780-1839). Honigberger 
published the memoirs of his journeys to Asia in German (Vienna, 1851) 
and in English (London, 1852, reprinted in 1905), under the title Thirty-
Five Years in the East. The work was recently reprinted in a very good 
Romanian version under the editorship of E. Ciurtin.38

Honigberger was a physician who applied homeopathic 
principles in an age when the discipline was in its infancy. “Only small 
doses can produce a real medical effect,” thus goes one of the principles 
phrased by pharmacist Honigberger, who in 1835 visited Samuel 
Hahnemann, the “father of homeopathy”, in Paris. Honigberger’s native 
Transylvania was not a white area on the map for the homeopathic 
physician Hahnemann. In the period 1777-1779, he had lived in Sibiu 
(Hermannstadt), as a librarian and a personal physician of Baron Samuel 
von Brukenthal.  

In addition, apothecary Honigberger from Bra]ov was a resolute 
opiotherapist. He considered opium to be a quasi-universal remedy. 
“Opium is in Europe, as in India,” he wrote in 1839, “one of the most 

38 J. M. HONIGBERGER, Treizeci ]i cinci de ani [n Orient, 2004. 
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important means of healing.” His model in this matter was the English 
physician Thomas Sydenham (1624-1689), nicknamed Opiophilos
because he had tried to absolutise opiotherapy: Nolem esse medicus sine 
opio. Honigberger maintained that Dr. Sydenham’s memory “ought to be 
revered” and protected by those who had stigmatized him, calling him a 
“charlatan and a murderer.”39

Ill. 2: From left to right: an Indian ascetic preparing an extract of Cannabis indica
(bhang); an Indian Muslim smoking hashish (churrus) from a special pipe 
(hooka); a fakir smoking opium from a hooka and preparing a poppyseed extract 
(Lahore, about 1850). Engravings from Thirty-Five Years in the East (London, 
1852) by J. M. HONIGBERGER (Romanian ed. Treizeci ]i cinci de ani [n Orient, ed. 
by E. Ciurtin, Ia]i, Polirom Press, 2004, p. 292). 

 In Istanbul, Damasc, Bagdad, Kabul or Lahore, Honigberger 
applied himself attentively to the study of psychotropic remedies and 
substances used by Easterners (cannabis, hashish, opium, Datura 
stramonium, as well as alcohol, tobacco, coffee, and tea). Some of those 
he adopted and used in his medical practices. Others he described in his 
works, where he also printed engravings representing fakirs preparing and 
administering on themselves hashish (churrus), hemp extract, poppy 
infusion, etc.

 Moreover, in the period 1838-1841, he published in Gheorghe 
Asachi’s Ia]i publications — Albina româneasc` îThe Romanian Beeº and 

39 J. M. HONIGBERGER, Treizeci ]i cinci de ani [n Orient, 2004, pp. 108-9, 180, 
182, 292, 308.  
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Icoana lumei îThe Image of the Worldº — articles popularising various 
aspects of Eastern ethnography. He contributed in this manner to the 
shaping of Asia’s image in the collective consciousness of the 
Romanians, in an epoch when such information was quite scanty. Some 
of the articles were not signed, and others were signed only in initials: 
I.H. (probably standing for “Ioan Honigberger”). Their paternity was 
established (in a few cases merely assumed) by Arion Ro]u and E. 
Ciurtin. Among the articles published in Ia]i there were texts about Asian 
botany as well as certain psychotropic plants, such as coffee (“Kafeoa,” 
1840) and tobacco (“Tiutiunul seau tabacul”, 1841 or “Fumarea 
tiutiunului în statele unite de Nord-America” — “Tobacco Smoking in the 
United States of North America”, 1841), on the opium trade in China 
(“Hina,” 1840) etc.40

Ill. 3. Attar, an Indian druggist. From J. M. HONIGBERGER, op. cit., 2004, p. 291. 

40 E. CIURTIN, “Imaginea ]i memoria Asiei,” loc. cit., pp. 316-7, 425-6, and J. M. 
HONIGBERGER, Treizeci ]i cinci de ani [n Orient, 2004, p. 361.  



ANDREI OI}TEANU278

  Mircea Eliade: opium and cannabis1

 In the spring of 1929, Eliade was 22 years old and he was living 
in Calcutta, lodged at Mrs Gwyn Perris’s boarding house of 82 Ripon 
Street. In a page of his Memoirs referring to that period, Eliade wrote:

“It had been a weird week, in which I had encountered all kinds of 
strangers, male and female î...º. Once, being in just such a group, I entered 
a house in Chinatown, where one could smoke opium for a modest sum. I 
discovered that even Mr Perris indulged in this whim on occasion. î...º We 
were on our way home, and it was near dawn. In the car, one of the girls 
î...º warned me once more that I should by no means disclose where I had 
been, but say only that I partied with friends in a bar in China Town. My 
memories were blurry enough as it was. I could not always distinguish 
what had really happened to me from what I imagined it had î...º. I was 
exhausted, I could feel my head drooping, and my eyelids were as heavy 
as lead. î...º I was trying to persuade them îthe hostsº that my exhaustion 
was due to a glass of whisky that I had drunk in one gulp. It might have 
been true, but this did not explain the semi-unconscious and fanciful state 
in which I was for the entire time almost. I felt that something had 
happened to me, but I could not remember exactly what it was.”2

 From the text above it can be inferred that the historian of 
religions had experienced the intoxication with opium, even if the fact is 
not explicitly declared. In the monograph dedicated to Mircea Eliade, 
when he refers to this episode, Ioan Petru Culianu sums up the “weird 
week” in one sentence: “Eliade took part in the irresponsible nocturnal 
escapades initiated by a German fellow î?º, a connoisseur of the 
indigenous districts îof Calcuttaº.”3 Similarly, Mac Linscott Ricketts 
avoids entering into any details concerning the experiences of the young 

1 Enriched version of a subchapter of Andrei OI}TEANU’s study “Mircea Eliade, 
from Opium and Cannabis to Amphetamines”, Euresis. Cahiers roumains 
d’études littéraires et culturelles, n.s., no. 3-4 (autumn-winter 2007), pp. 169-81, 
which discusses all known experiences with narcotics from Eliade’s life and work. 
2 See also Mircea ELIADE, Autobiography Vol. I: 1907-1937, Journey East, 
Journey West, Translated by Mac Linscott RICKETTS, Harper and Row, San 
Francisco, 1981, p. 166. First edition: Mémoire I (1907-1937). Les promesses de 
l’équinoxe, Gallimard, Paris, 1980.
3 Ioan Petru CULIANU, Mircea Eliade, third edition îrevised and amendedº, 
translated by Florin Chiri\escu and Dan Petrescu, with a letter from Mircea Eliade 
and a postface by Sorin Antohi, Polirom Press, Ia]i, 2004, p. 39.
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Romanian scholar in the Chinese district of Calcutta: “For a week 
perhaps, he lived in a daze, subject to hallucinations and fantasies.”4

 Evidently, opium was to be found in Calcutta not only in 
Chinatown establishments, but also in the Indian quarters. Such a quarter 
was located in the immediate vicinity of the Anglo-Indian district where 
Mircea Eliade lived.5 Both the house of his master, Surendranth Dasgupta 
(Maitreyi’s father) and the boarding house of the Anglo-Indian Perris 
family were locatd in this district. As Eliade wrote in his short story Nop\i
la Serampore (Nights at Serampore, 1940),

I lived then in Ripon Street, in the southern part of the town, quite close to 
the wholly Indian district. I enjoyed leaving home immediately after dinner, 
and I would wander through those narrow lanes, amidst walls overpowered 
by flowering shrubs, until I left behind the last Anglo-Indian villas and 
entered the labyrinth of indigenous huts, where life is never interrupted.

 Eliade continues his description of the “wholly Indian district” 
resorting to his olfactory memory, “The smell of the hookah and the 
sweetish smoke of opium were joined with those unforgettable scents of 
Indian quarters.”6

 In the matter of narcotics consumption, Mircea Eliade kept his 
reserve rather well in the memoirs and diaries he published in his mature 
years, yet we find him much franker in the diary and the quasi-
autobiographical novel that he wrote and published in his youth. 
“Authenticism” was one of the typical traits of Eliade’s writing dating 
from the interwar period. Quite often, bravado was an ingredient too. 
Also, life experiences often took precedence over intellectual ones — a 
precept of the form of existentialism and tr`irist philosophy (a variant of 
Lebensphilosophie) that young Eliade and his generation embraced.
  In his Indian diary, }antier (Work in progress — 1935), Eliade 
describes a few of his experiences with opium dating from the Indian 
period, especially from the year 1929. At the beginning of that year, 
freshly arrived in Calcutta, the young PhD student wrote, “I felt a mad 
urge to leave the books and smoke opium. Yet it was not because of the 
books. I would have come back to them, later. What I stood in danger of 
losing were not my spiritual functions — but their significance.” Opium is 
perceived by the young scholar not as an alternative to study, but as an 
adjuvant for it. In another note in his diary, at the end of 1929, Eliade 

4 Mac Linscott RICKETTS, Mircea Eliade: the Romanian Roots (1907-1945), vol. I 
(1907-1933), Columbia University Press, New York, 1988, p. 384.
5 In October 2007 I had the opportunity to visit the Calcutta houses where Mircea 
Eliade lived in the period 1929-1931 (cf. illustration 4). 
6 M. ELIADE, La \ig`nci ]i alte povestiri, 1969, p. 310.
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recounts an erotic scene that he experienced in an opium smoking room in 
Calcutta's Chinatown, after paying “in advance” for his dose of the 
narcotic. Around the autumn of 1931, before leaving India, Eliade recalls 
his erotic-narcotic exploits of 1929, “The extraordinary idea that I formed 
of myself for dining at Nanking, in the midst of Chinatown, and for being 
able to smoke, if I wanted, all the opium I could have asked for!”7 It is 
ironical that the treaty that ended the “First Opium War” (1839-1842) 
between the British and the Chinese was signed precisely in the Chinese 
town of Nanking.

Ill. 4: The house of the former boarding house owned by Mrs Gwyn Perris, 82 
Ripon Street, Calcutta, where Mircea Eliade lived in 1929 and 1931

© Andrei Oi]teanu 2007
   

 After the erotic-narcotic exploits experienced in Calcutta’s 
Chinatown, Eliade began to write at his novel Isabel ]i apele diavolului 
îIsabel and the Devil’s Watersº. Published in 1930, the novel was written 
in the period April-August 1929, after the experiences mentioned above 
and, to some extent, because of them. “In order to stop myself from 
thinking, I kept writing away at Isabel and the Devil’s Waters,” Eliade 

7 M. ELIADE, }antier. Roman indirect îWork in Progress. An Indirect Novelº, 
Cugetarea, Bucharest, 1935, pp. 30, 145, 238. 
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notes in his Memoirs. “I knew the subject very vaguely. It was about 
some of my experiences in India.”8 The novel is evidently one with many 
autobiographical elements. In this particular context, I am interested 
mostly in two characters: (1) The “Doctor,” the narrator — an alter ego of 
Eliade’s navigating the “devil’s waters,” and (2) “Miss Lucy Roth,” who 
impersonated Stella Kramrisch — a Viennese researcher some ten years 
older than Eliade, who taught History of Oriental Art. Mircea Eliade had 
met her in January 1929, at the University of Calcutta, through the agency 
of his teacher, Surendranath Dasgupta. In the novel, the Doctor and Lucy 
Roth meet again, coincidentally, at the famous restaurant of ill repute 
Nanking. “I spent îin Nankingº evenings of frivolous and sincere joy, in 
the sedate rooms, surrounded by Hindu servants and Chinese mores. I 
knew the patron and I knew that Mr Chen, the manager, was procuring 
either opium or Shanghai girls to those accepted.” While Lucy “loved 
drugs and wine,” the Doctor abhorred the “visions sprung out of vicious 
fumes.” “A dream produced by drugs,” the Doctor said, “is repulsive, 
disgusting. To me, opium, imagination through intoxication or thorough 
the exaltation of the senses are base mystifications, mediocre attempts at 
mirroring a pure world and at transmitting it to the mind by inflicting 
violence on the cells.” Eventually, the two arrive at Lucy’s house (a 
genuine museum of Oriental art), when they smoke opium again, this time 
from a collection pipe. Under the influence of the narcotic, Lucy sexually 
seduces the Doctor. “Opium intensifies the sensuality of women,” she 
explains to him later, “and suppresses that of men.”9

In 1985, 55 years after Eliade had published the novel Isabel and 
the Devil’s Waters (1930), Mac Linscott Ricketts wrote to Dr. Stella 
Kramrisch (the model of the quasi-fictive character Miss Lucy Roth). 
Among other things, she declared the following to Linscott Ricketts: 
“înºever in my life did I drink alcohol or consume any narcotic drug (nor 
did I smoke tobacco, opium or Hashish).”10 We probably shall never 
know whether Mircea Eliade left his novelistic imagination fly at will (as 
he probably did in Maitreyi’s case as well), or, after several decades, 
Stella Kramrisch merely wanted to defend her honour. However, one 
must note Stella Kramrisch’s interest in the study of entheogenic drugs,
or else those drugs that cause enthousiasmos, the “god within,” the divine 
inspiration, in a human. Those are the narcotics that make a human be 

8 M. ELIADE, Memorii, 1991, vol. I (1907-1960), p. 184. 
9 M. ELIADE, Isabel ]i apele diavolului îIsabel and the Devil’s Watersº, critical 
edition by Mihai DASCÃL, in Opere complete îComplete Worksº vol. I, Minerva 
Press, Bucharest, 1994, pp. 80-96. 
10 I thank my friend Mac Linscott Ricketts for sending me the content of the letter 
signed by Stella Kramrisch on January 31, 1985.
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“inhabited by a god.” A year after sending the letter discussed above, at 
the age of 90 years old, Stella Kramrisch published together with three 
other researchers a book on precisely these entheogenic plants, called 
Persephone’s Quest: Entheogens and the Origins of Religion (Yale 
University Press, New Haven, 1986).11

 Finally, it is worthy of mention that, in the spring of 1944, 
during a stay in Lisbon, Eliade reread his book Isabel and the Devil’s 
Waters, “in order to revise it and prepare a new edition.” The author 
reread his book so enthusiastically that he forgot to revise it. After 15 
years, he found it “intense, dramatic, and at the same time original.” The 
erotico-narcotic episodes described above did not seem to bother him in 
any way. “The only exasperating thing” in the whole volume he found to 
be “a homosexual episode.”12

*

 “The experience of narcotics completes the picture of îeroticº 
sensations” — this is how George C`linescu summarised this epical 
episode. Mihail Sebastian, too, a friend of the author’s, wrote a comment 
on the novel Isabel and the Devil’s Waters, surprised by the “violent 
sincerity of Mircea Eliade’s book.” The story of the book, including the 
“overpowering orgies in Miss Roth’s house,” may be considered 
“befuddled and far-fetched,” yet in fact, Sebastian concludes, it is 
“entirely possible” (Cuvântul, May 31, 1930).

 In the winter of 1930-1931, when Eliade withdrew into the 
Ÿ¿ramas in the vicinity of the town of Rishikesh, he served his 
apprenticeship, among others, with “a Nepalese BrahmacŸr ” — a monk 

11 The co-authors of the book (Gordon R. Wasson, Carl Ruck, and Jonathan Ott) 
are well-known figures in the field that studies the role played by narcotics in the 
history of religions. See especially Gordon R. WASSON, Soma: The Divine 
Mushroom of Immortality, Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, New York, 1968; Gordon 
R. WASSON, Carl RUCK, Albert HOFMANN, The Road to Eleusis: Unveiling the 
Secret of the Mistreries, Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, New York, 1978; and 
Jonathan OTT, Pharmacotheon: Entheogenic Drugs, Their Plant Sources and 
History, Natural Products, Kennewick, Washington, 1993. îStella Kramrisch’s 
contribution was firstly published as “MahŸv ra vessel and the plant p tika,”
JAOS 95 (1975), no. 2, pp. 222-235.º 
12 M. ELIADE, Jurnalul portughez ]i alte scrieri îThe Portuguese Diary and Other 
Writingsº, edited by Sorin ALEXANDRESCU, forewords, notes and translations by 
Sorin ALEXANDRESCU, Florin |URCANU, and Mihai ZAMFIR, Humanitas, 
Bucharest, 2006, vol. I, pp. 236-7. Cf. M. ELIADE, Diario portugués (1941-1945),
traducción del rumano de Joaquín GARRIGÓS, Barcelona, Editorial Kairós, 2001, 
pp. 126-127. 
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who “tended and picked medicinal plants.” Recalling this episode in his 
volume of Memoirs, Eliade spoke mostly of “Brahma’s Leaf,” a plant 
“known for thousands of years in yurveda pharmacopoeia,” renown “for 
its fortifying qualities” and used “for the treatment of fatigue.”13 On this 
occasion, the historian of religions wrote and sent for publication in Cluj, 
to Valeriu Bologa, an article concerning certain items of ancient Indian 
botanical lore, which came out immediately, in the autumn of 1931.
Among other things, Eliade quotes from the book of the 10th-century
physician Ab  Manð r. Several psychotropic plants are mentioned in this 
treatise of Irano-Indian pharmacology: Atropa belladonna and Cannabis
indica (bhang, Sk. banga, Arabic banj). Bhang is a “plant whose seeds,” 
Eliade comments, “are used as a substitute for opium.”14

 What he dared not recount in his volume of Memoirs (published 
in his old age), namely his own experience with narcotics, he did in his
Indian travelogue (published in his young age). On this occasion, Eliade 
described several plants with medicinal and hallucinogenic properties 
from the garden of the Nepalese brahmacŸr , including “a species of 
cannabis that causes an intoxication similar to opium.” “Many of the 
plants I picked,” confesses Eliade, “I experimented either personally, or in 
the hospital of Laksmanjula.” Among other psychotropic plants, close to 
the Nepalese recluse’s hut grew several “bhang bushes” (Cannabis 
indica), “whose leaves,” Eliade writes, “boiled or smoked in a wooden 
hookah îa kind of narghileº induce a state of torpor much praised by the 
sŸdhus, for it is said to facilitate mental concentration and to clarify 
meditation.”

 These pages in the volume India are also highly interesting in 
virtue of the fact that Eliade tried to describe there (with uncertain 
language) the mental states that he had experienced during narcosis: 

“Once I smoked bhang and I recall that I had a vertiginous night, for the 
sense of space had shifted and I felt so light that whenever I wanted to 
turn on one side, I would fall from the bed. î...º îThe plantº bhang has a 
curious quality to focus and to deepen the thought, any thought that 
dominates consciousness at the moment of intoxication. Certainly, if it is a 
religious thought — as it is assumed to be — the meditation is a perfect one. 
I remember, nonetheless, that I had had that evening a literary discussion 

13 M. ELIADE, Memorii, 1991, vol. I (1907-1960), pp. 209-10. This might have 
been the “Brahma-manduki” (or “Gotu kola”, or Indian pennywort). 
14 M. ELIADE, “Cuno]tin\e botanice [n vechea Indie. Cu o not` introductiv` asupra 
migra\iei plantelor indiene [n Iran ]i China” î“Botanical Lore from Ancient India. 
With an introductory note on the migration of Indian plants into Iran and China”º, 
published in the Bulletin of the Science Society of Cluj 6 (1931), pp. 221-237. 
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with a visitor of the Ÿ¿ram and that that night was for me riddled with 
nightmares î...º.”15

 In the period 1930-1932, in Calcutta, Rishikesh and Bucharest, 
Eliade prepared his doctoral thesis. He presented this thesis, entitled The
Psychology of Indian Meditation. Studies on Yoga îPsihologia medita\iei 
indiene. Studii despre Yogaº, in 1933, at the University of Bucharest, and 
published it in French in 1936. A few paragraphs are dedicated there to 
the way in which Indian ascetics used psychotropic plants:

“the majority of the yogi and the sannyŸsis have been using plant drugs 
for centuries, in the form of boiled leaves, roots, narcotics — either for 
precipitating a dubious trance, or for revigorating the nervous system. In 
Himalayan monasteries, plant drugs are still in use today, a sizable part of 
which make up the Indian folk pharmacopoeia.”16

When living in Calcutta, at the pension owned by the Anglo-
Indian family Perris, Eliade had communicated his desire of purchasing 
himself a special pipe for smoking opium. His landlady from Calcutta did 
find one for him, but only after he left for Romania at the end of 1931. On 
January 7, 1932, Mrs Gwyn Perris wrote to Eliade in Bucharest, “She îa 
friendº wants to sell the curiosa, a prayer wheel and what you wanted, the 
opium pipe; so if you want them let’s know and I will let you know the 
price and will send them on to you îto Bucharestº.”17 We shall never 
know whether Eliade ever received the opium pipe sent to him from 
Calcutta to Bucharest. 

 Finally, in a letter dating from the autumn of 1936, Mircea 
Eliade attempts to assuage Emil Cioran’s depression by telling him of his 
own melancholia. “Your sadness distresses me. Truth be told, I have been 
no better; of late, I have been consumed with melancholia and tempted by 

15 M. ELIADE, India, edited and prefaced by M. Handoca, Editura pentru Turism, 
Bucharest, 1991, pp.121-2. 
16 M. ELIADE, Psihologia medita\iei indiene. Studii despre Yoga îThe Psychology 
of Indian Meditation. Studies on Yogaº, edition by Constantin POPESCU-CADEM,
“Jurnalul literar” Publishing House, Bucharest, 1992, p. 179. The work was 
subsequently published in French, in a considerably larger form, in 1936 (cf. 
supra n. 36). 
17 Mircea Eliade ]i coresponden\ii s`i îMircea Eliade and His Correspondentsº,
vol. III (K-P), edition coordinated, notes and index by M. HANDOCA, the National 
Foundation for Science and Art, George C`linescu Institute of Literary History 
and Theory (Romanian Academy), Bucharest, 2003, p. 280. A previous 
publication of the entire correspondence with Perris’ circle in Calcutta owed to M. 
DASCÃL (editor) can be found in the volume M. ELIADE, Isabel ]i apele 
diavolului, 1994, pp. 139-58. 
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tragedy. If only you knew what foolish things I am capable of doing 
sometimes! î...º I cannot tell you what and how. May God spare me from 
losing my mind in the end.” “But what has got into you?” Eliade 
continues his letter. And, half jokingly, half not, he indicates a remedy: 
“Do you not have some opium at hand?!”18

18 M. ELIADE, Europa, Asia, America... Coresponden\` îEurope, Asia, America... 
Correspondenceº, Vol. I (A-H), edition by M. HANDOCA, Humanitas, Bucharest, 
1999, p. 155. 
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Ludovic Viévard’s book, Vacuité (¿ nyatŸ) et compassion (karu¡Ÿ) dans
le bouddhisme madhyamaka (Collège de France, 2002), is a recent 
addition to what is perhaps the finest series of works on Indian religion 
and philosophy available today. The Publications de l’Institut de 
Civilisation Indienne include the seventeen volumes of Louis Renou’s 
Études védiques et pŸ¡inéennes, the researches on the ¯ivaism of Ka¿m r
by Lilian Silburn and André Padoux, and important studies by Madeleine 
Biardeau, Guy Bugault, Katsumi Mimaki, Michel Hulin, Charles 
Malamoud, Lakshmi Kapani, Christian Bouy, David Seyfort Ruegg, 
François Chenet and Michel Angot. It is deplorable that these works are 
so little known in the English-speaking world.

Viévard deals with the most central themes of MahŸyŸna 
Buddhism, namely wisdom and compassion. He has steeped himself in 
the key texts of the Madhyamaka school, the writings of NŸgŸrjuna, 

ryadeva, BhŸvaviveka, Candrak rti, ¯Ÿntideva, PrajñŸkaramati, 
Kamala¿ la, and he draws as well on the Pali Canon, the MahŸyŸna sutras, 
and the YogŸcŸra literature. He never lets the secondary literature come 
between him and these classic texts. The result is not only a piece of well-
grounded scholarship, but also carries a powerful spiritual impact, as it 
makes the thought of the Madhyamaka school (‘the central philosophy of 
Buddhism’ as T.R.V. Murti called it) newly accessible in all its lucidity 
and force.

Emptiness

The three chapters of the book are devoted respectively to 
emptiness, compassion and their non-dual relationship. The most striking 
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feature of Viévard’s account of emptiness is that he presents it not as a 
reality that is an end in itself, but as an instrument serving a soteriological 
purpose. Its first meaning is a lack of any ontological solidity in persons 
or things. Emptiness here functions as the slogan of a meditative exercise 
that detaches one from every variety of clinging to delusory substantiality 
or fixated identity. The lack itself must not be erected in turn into a 
hypostasis, as Madhyamaka accuses YogŸcŸra of doing. That would be 
another form of clinging, which the medicine of emptiness-thinking can 
also heal, when it is applied to fixated notions of emptiness itself.

As NŸgŸrjuna deploys it, emptiness is sometimes the driving 
force of an argument, sometimes the conclusion argued to, and sometimes 
a vision that is not a matter of argument at all, but is intuitively realized. 
Truths about emptiness are formulated at the level of conventional truth 
(sa÷v¼ti-satya), but the level of ultimate truth (paramŸrtha-satya) is 
paradoxically described as ‘beyond truth and non-truth’. The conventional 
truths have no value except as they serve to release worldly beings who 
can only rely on the flimsiness of convention.

The value of truth thus becomes subordinate to salvific efficacy: 
‘Truth is not that which does not deceive, nor does it consist in being. 
Truth is the exclusive good done for another, and conversely the false is 
that which is not useful’ (NŸgŸrjuna, RatnŸval II 35). This criterion of 
truth already ties the wisdom of emptiness to the compassion that seeks 
the welfare of suffering beings. The doctrine of emptiness itself has 
primarily a therapeutic value. It is a medicine to be eliminated when it has 
done its work and is no longer useful. Putting it paradoxically, ‘the illness 
is emptiness itself’ (Vimalak rti S tra).

As a conventional truth, emptiness belongs to the fabricating 
activity of thought, even though it engineers the ‘quiescence of 
fabrications’ (NŸgŸrjuna, Stanzas of the Middle Path 25.24). In 
Madhyamaka, the fact that nothing non-empty exists ultimately implies 
that an empty does not exist either: ‘Because something is empty, it 
should be content with a relational, dependent existence. If a remnant of 
existence or non-existence attaches to ¿ nyatŸ, it loses all its meaning. 
Emptiness has value only insofar as it is not an element of the world, but 
a linguistic element’ (p. 75). ‘A metalinguistic element, emptiness bears 
on language and erases its descriptive power without itself describing’ (p. 
78).

This practical character of the notion of emptiness clarifies the 
enigmatic and much-discussed statement of NŸgŸrjuna: ‘Dependent co-
origination is what we call emptiness. This is a designation-in-
dependence (prajñaptir upŸdŸya), and is nothing other than the middle 
path (madhyamŸ pratipad)’ (Stanzas 24.18). The thinker of emptiness 
navigates skillfully between the extremes of existence and non-existence, 
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and between conventions and ultimacy. Talk of ‘emptiness’ arises in 
dependence on this task and on this ontological situation, and has no 
autonomous ‘objective’ status. It might look like a trivialization of 
emptiness to reduce it thus to a matter of linguistic therapy. But when one 
considers the role of language and conceptuality in creating the world of 
delusive substances and identities in which we remain trapped, such a 
therapy can be seen as going all the way down, to the very roots of our 
being and our desires.  

If, like a Buddha, one had attained the ultimate level, it would 
not make sense to imagine a middle path, for such conceptions as 
existence and non-existence would not come into play at all. The Buddha 
uses them as teaching devices for those still unenlightened. Since the 
language of emptiness is a pedagogic device, belonging to the 
conventional level, it does not constitute a set of philosophical 
propositions enjoying absolute truth. Even at the conventional level, 
Madhyamaka offers no ‘views’ but only a functional method of 
suspending allegiance to delusive substantiality or identity and thus 
coming to taste the empty texture of things. The Madhyamaka dialectic 
does not construct anything, but merely dismantles obstacles to the 
perception of what it names more positively as the thusness (tathatŸ) of 
things. It does not transcend samsŸra for nirvana, but rather seeks to bring 
us to that state in which we can see samsŸra as coextensive with nirvana.

When the negative dialectic that undoes spurious claims to solid 
identity and substance has done its work, what are we left with? ‘There is 
no real absolute, but rather an absolute absence of absolute, and then 
silence’ (p. 11). The positive language about ultimacy as thusness is again 
a pedagogic device, not the simple emergence of the ultimate after the 
conventional has been shown to be merely conventional. ‘The positive 
approach puts an end to the nihilistic view whereas the negative one tries 
to suppress the ontological view’ (p. 12). The dialectic and the notion of 
emptiness constantly recall the conventional to an awareness of its mere 
conventionality, and this in itself is the best way of allowing the ultimate 
to emerge at the very heart of the conventional. ‘Mistaking sa÷v¼ti for
paramŸrtha is a confusion (viparyŸsa), and the impossibility of 
distinguishing between them is avidyŸ (ignorance). On the other hand, 
since sa÷v¼ti is a convention and is empty, it is paramŸrtha’ (p.11). To 
take conventions for the ultimate is a kind of idolatry that blinds one to 
reality; but to see conventions as merely conventional is to find the 
ultimate in their very emptiness.

At the ultimate level, ‘there is perfect coincidence between 
knowledge and its object, or rather between intuition and the non-grasp of 
any object’ (p. 111). The ‘quiescence of fabrications’ means a condition 
of non-grasping. This ultimate level eludes any stable definition: ‘In the 
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theater of vyavahŸra (the practical everyday), the only value that the 
drama acted by the MŸdhyamika has is a therapeutic one. The world is a 
décor and the absolute itself is only pasteboard. If these representations 
are kept up, it is only for their cathartic virtues. We conclude then with É. 
Lamotte: “thus vanishes in smoke the reality (tattva) imagined by the 
worldly, even by the saints, and which the Buddha himself, out of pity for 
beings and so as not to scare them, sometimes pretended to accept”’ (p. 
113). The author may go too far here, but it remains true that the ultimate 
or the absolute is notoriously elusive in Madhyamaka, and that the 
practical lesson it inculcates is to cultivate sedulously the garden of the 
conventional, without fixations. The purpose of this cultivation is to attain 
final release, but there is another, and even more important purpose, 
which Viévard discusses in his second chapter.  

I should like to consider the implications of this interpretation of 
Madhyamaka for Christian theologians who seek to rethink traditional 
discourse about God in terms of emptiness. Emptiness, it appears, is not a 
new ontological complexion that can be applied to God in place of older 
substantialist conceptions. Rather it is a discipline of speech, suspending 
the language that affirms a massive, substantial divine being, and equally 
suspending the language that denies the reality of the divine. The entire 
exercise of ‘emptying’ our language about God is a provisional one, 
preparing one for an insight into the thusness of the divine that will not 
need this language of emptiness any more. It reveals the impossibility of 
grasping God, and it is in this very impossibility that the nature of God is 
intuited. All the divine attributes, and the identification of God as Creator, 
would be subject to the same suspension of language. The same apophatic 
attitude can be applied to our language about the existence of the soul 
after death. To take conventions for the ultimate is a kind of idolatry that 
blinds one to reality; but to see conventions as merely conventional is to 
find the ultimate in their very emptiness. Yet we can hardly say that to see 
our language about God as merely conventional is ipso facto to intuit 
divine ultimacy and to transform the conventional itself into the ultimate. 
Rather we should see our flimsy, conventional language about God as 
iconic, pointing beyond itself to the transcendent mystery that it is unable 
to grasp. 

Compassion

The second purpose of dealing wisely with the realm of 
conventional reality is to help suffering beings. The conventional realm is 
primarily a field for the exercise of compassion. If one uses it selfishly as 
a springboard for one’s own liberation only, one will not attain full 
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enlightenment. In MahŸyŸna Buddhism, compassion is no longer an 
optional extra, which the monk bent on enlightenment may occasionally 
condescend to undertake. It is a basic foundation that assures the meaning 
and function of the entire path. Without it, the quest for the wisdom of 
emptiness becomes an idle game.

Western scholars are likely to be rather unsettled by what 
emerges from Viévard’s studies: the realization that compassion is just as 
important as emptiness in MahŸyŸna thought, even in Madhyamaka. 
Compassion is the essential condition for the breakthrough to the full 
understanding of emptiness, and insight into emptiness is set at the 
service of compassion. Compassion is so evident and non-problematic an 
idea, as opposed to the dizzying paradoxes of emptiness, that it was not 
the subject of intense discussion. But it is a grave misconception to 
imagine that it is therefore secondary to wisdom, as merely a practical 
preparation for or application of it.

‘As defined in the Pali Canon, compassion is a feeling used to 
purify the mind and to help monks eliminate passions’ (p. 119). Karu¡Ÿ, 
compassion, is a technical term, designating one of the four Brahma-
abodes (brahmavihŸra) meditation exercises. The virtue of compassion is 
developed in mental cultivation, which works on the initial raw emotion 
caused by the sight of the suffering of those nearest to us. Broadening 
their compassion, the ¿rŸvakas (hearers) of early Buddhism use it as a 
ladder of spiritual ascent, but are not really concerned with the suffering 
of beings. Compassion is surpassed by the last of the four brahmic states, 
equanimity. Equanimity actually brings a diminution of benevolence and 
compassion (and of the distinction between them), for equanimity no 
longer differentiates between happy and suffering beings. Equanimity is 
prized in early Buddhism not primarily because it is the condition for the 
effective practice of loving-kindness, compassion, and sympathetic joy, 
but because it excels these as a realization of spiritual freedom. In 
MahŸyŸna compassion is suffused by the quality of equanimity, but no 
longer subordinate to it.  

Devoted to the cultivation of mahŸ-karu¡Ÿ, ‘great compassion’, 
the MahŸyŸnists look askance at the limited karu¡Ÿ of the Brahma-
abodes. Indeed, the Brahma-abodes were sometimes seen as an ‘impasse’ 
even in early Buddhism, for they do not lead to nirvana but only to rebirth 
in the Brahma-world (p. 142). In some MahŸyŸna sources the exercise is 
denounced as a self-centered meditative elucubration without any real 
effect: ‘The MahŸ-prajñŸ-pŸramitŸ-¿Ÿstra, while adopting this ancient 
practice, denies it any real efficacy and integrates it as a preparatory 
moment’ (p. 144). It is at a low level of attainment that compassion is 
practiced in view of a better rebirth, or even as a condition for attaining 
nirvana. The bodhisattva practices the four Brahma-abodes is a different 
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spirit than the ¿rŸvaka. While still aiming to purify one’s mind from 
passions, one’s primary goal now becomes to accumulate merits that can 
be applied to the happiness of beings.

‘Compassion is MahŸyŸna, MahŸyŸna is Compassion’, proclaims 
the MahŸparinirvŸ¡a S tra. Compassion is the foundation or root of the 
entire MahŸyŸna edifice. Vimalak rti’s goddess says she is a MahŸyŸnist 
because she never abandons great compassion (p. 170). It is the defining 
trait of the bodhisattva. The Abhidharmako¿a-bhŸðya tells us: 

‘People without compassion and who think only of themselves find it hard 
to believe in the altruism of the bodhisattvas, but the compassionate 
believe in it easily. Do we not see that certain people, confirmed in the 
absence of pity, take pleasure in the suffering of others even when it is of 
no use to them? In the same way one must admit that the bodhisattvas, 
confirmed in compassion, take pleasure in doing good to others without 
any selfish design’ (p. 172).

Compassion extends first to beings, then to all dharmas, then it 
becomes objectless. The Buddhas’ objectless compassion radiates 
spontaneously. It has become their very being. ‘Compassion is truly 
gratuitous and evident only for the Buddhas and the great bodhisattvas, 
when it no longer has an object. The others are still tainted with views of 
me and mine, and thus prisoners of an egocentric vision... The great 
bodhisattvas and the Buddhas practice a natural, “radiant” compassion 
without object (anŸlambana-karu¡Ÿ), which, says É. Lamotte, “acts 
mechanically”’ (p. 175).

Compassion is linked with giving, the first of the six perfections 
(pŸramitŸ): ‘Compassion is the motive of the gift when it arrives at its 
highest perfection, that is, when the giver, purified of every egoistic 
outlook and thus of the very idea of self, no longer distinguishes things 
given, nor givers, nor receivers’ (pp. 153-4). The perfections are not steps 
on a ladder, but develop together as they become more deeply founded in 
the wisdom of emptiness, which is the sixth perfection. Equally essential 
is their foundation in compassion: ‘“The perfections have compassion for 
cause” (Sa÷dhi-nirmocana-s tra). But if compassion is the mother of the 
perfections, it is also their daughter, for it is only after the slow 
maturation acquired in the course of the development of the other 
pŸramitŸ that it in turn attains its own perfection’ (p. 155). Karu¡Ÿ is
what motivates the perfections and mahŸkaru¡Ÿ is what they produce. To 
stress the importance of compassion, NŸgŸrjuna alludes to it as a seventh 
pŸramitŸ.

It is sometimes thought that NŸgŸrjuna was uniquely concerned 
with wisdom and emptiness, in contrast to another Madhyamaka thinker 
six centuries later, ¯Ÿntideva, whose BodhicaryŸvatŸra (Entry on the 
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Bodhisattva Path) gives prominence to compassion and is written in a 
personal voice quite different from the philosophical impersonality of 
NŸgŸrjuna. Viévard argues that this impression is due to the poor 
preservation and scholarly neglect of NŸgŸrjuna’s more practical treatises 
in which compassion has a major role.

For all who have not attained the objectless compassion of a 
Buddha, compassion, in practice, involves a descent from the heights of 
wisdom and a compromise with the dodgy realm of conventionality. 
Compassion accepts a certain residual bondage to the fleshly samsaric 
world in order to work toward a greater enlightenment, surpassing mere 
individual liberation. Bodhisattvas advance not by eventually abandoning 
compassion, as an entanglement with merely conventional beings, but by 
deepening it and applying to it the wisdom of emptiness at every step.  

Compassion is prompted by the suffering of others, and to be 
affected by that suffering, considering it as equal to one’s own, is not a 
sign of deludedness but of bodhisattva sensibility. According to a theory 
accepted in the YogŸcŸra school, the person capable of such compassion 
has the good nature or lineage (gotra) of a bodhisattva. The Madhyamaka 
school rejects the gotra theory: ‘Far from owing their compassion to the 
gotra, it is on the contrary by compassion that the bodhisattva is made a 
bodhisattva, for “if someone produces toward beings a very deep thought 
of great compassion, he is born in the family of the Bodhisattva” (Mpp¿,
trans. Lamotte, p. 1920)’ (p. 178). Curiously, something like the gotra
theory is also found in St. John’s Gospel, where an innate seed 
predestines one to faith or unbelief. These relics of an archaic way of 
thinking do not prevent the emergence of the values of spirit and freedom 
that are at the heart of the Gospel message.

Buddhist thinking on the origin of compassion moves away from 
the gotra theory and also from the idea that the compassionate disposition 
is the fruit of merit in past lives, in order to focus more closely on the 
experience of the bodhisattva as one who ‘suffers with the suffering of 
others’. Compassion befalls him as undeniably as suffering does. 
‘Suffering holds the same character of evidence and spontaneity as the 
compassion it defines’ (p. 180). ‘Though it has no redemptive value, 
suffering is an indispensable element in soteriology because it causes the 
arising of compassion, which is necessary for salvation as MahŸyŸna 
understands it’ (p. 181). Paradoxically, the bodhisattva rejoices for this 
reason in the sensation of suffering, preferring his lot to ‘the sad fate of 
the gods, who because they do not know the sensation of suffering are 
incapable of taking themselves out of their condition and seeking nirvana’ 
(p. 182).
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The Non-Duality of Wisdom and Compassion

Two mighty spiritual forces vie for the upper hand in MahŸyŸna 
Buddhism. One is the wisdom that sees the emptiness of all dharmas. The 
other is the compassion that devotes itself to the liberation of suffering beings. 
Contrary to facile claims that wisdom and compassion automatically imply 
one another, Viévard shows that the harmonization of these two pillars of 
Buddhism was the result of a long struggle of thought. Their non-duality is 
proclaimed, but claims of non-duality are always directed against concrete 
targets, recurring oppositions that are a trap for the mind. ‘Non-duality is 
before all else the echo of an opposition, even if this in the end shows itself to 
be fictive. L’advaya presupposes a conflict between dharmas, since it seeks 
to reduce it. For the Madhyamaka, however, this conflict is merely illusory 
and has reality only for the ignorant and in convention’ (p. 195).

The last sentence here point to an ultimate non-duality that is likely 
to be a stumbling block to Western students of Madhyamaka. But the 
practical striving for the integration of emptiness and compassion at the 
conventional level is a much more accessible idea. It allows us to meet the 
Madhyamaka thinkers at the level of common sense and basic moral and 
spiritual values. The bodhisattva ideal may seen too sublime, even then, to fit 
comfortably with our everyday preoccupations, but as an ideal of sainthood it 
puts forth a challenge that genuinely affects us. It does not come from another 
planet. Long meditation on the non-duality of wisdom and compassion as a 
practical project can perhaps prepare us to make better sense of the loftier 
proclamations of an ultimate non-duality.

The sage seeks the wisdom of emptiness, whereas the saint is 
devoted to selfless compassion. The patron of the one is Mañju¿r ,
bodhisattva of wisdom, and of the other, Avalokite¿vara (Kannon), 
bodhisattva of compassion. One may say that ‘wisdom without compassion is 
empty, compassion without wisdom blind,’ but only rarely do MahŸyŸna 
texts claim that compassion arises naturally from insight into 
emptiness. Compassion, directed actively to the welfare of all beings, seems 
to presuppose their real existence. It is based not on emptiness but on the 
‘golden rule’ that treats the sufferings of others as equal to one’s own. 
Compassion gives a substantial presence to self and other, which wisdom 
would deny. There is no natural harmony between these two, for they go in 
opposite directions. Yet the essence of MahŸyŸna lies in establishing the 
ultimate unity of compassion and wisdom. They are unified in practice in the 
figure of the bodhisattva, who moves upward in wisdom and downward in 
compassion at the same time. The path to that unity is a difficult balancing 
act. ‘If one begins a career through wisdom, one will have to develop 
compassion, and vice versa the one who begins through compassion will have 
to purify it by wisdom’ (p. 17).
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The bodhisattva must invest skillfully in the opposing virtues of 
wisdom, which retreats to the forest, and compassion, which descends to the 
village. The opposition does not paralyze the bodhisattva, but spurs him or 
her on. ‘Such an opposition also remains as long as both emptiness and 
compassion have not attained perfection, and the perfection of one implies the 
perfection of the other. When one develops one of them, one must 
counterbalance it with the help of the other. Helping one another, they will 
arrive at non-duality that makes their perfection’ (pp. 15-16). Emptiness can 
be a preparation for compassion: ‘When — owing to emptiness — the 
bodhisattva feels in a village as if he were in a forest, then compassion is 
permitted. It is a preparatory medication that vaccinates him against the 
agitations of the world’ (p. 16). In turn, compassion lends emptiness a 
substantial enactment that it would otherwise lack. It roots the notion of non-
self conveyed by emptiness in the field of experience. ‘If emptiness permits 
the exercising of compassion through knowledge of universal identity, in 
return compassion roots this absence of difference between me and others in 
the world, Compassion here is an external evidence of emptiness’ (p. 17).

We have already seen that emptiness is a practical discipline of 
language and thought leading to the attitude of non-clinging. Now we see the 
full implications of this practice. Emptiness is for the sake of compassion, and 
the practice of compassion is what fully secures and completes the attitude of 
emptiness. The compound ¿ nyatŸ-karu¡Ÿ-garbha shows that ‘not only are 
emptiness and compassion not contradictory, but they define purity when 
they are reunited. Each brings to the act a form of its perfection; emptiness is 
forgetfulness of the other while compassion is forgetfulness of self’ (p. 225). 
As in other pairs that apparently conflict, one can imagine two oxen bound by 
a yoke, the pace of the one conditioning the gait of the other.

There is much debate as to whether the warm attitudes of 
compassion and forgiveness are compatible with the vision of emptiness that 
would deny to the objects of these attitudes any substantial existence. 
PrajñŸkaramati in his commentary on ¯Ÿntideva (according to Lambert 
Schmithausen) suggests that the doctrine of non-self is compatible with 
compassion only if we see that compassion as directed not to the illusory self, 
but to the components, the five aggregrates (skandhas), to which this illusion 
reduces when it is analyzed. Unfortunately, this ingenious theory has no 
support in early Buddhism, which frankly sees compassion as concerned only 
with illusory beings. The SarvŸstivŸdins, for example, see the Buddha's 
compassion as a surface or screening (sa÷v¼ti) idea, whose object is the 
illusory living beings. Moreover, the MahŸyŸna doctrine that all things are 
empty applies to the skandhas too, so a compassion directed to them would 
equally subscribe to an illusory substantiality. Compassion is fully reconciled 
with emptiness only in the ideal of an objectless compassion, and of course 
this objectless compassion of a Buddha belongs only to the ultimate level. But 
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on the way there, argues Viévard, ‘if worldly convention is not a veil for the 
bodhisattva, why oppose it to dialectical unveiling? The bodhisattva, having 
surpassed convention, chooses to assume it anew to be useful to others... 
Illusory to the eye of ultimate meaning, suffering is still quite real in the world 
of convention, for “if all things are indeed without self-nature on the ultimate 
level, they nonetheless subsist on the conventional level” (Kamala¿ la)’ (p. 
212). Whether or not Viévard, or his sources, succeed in ironing out all the 
wrinkles of apparent contradiction, his analysis of the practical upshot of the 
tensions between emptiness and compassion testifies to the constructive 
vitality of the tradition, to a degree that almost makes questions of ultimate 
consistency seem otiose.

The practical equilibrium of emptiness and compassion may remind 
one of discussions of action and contemplation in Christian spirituality. But 
the idea that each of the two acts as a foundation for the other suggests a 
radical ontological vision that goes beyond practical wisdom. The vision of 
an integral human existence that unites sagehood and sanctity may seem 
remote from the conditions of ordinary life, but it is an ideal that can fruitfully 
be consulted and that can guide from afar the efforts of ordinary mortals. Its 
very lucidity and comprehensiveness makes it more helpful than scattered, 
disjointed moral and spiritual imperatives that push us in various directions 
without offering a clear map of the path to follow. But can the path of human 
and spiritual growth really be mapped out in this systematic way? Perhaps all 
such paths are merely provisional constructions, skillful means for orienting 
oneself in a given historical and cultural horizon.

The interplay between wisdom that focuses on emptiness and 
compassion that enters the play of conventionally existing beings recalls the 
dynamic of the Incarnation, reflected in Christian existence as set forth, 
though not systematically mapped, in the New Testament. The transcendent 
God, witnessed to in the breakdown of our conventional language, makes 
himself known in the play of earthly forms, assuming compassionately the 
condition of the creature. The dependently co-arising world is no longer just 
an icon that points beyond itself but is the very place where the divine dwells. 
The rich affinities between bodhisattva compassion and Christian charity 
must imply a potential rapprochement between the underlying outlooks on 
reality as well. The Buddhist analyses can clarify and temper the biblical 
vision, freeing it from the appearance of being an arbitrary or even bullying 
set of expectations. In return, the Christian kerygma can recall the Buddhist 
ideals from the rarefied space of a monastic or philosophical laboratory to the 
broken, fleshly texture of historical human life. 
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Corredato dalla monografia Sparwenfeld. Bidrag till en 
biografi, pubblicata nel 1932 a Stoccolma da C.V. Jacobowsky, il nuovo 
libro della studiosa Ulla Birgegård — specialista nel campo della lingua e 
letteratura slava presso l’Università di Uppsala — porta alla luce una delle 
fonti più accurate e aggiornate attinenti l’affascinante profilo biografico 
dell’intellettuale svedese Johan Gabriel Sparwenfeld (1655-1727), ivi 
accluso la fonte che riporta una peculiare importanza per l’interpretazione 
delle relazioni politico-diplomatiche tra la Svezia e la Russia, nella 
seconda metà del XVII secolo. Non privo di interesse è il fatto che nel 
1985 l’Autrice aveva ormai pubblicato la prima edizione critica annotata 
e commentata del Lexicon Slavonicum îLSº (MS Slavo 42, Università di 
Uppsala), edito in quattro volumi tra il 1987 ed il 1992. Questo Lexicon è 
stato valutato, all’epoca, come uno dei contributi svedesi “pionieristici” di 
slavistica, di cui il principale promotore e autore fu, per l’appunto, J. G. 
Sparwenfeld. I primi dati sullo sviluppo storico del LS e, nel contempo, 
quelli del suo Diario in Russia îDRº, sono stati infatti inseriti nel quarto 
capitolo del volume pubblicato dall’A. nel 1985, realizzandosi così un 
valido legame storico fra loro, dati ai quali ritengo opportuno si rivolga 
eventualmente lo studioso.

Johan Gabriel Sparwenfeld nacque nel 1655, in una famiglia 
aristocratica della città di Åmål, fondata dalla Regina Cristina nel XVII 
secolo e situata sulla costa ovest del lago Vänern, come figlio unico di 
Christina Uggla e di Johan Gabrielsson Sparfvenfeld. Egli compì gli studi 
a Uppsala, dedicandosi soprattutto allo studio delle lingue moderne e del 
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diritto. Prima di essere coinvolto nella missione politica della Svezia 
presso la corte moscovita, più precisamente, nel periodo fra il 1677 ed il 
1682, ebbe l’occasione di raggiungere vari paesi europei (Olanda, 
Francia, Italia, Inghilterra, Danimarca). Nel 1684 il Nostro fu inserito 
nella delegazione diplomatica svedese, assieme all’ambasciatore russo 
Conrad Gyllenstierna, per una missione nella quale si dovevano ratificare 
ancora una volta i precedenti trattati di pace tra la Svezia e la Russia — 
Stolbova (1617), Kardis (1661) e Pljussa (1667). Questa missione fu 
intrapresa durante il periodo di un’acuta mediazione bilaterale 
concernente la sorveglianza russa del porto di Archangel’sk e della 
regione di Stolbova, controllo moscovita diventato, secondo gli svedesi, 
eccessivo e inaccettabile.

Seguendo le indicazioni offerte dall’A. nell’introduzione al 
diario di Sparwenfeld (DR, p. 21-22), risulta che la missione svedese in 
Russia precedeva la visita ufficiale di Ivan Pron iš ev a Stoccolma (1683) 
e si proponeva non solo di portare avanti le trattative riguardanti i 
territori, ma anche la questione inerente alla popolazione d’Ingria — 
popolazione di origine ugro-finnica collocata nei dintorni della provincia 
di Nöteborg, vale a dire gli ingrikar di Sparwenfeld (DR p. 43 e ss.). Si 
trattava di un’etnia che, pur testimoniando insolitamente la fede cristiano-
ortodossa, non era in grado di capire la lingua russa1 e di conseguenza, 
non poteva comprendere i testi biblici e liturgici. Sarà proprio questa la 
ragione principale per quale, nel 1628, apparve il piccolo catechismo 
luterano nell’Alfabetum îsicº Rutenorum.

Lo stesso processo di “luteranizzazione” fu adoperato anche nel 
caso della popolazione vatjalaiset îVotesº, che faceva un uso secolare di 
vari dialetti e solo successivamente, della lingua russa e svedese (DR, n. 
43, p. 248). Quindi, non pochi problemi si presentavano in una zona dove 
lingua svedese e fede luterana erano abbinate ufficialmente, con la forza. 
La maggior parte dei vatjalaiset (all’incirca 3000 persone) dovettero 
accettare la fede luterana (DR, n. 45, p. 248). La situazione 
completamente atipica dei fedeli ortodossi di questa regione consisteva 
nel fatto che, sebbene non parlassero o capissero la lingua slava, essi 
preferivano sentire la liturgia ortodossa in questa lingua, fatto perpetratosi 
per quasi cinque secoli. Quindi, sebbene i fedeli fossero estremamente 
legati alla fede ortodossa, essi dovettero cedere davanti alla confessione 
luterana, poiché la lingua svedese agevolava notevolmente la 
comprensione del servizio divino, con la specificazione che il rito era 
diventato protestante rispetto a quello iniziale, cioè slavo-bizantino. Si 

                                                          
1 Il controllo amministrativo russo in questa zona iniziò col XII secolo, diventando 
Ingria una provincia di Svezia solo nel 1617, grazie al trattato di pace firmato con 
la Russia, nella città di Stolbova. 
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tratta di un aspetto della storia ecclesiastica della Svezia pre-moderna di 
notevole rilevanza, il quale necessiterebbe di un ulteriore ampliamento 
storiografico.

Le trattative politico-diplomatiche e commerciali tra la Russia, 
che cercava di mediare la situazione dei fedeli ortodossi risiedenti nei 
territori d’Ingria, e la Svezia, che per ragioni commerciali tentava di 
penetrare nei territori della Persia via Archangel’sk, si svolsero per tutto il 
Seicento in un’atmosfera particolarmente tesa. Inoltre, per quanto 
concerne gli interessi della Russia nei confronti della Svezia, si deve 
precisare che, una volta aver inserito un problema religioso nei trattati 
diplomatici disegnò una peculiarità relativa alla storia ecclesiastica 
europea del XVII secolo. In questo senso, il diario di J. G. Sparwenfeld si 
dimostra una fonte estremamente rilevante. 

Anche l’interesse per lo studio della lingua russa da parte di J. 
G. Sparwenfeld nasce proprio nel contesto delle trattative russo-svedesi e, 
molto probabilmente, nel tentativo di comprendere meglio le suddette 
controversie ecclesiastiche. Si noti che la decisione di rimanere a Mosca, 
“having been awarded a scholarship by the King îil re Carlo I, 1662-
1697º and the Council to study the Russian language and Russian affaire” 
(DR, p. 13), segue esattamente la sua partecipazione alla delegazione 
diplomatica in Russia (febbraio 1684). Difatti, la redazione del Lexicon
Slavonicum prese avvio nello stesso periodo, in quanto concepito per il 
lettore occidentale. Con lo stesso dizionario Sparwenfeld si presentò nel 
1692 davanti al Papa Innocenzio XII, offrendoglielo con l’intento di 
utilizzarlo nelle missioni cattoliche espanse in dei territori russi. In questo 
modo il diplomatico svedese, pur professando la confessione protestante, 
conquistò la fiducia del Papa, il quale gli diede libero accesso alla libreria 
ed agli archivi del Vaticano e gli regalò una copia del dizionario Latino-
Slavo ecclesiastico, un edizione di lusso, dono corredato di una lettera 
apostolica dove si specificava la Sua donazione e il possibile utilizzo del 
suddetto dizionario, dalle missioni cattoliche, nell’area baltica. 

Nel 1694 Sparwenfeld ritornò in Svezia con una collezione di 
libri rari acquistati mentre viaggiava in Europa, con lo scopo di 
continuare i suoi studi di lingua e storia slava. Un anno dopo, fu nominato 
Deputato Maestro delle Cerimonie, diventando il capo dello stesso 
servizio statale nel 1701. Il suo matrimonio con Antonietta Sophia 
Hildebrand cessò mentre lei dava alla luce l’ottavo figlio, parto che ne 
causò la morte.

J. G. Sparwenfeld parlava quattordici lingue ed ebbe la 
possibilità di mantenere una voluminosa e costante corrispondenza con 
grandi intellettuali europei dell’epoca: Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, 
Hiob Ludolf, Gispert Cuper, Eric Benzelius il Giovane (una parte del suo 
epistolario si trova presso la Stadsbiblioteket di Linköping, Svezia). Nel 
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1712 si ritirerà presso la sua residenza estiva a Åbylund, vicino Västerås, 
dove vi svolgerà parte della sua attività intellettuale fino alla fine della 
sua vita.

Secondo le informazioni fornite nell’introduzione dall’A., il 
diario del viaggio in Russia fu scoperto nel 1880 da Ellen Fries 
nell’archivio del Castello Tidö e sarà pubblicato nella Historisk tidskrift
nell’anno 1886. Il manoscritto passò ulteriormente all’Archivio Nazionale 
di Stoccolma (catalogo Tidöarchivet 501).  Inoltre, il diario fu utilizzato 
come fonte principale anche nella monografia di C. V. Jacobowsky, 
contributo dedicato alla personalità poliedrica e all’opera di J. G. 
Sparwenfeld. Cronologicamente, il diario si estende dal 5 febbraio 1684 
al 31 marzo 1687, anche se le impressioni del Nostro furono 
sporadicamente narrate e inserite, più precisamente, dall’anno 1685 in 
poi. Nel periodo in cui egli riempì le pagine del suo quaderno intimo, la 
Russia era ancora sotto lo scettro della reggente zarina Sophia (1682-
1689), cioè in un periodo relativamente confuso per la Russia, sia per la 
politica interna che estera2. Il ministro degli affari esteri Vasilij Vasil’evi
Golicyn3 era il protetto della zarina e, nel contempo, la persona con cui 
Sparwenfeld ebbe rapporti più diretti a Mosca. Tra gli obbiettivi della 
politica estera russa esisteva l’idea di un trattato di pace con la Svezia, la 
Francia, il Brandeburgo e la Danimarca, patto questo che avrebbe 
concesso ai russi un maggior controllo degli stati europei nella regione 
baltica. Difatti, questo trattato fu sancito con l’apporto del diplomatico 
danese Hildebrand von Horn, fatto a cui Sparwenfeld accenna nel suo 
diario, essendo questo una fonte affidabile della cronaca di questo evento. 
Lo stesso successe per i dettagli che riguardano la “pace eterna” dei russi 
con la Polonia, pace stabilita nel periodo in cui il diplomatico svedese si 
trovava a Mosca.

La Russia cercava allora di integrarsi nella “Lega Santa” a 
fianco degli Asburgo, della Polonia, di Roma e di Venezia contro 
l’Impero Ottomano, scontrandosi nello stesso tempo con i tatari nella 
Russia asiatica e con i manciù nel bacino Amur, verso l’Estremo-Oriente. 
Un accordo con la Polonia era fondamentale a causa dell’utilità del 
supporto militare dei cosacchi, disposti a occupare le aree lontane della 
Siberia e ad appoggiare la strategia dell’espansione russa verso il 
Pacifico. Ad ogni modo, questi problemi di politica estera si 
cristallizzeranno solo a fine Seicento, col regno di Pietro il Grande, 
successivamente quindi al periodo che copriva la permanenza di 
Sparwenfeld a Mosca.

                                                          
2 L. HUGHES, Sophia Regent of Russia 1657-1704, Yale University Press, London 
1990.
3 Vedasi le interessanti addizioni storiche eseguite dall’A. nel DR, p. 340, n. 752.
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Il diario di viaggio in Russia costituisce, inoltre, anche una 
delle fonti principali per la storia intellettuale della Russia nel Seicento, in 
quanto accurata testimonianza concernente la vita della corte moscovita e 
quella dei diplomati letterati, tipo di fonte paragonabile a quella di 
Sigismund von Herberstein nella Commentari della Moscovia (Venezia 
1550), Petrus Petrejus, Regni Muschowitici sciographia... (Stoccolma,
1615), Adam Olearius, nel Vermehrte Moscowitische und Persianische 
Reisebeschreibung (Schleswig, 1663), Foy de la Neuville, Relation 
curieuse et nouvelle de Moscovie (La Haye 1699). Difatti, nel diario di 
Sparwenfeld saranno richiamate spesso le testimonianze di questi letterati 
per sottolineare il contesto intellettuale, politico, geografico e culturale 
della Russia. Nonostante ciò, l’A. sottolinea il carattere di queste 
descrizioni, aggiungendone una sua interpretazione: “There are no general 
statements in Sparwenfeld’s diary about the character of Russians or 
Russia. In fact he does not write about Russia and Russians, but about 
what he himself experienced in Russia. He talks about individuals, not 
about representatives of different categories” (DR, p. 29).

Nel suo diario, Sparwenfeld dedica un ampio spazio alla 
descrizione delle chiese e dei monasteri ortodossi, degli oggetti di culto, 
delle cerimonie religiose, creando così un primo quadro storico della fede 
ortodossa in Svezia, ripreso poi da Nicolaus Bergius nella sua Exercitatio
historico-theologica de statu Ecclesiae et Religionis Moscoviticae4,
corredata dal diario di Sparwenfeld. Dunque, si tratta di un importante 
fonte protestante che può essere ritenuta utile nella storia della chiesa 
ortodossa del sud-est europeo nel Seicento e Settecento. 

Il DR è inoltre un’accuratissima fonte per quanto riguarda i 
dettagli spaziali e geografici, per la rappresentazione delle città di 
frontiera e delle principali arterie commerciali, elementi questi ritenuti 
preziosi da Sparwenfeld: “However, what is best about the town îs.c.
Åbo/Turkuº is that on the Neva, emerging from Ladoga, Russian boats 
descend and have possibility to pass by Nöteborg and then by Nyenskans 
into the Gulf of Finland to trade” (DR, p. 45). 

Sull’interesse di Sparwenfeld per le conoscenze di carattere 
geografico e per la cartografia dobbiamo soffermarci più a lungo, poiché 
questo aspetto riveste un particolare interesse nella storia generale dei 
cartografi europei del Seicento e nella storia cartografica della Siberia. 

                                                          
4 Si tratta di un valido contributo di Bergius nel campo della lingua e civiltà russa. 
Il primo volume è stato pubblicato come tesi di laurea, presentata da G. Krook ed 
edito a Stoccolma fra il 1704 ed il 1705. Titolo completo ed edizione completa: 
Exercitatio Historico-Theologica de statu Ecclesiae et Religionis Moscoviticae.
1—2., Lubecae, impensis Joh. Wiedemeyeri, 17092. 8vo. xxxvi + 272; + xxiv + 
273—352 pp.; 17233.
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L’amicizia di Sparwenfeld con Willem Janzoon Blaeu (1571-1638), il 
figlio di Johan Blaeu (1596-1673) e nipote del fondatore della più 
importante casa editrice olandese di diffusione dell’informazione 
cartografica, così come con Nicolaas Witsen (1641-1717), autore del 
famoso volume settecentesco Noord en Oost Tartaryen (17052, l’edizione 
più completa e più citata) e con Nicolae Milescu (1638-1708), il 
diplomatico di origine moldava che operò presso la Posol’skij prikaz
moscovita, gli diede l’opportunità di pubblicare le mappe dell’Asia, della 
Russia e della Siberia corredate dal testo riferito al suo viaggio a Mosca, 
testo corredato da una riedizione speciale degli atlanti d’Italia.

Il figlio Johan Blaeu Jr. stava per liquidare gli affari di suo 
padre, specifica Leo Bagrow5, ma comunque non prima di proporre a 
Sparwenfeld la pubblicazione di qualche mappa dell’Asia.6 Dalla lettera 
del 10 giugno 1689 si capisce che il contratto fu firmato per due mappe, 
quella dalla Siberia e quella dalla Russia ed inoltre, si noti che la mappa 
della Siberia apparve anche nelle referenze del cartografo e geografo di 
Modena Giacomo Cantelli (1643-1695). Sparwenfeld gli inviò una copia 
della medesima mappa ed il Cantelli lo ringraziò in una lettera del 8 
novembre 1692. Cantelli, un illustre geografo, bibliotecario di corte 
presso il Duca di Modena, Francesco II, — ebbe l’occasione di pubblicare 
la medesima mappa a Roma presso la Casa Editrice De Rossi.

Il fatto è di notevole importanza perché costituisce un elemento 
storiografico fondamentale nel processo europeo di pubblicazione e di 
diffusione cartografica siberiana, non facilmente reperibile nella 
letteratura specialistica. Sappiamo dal DR che Sparwenfeld incontrò 
Nicolae Milescu a Mosca nel 1685, proprio il 6 gennaio, festa 
dell’Epifania7, proprio quando tantissimi ufficiali furono testimoni della 
benedizione delle acque da parte del patriarca ortodosso: “Spatharius was 
also there, and I had a long talk with him about his Chinese journey. He 
confirmed that Cambaluc îKambalyk, ossia Pechinoº and Pekin are the 
same, that the capital of China is situated not far from the wall and that 
Khan — Balik is nothing else but Principis Locus or Aula Caesaris, but 
that the correct proper name is Pekin” (DR, p. 205). Questo dettaglio è di 
grande interesse, dato che uno dei più antichi manoscritti dedicati alla 
Descrizione della Cina (Ms. slavo 35 proveniente dalla Bibliothèque 

                                                          
5 Leo BAGROW, “Sparwenfeld’s Map of Siberia”, Imago Mundi 4 (1947), p. 65-70. 
6 Si veda la corrispondenza rinvenibile nella Libreria Reale di Stoccolma ed edita 
da M. M. KLEERKOOPER & W. P. van STOCKUM JR., De boekhander te Amsterdam 
voornamelijk in de 17e eeuw. Haag 1914-1915, p. 47-52, vol. I; si veda anche DR,
n. 739 e 740, p. 338. 
7 Vedasi DR, p. 205; p. 319, n. 575. 
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Nationale de Paris e copiato nel 1685) arriverà proprio nelle mani di 
Sparwenfeld direttamente da Milescu.

Nel DR viene menzionato che il diplomatico svedese consultò 
un dizionario di cui era autore Milescu: “He offered me a look at a 
dictionary that he had made, with Latin, Ancient and Modern Greek and 
Church Slavonic. He said that the Attic language and its genius (sott. 
dell’A.) agreed to a high degree with the fundamental features of the 
Church Slavonic grammar”. Seguono altri dettagli riferiti alla popolazione 
di origine gotica della Crimea: “He also said that in Crimea are about 300 
Gothic villages, where they use a strange language. They are Christian 
and have a bishop, whom they also call Gothisck biscop in their language. 
He resides in Kaffa, alias Theodosiopolis by the Cimmerian Bosphorus. 
They speak in a language they call Gothic” (DR, p. 205-207). 

Pur non menzionandosi nel DR nulla del suddetto manoscritto, 
offerto da Milescu a Sparwenfeld e nemmeno della mappa della Siberia 
eseguita dallo stesso Milescu nel suo viaggio in Cina (1675-1676), 
possiamo accertarci che il diplomatico svedese lasciò la Russia ricevendo 
i medesimi regali dal suo amico moscovita. Da un lato, si è ricordato 
prima il fatto che Sparwenfeld non ebbe la possibilità di offrire a Mosca 
una descrizione minuziosa della sua attività successivamente all’anno 
1685. Dall’altro lato, la situazione di Milescu a Mosca fu meno 
favorevole al suo ritorno dalla Cina nel 1678, e il carattere segreto dei 
documenti attinenti le spedizioni e le missioni nell’Estremo-Oriente 
(documenti elaborati e redatti poco prima del 1678 per la duma
moscovita) non ci consente di pensare che fosse stato facile lasciare una 
traccia del suo nome mentre eseguiva le copie o le traduzioni di riassunti 
concernenti la Siberia, sollecitando l’accuità dello storico nell’intento di 
trovare tali riassunti nella rete di distribuzione europea. Fortunatamente, 
sulle pagini del Ms. 35 di Parigi esiste la dedica di Milescu dalla quale si 
capisce chiaramente il destinatario ed il mittente. Si capisce che, Milescu 
diede a Sparwenfeld, insieme all’Opisanie Kitaj îOpKº, la copia della 
mappa della Siberia eseguita nel 1675, mentre il diplomatico svedese si 
trovava a Mosca. L’OpK rappresenta la fonte principale della successiva 
ricostruzione cartografica europea di questi territori (Cantelli, Ides, 
Witsen, Thomas SJ), ipotesi che si presta ad un’indagine più accurata. 

Alla domanda del noto storico russo Leo Bagrow, “which 
material was then used by Sparwenfeld for making a map of Siberia for 
Blaeu?”, la mia ipotetica risposta sarebbe che le fonti messe a 
disposizione a Sparwenfeld mentre si trovava a Mosca nel 1684-1685 da 
Milescu, presupposto questo in pieno disaccordo con la versione di 
Bagrow, secondo quale Sparwenfeld avrebbe ricevuto informazioni 
cartografiche da Izbrand Ides, il commerciante inviato a Pechino dallo zar 
Pietro il Grande nel 1692. Tuttavia, mentre si trovava in Cina, Izbrand 
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Ides ebbe a sua disposizione il rapporto di Milescu sulla Cina e sul nord 
Asia e difficilmente potrebbe dimostrarsi il contrario nonché l’esclusività 
delle informazioni cartografiche. Quindi, si tratta di una cronologia 
discutibile in quanto la permanenza di Sparwenfeld a Mosca ha luogo fra 
il 1684 ed il 1687, periodo ben lontano dalla relazione di Ides sull’Asia, 
però più vicino alla datazione dell’esecuzione della mappa da parte di 
Milescu, l’anno 1682. In più, l’incontro di Sparwenfeld con Milescu e il 
loro scambio di informazioni sulla Siberia sembra essere più verosimile, 
in quanto non si possono ignorare né l’esistenza del Ms. 35 di Parigi né le 
annotazioni eseguite da Sparwenfeld in margine al medesimo ms., 
elementi irraggiungibili nell’analisi di Bagrow. La discussione 
storiografica rimane comunque aperta e dovrebbe includere il rapporto tra 
Ides e Witsen così come quello e tra Sparwenfeld e Witsen, ovvero la loro 
interazione come cartografi dello spazio siberiano nel Seicento. 

Tuttavia, Bagrow ha il merito di aver trovato tale mappa (The
Spatharios map, 1682, ossia il Ms. russo 72, attualmente rintracciabile nel 
fondo “Leo Bagrow”, presso la Houghton Library) e di averla pubblicata 
insieme alla mappa della Siberia di Sparwenfeld8, incredibilmente simile 
a quella di Milescu, che è più rudimentale ma molto precisa. Il problema 
storiografico è che il Bagrow riesce solo a accennare al possibile nesso tra 
la mappa di Spatharios e quella di Sparwenfeld e ai momenti in cui si 
sono scambiati le mappe: “Spathary frequently met Sparwenfeld, and 
made him a present of the description of his trip in China, and possibly 
showed him his map if he did not give it to him.”9 Sfortunatamente, non 
vi saranno da parte sua altri commenti a questo proposito, poiché nella 
sua convinzione permaneva l’idea che Nicolae Milescu avesse copiato la 
descrizione dei territori nord asiatici dal Novus Atlas Sinensis di Martino 
Martini, in quanto traduttore del medesimo atlante dal latino allo slavo 
ecclesiastico e non autore della suddetta mappa o esploratore dell’Asia. 
Fatto sta che il padre missionario gesuita specificava chiaramente nel 
proemio dell’atlante, di non aver raggiunto la Tartaria e, quindi, per 
inferenza, si capisce che Leo Bagrow non aveva eseguito il confronto 
delle fonti sopra citate. 

Inoltre, Bagrow parla della considerevole attività svolta dal 
padre gesuita George David (1647-1713) nell’eseguire le indagini che 
riguardavano i territori siberiani, non sapendo che quest’ultimo ottenne, a 
sua volta, delle informazioni concernenti i territori siberiani sempre da 
parte di Milescu, il quale fece vedere al padre gesuita di Mosca, la sua 
famosa mappa. A tal proposito concordo con il giudizio storiografico 

                                                          
8 L. BAGROW, “Sparwenfeld’s Map of Siberia”; A history of the cartography of 
Russian up to 1600, Walker Press, Ontario 1975. 
9 L. BAGROW, “Sparwenfeld’s Map of Siberia”, p. 70. 



JOHAN G. SPARWENFELD E NICOLAE MILESCU (MOSCA, 1684) 305

condiviso da H. Bosmans10, A. Florovský11 e da J. Sebes12: “With the help 
of Spathary, David became acquainted with the possibility of using the 
Siberian route and along this sent this tabula itineris to Rome.”13 Anche 
dal DR si evince che il padre gesuita conosceva benissimo Sparwenfeld, 
avendo in comune interessi cartografici e linguistici ed è molto probabile 
inoltre, che il volume Status modernus magnae Russiate seu Moscovite 
(1690), appunto sarebbe giunto nelle mani del diplomatico svedese14.

Dagli appunti d’archivio offertici dallo studioso Noël Golvers si 
capisce che George David ricevette una mappa dal Padre Generale della 
Compagnia di Gesù, Thyrs Gonzalez, con la richiesta di correggerla. Si 
tratta della mappa del gesuita Antoine Thomas15. La tabula itineris del 
padre David fu la risposta al Padre Generale, che in questo modo creò una 
fonte cartografica ulteriore16.

Abbiamo dunque una fonte illuminante sui dettagli cartografici 
offerti da parte di Milescu riguardo all’iter verso le terre della Siberia e 
della Tartaria cinese. Sono informazioni che circolano in forma di 
“samizdat” da Mosca a Roma, da Roma a Stoccolma, da Roma a Pechino, 
per ritornare poi di nuovo a Roma, presso la Societatis Jesu. Difatti, oltre 
all’accuratezza delle fonti milesciane, si tratta dell’unica circolazione, 
diffusione e del riconoscimento della validità delle informazioni 
cartografiche, geografiche e topografiche di Milescu, alle quali si 
aggiunge la diffusione mediata da Sparwenfeld delle “linee tracciate” sul 
The Spatharios map (1682).

Il 15 gennaio 1699 il diplomatico svedese colse l’occasione per 
accennare a Leibniz dell’OpK, ma ricevette una risposta “tiepida” da parte 
del filosofo, perché riconobbe nella suddetta descrizione la mano di 

                                                          
10 H. BOSMANS, “Le problème des relations de Verbiest avec la cour de Russie”, 
Annales de la Société d’émulation pour l’étude de l’histoire et des antiquités de la 
Flandre îBrugesº 1913, fasc. 3-4, p. 198-203.
11 A. FLOROVSKÝ, eští Jesuité na Rusi, Praga 1941. 
12 J. SEBES, The jesuits and the Sino-Russian Treaty of Ner insk (1689). The diary 
of Thomas Pereira S.J., Institutum Historicum, Roma, 1961. 
13 A. FLOROVSKÝ, “Maps of the Siberian Route of the Belgian Gesuit, A. Thomas 
(1690)”, Imago Mundi 8 (1954), p. 105. 
14 DR, , p. 327, n. 638. 
15 Tabula geographica Orientis, iuxta autographum P. Antonij Thomas Belgae e 
Soc. Jesu missum Pekino a 1690, in qua demonstrantur etiam itinera in Chinam 
ex Moscovita, Persia et Mogor (attualmente nell’Archivum Societatis Jesu, Roma, 
Jap. Sin., vol. CXLV, fol 112). 
16 Delineatio itineris in Chinam per Siberiam, accuratior missa Moscua a Patre 
Georgico David 31 Maii 1689 ... quae minutius explicat rationem itineris terra 
flumine etc. Extant et alia minus accurata missa Pekino 1687 a Padre Ferdinand 
Verbiest notata a Padre Thomas ex sola relazione Moscorum.
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Martino Martini, per l’appunto una parte del contenuto di Novus Atlas 
Sinensis (1655). Questo tipo di “disinteresse” nei confronti delle 
descrizioni nord asiatiche eseguite da Milescu — generato dall’ipotetica 
traduzione ad litteram dell’opera di Martini — sarà costantemente presente 
nella storiografia, impedendo una corretta valutazione del contributo delle 
sue conoscenze geografiche riservata a questi spazi. Difatti, Martino 
Martini nell’aver portato alla fine il suddetto atlante seguendo le fonti 
cartografiche cinesi, oltre al fatto di aversi ispirato alle medesime fonti, 
mai aveva raggiunto i territori oltre la Grande Muraglia, quindi, non 
poteva eseguire una mappa che rappresentasse la parte settentrionale della 
Cina. Nel 1975 il Bagrow riprende brevemente il discorso sulla mappa 
della Siberia e sulla descrizione milesciana degli spazi asiatici17,
considerando tale descrizione come “the first comprehensive geographical 
treatise on Siberia”18. Tuttavia, egli non prestò una particolare attenzione 
storiografica attinente il contributo cartografico del diplomatico moldavo. 

Sparwenfeld rimane per adesso l’unico nesso chiaro in grado di 
offrire alla storiografia le fonti di maggior interesse utili per sciogliere il 
nodo della paternità milesciana delle informazioni sulla Siberia e la Cina. 
Un tale problema potrà essere risolto sia tramite la dedica che si trova sul 
Ms. slavo no. 35, dove si dice che Milescu ha tradotto e compilato l’OpK,
sia analizzando The Spatharios map 1682 (il nome di Spatharios
specificato sulla mappa è identico alla denominazione conferitale da 
Sparwenfeld nel suo DR, p. 205), che rappresenta la fonte principale della 
sua mappa sulla Siberia (1688), sia infine, tramite i brevi accenni presenti 
nelle pagine del suo DR, che includono sinteticamente le sue (s.c. di 
Milescu) considerazioni sull’Asia.

Anche dal punto di vista della storia cartografica europea della 
regione nord-asiatica nel Seicento, il diario di Sparwenfeld rimane 
un’utilissima fonte ancora da indagare, da indagare, fonte questa che offre 
agli storiografi chiarimenti finora sconosciuti. Dobbiamo precisare che 
l’A. specifica nella sua introduzione che il DR è stato pubblicato per un 
utilizzo che potrà estendersi alla storia intellettuale delle relazioni tra 
Svezia e la Russia, alla storia diplomatica bilaterale fra questi due stati, 
alla storia ecclesiastica, alla storia della cartografia, alla storia degli 
orientamenti conoscitivi nel Seicento e nei primi anni del Settecento. 
Naturalmente, si devono considerare gli sforzi dell’A. nell’effettuare la 
traduzione, comprensibili soprattutto quando si ha davanti un testo 
seicentesco dove viene utilizzata una peculiare terminologia culturale ed 
amministrativa del sistema russo precedente il periodo di Pietro il Grande.  

                                                          
17 L. BAGROW 1975, p. 34 e ss. 
18 Ibidem.
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La lingua russa ecclesiastica per via dell’utilizzo della scrittura 
skoropis rappresentano lo stile di quasi tutta la corrispondenza 
diplomatica dell’epoca: quindi si tratta di seguire i canoni di un 
particolare indirizzo nell’ambito della paleografia diplomatica russa, il 
che comporta non poche difficoltà. Da notare che i manoscritti del DR,
ovvero la mano di Sparwenfeld, assomigliano molto alla scrittura 
utilizzata nel Ms. slavo 35 dell’OpK: a nostro avviso si tratta della mano 
di Sparwenfeld che avrebbe potuto copiare il manoscritto alla fine 
dell’anno 1684, nonché agli inizi dell’anno 1685, assistito da Milescu 
stesso a Mosca, cioè prima del suo ritorno a Stoccolma. Credo sia questa 
la ragione per cui la storiografia di tale argomento potrà effettuare una 
rivalutazione delle suddette fonti e della relazione tra i due intellettuali e 
diplomatici in questione.

Una nota in margine ad una considerazione dell’A., con la quale 
non concordo affatto poiché troppo discreta è: “the reader with a 
specialist knowledge in some of the fields involved in this diary will find 
the commentary primitive, while for others it will be too detailed” (DR, p. 
33); Il recensore coglie l’opportunità di reiterare, a prescindere dal veloce 
e sintetico giudizio offerto nelle pagine precedenti, la validità, 
l’accuratezza e l’importanza notevole della traduzione, dei commenti e 
dell’apparato critico eseguiti dall’A. al testo del DR.
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