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Purpose: Since 2007, two notable textual and pictorial groups of
the Manichaeans’ heritage of China have been found which have
displayed some new characteristics of Manichaeism and have
increased the scope of Manichaean studies. Representing the
second, viz. the southern phase of Manichaeism in China, these new
findings are replete with features of Chinese folk religion,
particularly signs of Buddhism and Daoism. To maintain unity and
survival, the Manichaeans absorbed local aspects and combined the
fundamental principles of religion with Chinese concepts. To
convey the concepts and teachings of the religion, they followed
Man1’s missionary scheme; that is, endeavoring the promotion of
Manichaeism by utilizing various tools. This attitude triggered a
significant expansion in the Manichaean church history. Centering
on Mani, three paintings target the importance of missionary work[
among the new findings. The first two silk paintings were
introduced in 2009, however, recently a painting has been found
that has attracted attention, the Hagiography painting (3), which
deals with the Manichaean church history and includes parables and
references to rebirth.

Method and Research: To do a textual-pictorial analysis and
introduce this new painting in Persian for the first time, this article
intends to briefly deal with the Manichaean missionary work,
identify the components of the painting, and show the manner of
representation of the Manichaean church history.

Findings and Conclusions: A preliminary examination of this
painting has shown that the Manichaeans in China, who were trying
to spread the teachings, tied their church history to the innermost
cultural layers of China and different social classes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Since 2007, two distinct textual and pictorial collections of Chinese Manichaean heritage
have been discovered. These findings have revealed new aspects of Manichaeism and
expanded its research possibilities. The second phase of the discoveries belongs to the
southern Manichaeism in China, which incorporates elements of traditional Chinese religion,
including signs of Buddhism and Daoism. To ensure their unity and survival, the
Manichaeans adapted to their environment and integrated Chinese concepts with their basic
principles. The Manichaean Church followed Mani’s propaganda plan, involving the use of
various tools to propagate the concepts and teachings of the religion. This approach resulted
in a significant expansion of the church history. Three new images - with Mani at the center,
emphasizing the importance of propaganda - have been discovered. The first two hanging
scrolls were introduced in 2009. Recently, a painting has been discovered, prompting deep
reflection. Referred to as the “hagiography or Manichaean prophetology painting,” it delves
into church history and includes parables and symbols of rebirth. This paper will briefly
examine Manichaean missionary work, introduce the newly discovered painting in Persian
for the first time, and identify its components. To identify the components and illustrate the
representation of the Manichaean Church history, the paper conducts an iconographic-textual
analysis. The initial analysis of this painting indicates that the Manichaean community in
China, enthusiastic about disseminating their teachings, intertwined their church history with
the profound cultural layers of China and various social classes.

Methodology

The history of the Manichaean Church is examined from a historical perspective using a
descriptive-analytical approach and a textual-pictorial examination through a library method.
The creation date and the nature of the scroll are identified by entering the image, and the
sections are read and interpreted. This review brings to light some details that were not
discussed in the initial introductions.

Discussion

Manichaeism spread with the support of Shapur I (240-270 AD) after achieving initial
success in Sasanian Eranshahr (224-651 AD). Mani believed in a universal religion and
considered himself as a Paraclete (pardkietos) chosen by Jesus Christ. After separating from
the Elcesaites in the name of Jesus and Paul, he became a devoted apostle, following in the
footsteps of Paul, who referred to himself as the messenger of Jesus Christ. On his first
missionary journey, Mani encountered Christians in Fars and Turan, who claimed to follow
the teachings of Thomas. After traveling around various cities for about four decades, Mani
met Shapur and wrote a selection of the principles of religion (i.e., Sabuhragan) for him. The
teachings of Manichaeism spread across borders with the help of missionaries along the Silk
Road. In the east of Iran, Mar Amo spread the teachings in the company of religious brothers,
teachers, and painters.

In 694 AD, Manichaean missionaries presented the Scripture of Two Principles to the
Chinese queen, Wu Zetian, at her court. This event motivated the missionaries to gain more
influence in the powerful Tang court, leading to a summary of their teachings being presented
to Emperor Shunzong in 731 AD. Manichaeism was a legal religion in the Tang Dynasty until
843 AD, and some Chinese Manichaean scriptures from this time have survived. The
significance of the missionaries’ efforts became apparent during a crucial period(in(the history
of Manichaeism, specifically when it was declared the official religion of the Uyghurs. At this
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critical moment in history, the scriptures were translated into Chinese, and several Manestan
(shrines) were built in some cities in AD 768, 771, and 807.

A significant moment in the history of Manichaeism occurred when the Uyghurs were
defeated in 840 AD, compelling them to flee their homeland. Some Uyghurs settled in Turfan,
specifically in Qocho and Bashbalig, where they continued to support Manichaeism for at
least another 150 years. The religion persisted in Turkestan, where the Uyghurs established
their new capital. However, following the rebellions, the Tang court altered its policy,
resulting in a shift in fortunes against the Manichaeans. Emperor Wuzong, no longer reliant
on Uyghur support, launched a significant offensive against the Manichaeans, who were
actively recruiting native converts. This invasion was part of a broader persecution of foreign
religions between 843 and 845 AD, known as the period of “persecution of Buddhism,” or
Huichang.

After Huichang, the period of Northern Manichaeism essentially ended, giving way to the
Southern Step. Manichaeans from the north were compelled to seek relatively remote and
secure locations in the southeastern regions. Despite the challenges, Manichaeism managed to
survive peacefully for centuries, as evidenced by sources from the Song, Yuan, and Ming
periods. During the Southern Period, Manichaeans not only survived but also propagated their
teachings. However, over time, these teachings gradually merged with traditional Chinese
religious concepts and local rituals. Alongside textual materials, paintings, temples, and
religious structures also emerged.

Conclusion

This article introduces the Hagiography, or Manichaean Prophetology Painting (3), the most
recently discovered Manichaean painting. The analysis of the painting integrates both textual
and visual elements. Examination of the garments suggests that the painting dates back to the
Yuan or early Ming period. Codicological analysis has revealed a monochromatic binding for
the scroll.

The painting is rich in symbolism, with Mani's presence likely serving as a symbolic
representation of Manichaeism (known as the Religion of Light or “Mingjiao FAZ” in

Chinese). Within the painting, Mani is depicted as a revered leader, receiving homage from
Buddhists, Daoists, and individuals from diverse social classes. This portrayal suggests that
the Manichaesan community in China actively propagated their religion alongside state
religions, foreign faiths, and indigenous rituals. This propagation encompassed various
societal strata, from courtiers to common people.

The presence of the noble lady in the first and second parts of the painting indicates a
distinct Manichaean influence. Manichaeans in China intertwined their church history with
diverse cultural layers and social classes to disseminate their teachings effectively. The
painting delves into the concept of rebirth, besides the importance of missionary work and the
four parables. Notably, in the second part of the painting, the encounter between the noble
lady and the goddess, possibly representing the light maiden, underscores the role of non-
spiritual individuals or hearers who, upon death, attain the merit of a better birth.
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