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Abstract

Since the Achaemenid period, Iranians, as rulers of part of the Silk Road, played a
critical role in maintaining the security and infrastructure of this trade network. The
Sogdians, as representatives of the eastern Iranian cultural sphere, held a particularly
influential role in trade and intercultural communications from the mid-third century
to the eighth century CE. Beyond their activities as merchants along the Silk Road,
the Sogdians developed a form of “Silk Peace Diplomacy,” establishing a sustained
presence in Chinese territories. As one of the prominent eastern Iranian groups, Sogdian
merchants promoted a diplomacy of coexistence along the Silk Road. In particular,
findings from northern China over the past two decades highlight the tangible and
diplomatic dimensions of the Sogdian presence, emphasizing their pivotal role in what
may be termed the “Silk Peace.” Archaeological excavations in northern China-notably
the discovery of Sogdian family tombs-although initially reported through preliminary
studies, reveal important aspects of Sogdian inscriptions, artistic expressions, spiritual
beliefs, and especially mural paintings. These findings provide invaluable insight into
the Sogdians’ integration into Chinese society. The primary objective of this research
is to introduce the newly uncovered Sogdian cultural materials in northern China to the
broader scholarly community concerned with Iranian cultural history, and to illustrate
the significance of the Sogdians’ presence within their new geographical context in
China. The research findings demonstrate the evolution of Sogdian communities in
northern China from initially closed, self-contained groups to more open societies
engaging in dynamic cultural interactions with the Chinese. It appears that the Sogdians
initially migrated to China as families of artists, craftsmen, and merchants. Over time,
they integrated into Chinese society while maintaining distinct aspects of their Iranian
heritage, thus shaping an enduring pattern of cultural exchange between the Sogdian
and Chinese civilizations.
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Introduction

The Silk Road is a commercial, cultural, and communication superhighway named by
the German geographer Ferdinand von Richthofen (1833-1905), rooted in colonialist
intentions. This historical-economic and cultural route began in western China,
passed through Central Asia, the Greater Iranian cultural zone in West Asia, and the
Mediterranean region, ultimately reaching Europe. In the 20th century, the importance
and study of the Silk Road grew, with significant contributions by researchers in Turfan
and archaeological studies led by Aurel Stein and Sven Hedin (Richthofen, 1877;
Hopkirk, 1980; Triimpler, 2008; Chin, 2013), (Map 1).

Given its vast land and sea span, Iran held a central position in commercial-cultural
interactions along the Silk Road. However, at times, its influence diminished compared
to certain foreign traders (Qin, 2024: 118). The importance of the Sogdians is well-
documented in Chinese annals and various travelogues (Belenizki, 1980:7-8; Feltham,
1986), (Map 2). The Sogdians were an ancient Eastern Iranian people, geographically
situated between Ancient Iran and China. Sogd was located along the Zarafshan River,
including the oases of Panjikent and Samarkand, between the Amu Darya to the north
and Syr Darya to the south. In some historical phases, its geography extended to oases
like Bukhara, Ferghana, and Chach (Tashkent) (de la Vaissiére, 2004). The Sogdian
economic-cultural network is identifiable through well-positioned relay stations (Map.
3), and cultural interactions between Sogdians and Bactrians can even be traced back to
the Late Bronze Age (Teufer, 2003).

According to sources, the presence of Sogdians in China is confirmed between
206220 CE. They appeared as families of artisans, craftsmen, and merchants, forming
part of the Iranian contributing economically and culturally. Over time, one can trace a
cultural dialogue between the Chinese and Sogdian world (Mao, 2023: 616—18; Zhao &
Ghazanfari, 2024: 159).

Map. 1: Map of Silk Road road between China and Europe (Hedin, 1938: 231).
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Map. 2: Map of Central Asia (Richthofen, 1877).

Map 3. Map of the Sogdian Trading Networks (Source: Etienne de la Vaissiére; www.academia.edu/34925626/
Map_of the_Sogdian_trading_networks). Black Route: Represents the extent of the Sogdian trading network
across Central Asia, including Gansu, the Sogdians of Merv, and possibly Bactria; Red Zones: Denote the capitals
of China and the major silk-producing regions (Henan and Hebi), where small Sogdian communities were also
settled. Blue Zone: Indicates the Chinese frontier region and related symbolic areas, where the Sogdians served as
key intermediaries in military logistics and horse trade, particularly in southern Ordos, Taiyuan, and Pincheng.
Green Zone: Highlights the main routes and centers of Ortaq trade (notably Yinshan, Otiiken, Ili, and further to
Itil in the Volga region), along with areas of fur production (especially sable). Purple Route: Marks the overland
route connecting India with Bactria and Khotan—branching westward through the Hindu Kush towards
Bamiyan, or eastward through the Karakoram range towards Sogdian and Hellenistic centers around Gilgit.
Violet Route: Corresponds to the Sasanian corridor from Merv to Ctesiphon, where Sogdian access to trade may
have been restricted. Orange Route: Illustrates the Byzantine-Sogdian route via the western Caucasus passes and
the Black Sea region.

The Sogdians maintained their spiritual beliefs and religious practices while
adopting a diplomatic approach characterized by peaceful coexistence with host
communities. They also absorbed some aspects of Chinese customs, forming a
hybrid culture (Marshak, 2002; Grenet & Sims-Williams, 2007; Grenet, 2015). This
approach is well documented in northern and western China. The most prominent
material evidence is the inclusion of spiritual motifs in Sogdian funerary practices
(Zhao & Ghazanfari, 2024: 164-165). This selective cultural assimilation without
abandoning their core beliefs represents what is now termed the “Silk Road Cultural
Diplomacy of the Sogdians”. This diplomacy is not a sign of religious disloyalty but

rather a strategic cultural interaction.
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Research Question: The main research question of this study is: How was the
material culture of the Sogdians formed, and what cultural interactions does it reveal?
Research Methodology: The methodology of this study is historical-analytical,
based on library research. It draws on documented archaeological findings from recent
Chinese excavations that demonstrate the Sogdian presence in northern China and seeks

to highlight their role in their new geographical context.

Historical Background of Sogd and the Sogdians

The earliest references to the name Sogd appear in Avestan texts and Achaemenid
inscriptions. In both Avestan and Old Persian, “Sogd” refers to both a land and its
inhabitants. In the inscriptions of Darius (Kent, 1953. DBI. L16. p.117) and Xerxes
(Kent, 1953. Xph. L21. p.151), the name “Sogd” (Sug(u)da) appears among the
provinces of the Achaemenid Empire, often alongside Bactria, Khwarezm, and Haraiva
(ancient Herat), (Gharib, 2007: 12).

In the Mihr Yasht, Sogd appears as suyda, and in the first chapter of Vendidad as
suyda-Sayana- meaning “residence of the Sogdians” (Bartholomae, 1582). In Vendidad,
Sogd is the second country created by Ahura Mazda. The name always appears
alongside -gava, which some scholars interpret as “settlement”, especially small towns
(Bartholomae, 510).

In Greek sources, the name appears as Soghdiane and Soghda. Herodotus includes
Sogd in the list of nations under Achaemenid rule and mentions Sogdians among Xerxes’
troops. According to Strabo, Sogd was bounded by the Oxus (Amu Darya) in the south
and the Jaxartes (Syr Darya) in the north. Greek writers were particularly impressed by
its large cities.

Sogd is also mentioned in Sasanian sources. In the Parthian inscription at the Ka’ba-
ye Zartosht by Shapur I, the name appears among the provinces of the Sasanian Empire
along with Kushanshahr, Kashgar, and Tashkent (Gharib, 2007: 13).

After the collapse of the Achaemenids by Alexander and the Sasanids by the Arabs,
Sogd, like many former imperial territories, underwent significant political, social, and
cultural shifts. In later sources, some cities and peoples vanish from records. Samarkand,
the capital of Sogd, held a strategic role on the Silk Road between China and the West.
Sogdian merchants established numerous colonies along this trade route, as confirmed
by Arabic sources and early Islamic historians. Consequently, the Sogdian language
gained prominence as a lingua franca along the Silk Road (Zarshenas, 2001: 1).

In addition, Manichaeans and Christians, fleeing Sasanian persecution from the third
century CE onwards, took refuge in Central Asia. They learned the Sogdian language
and eventually reached as far as Chinese Turkestan and beyond Mongolia (Gharib,
2007: 12).

Chinese sources refer to Sogd as “Sute”. The term “Suhe” used in early Chinese texts

for the Kush region (possibly pronounced “Sugit”) and may also derive from “Sogd”.
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In this respect, the role of the Sogdians in Central Asia may be likened albeit on a
smaller scale to that of the Greeks in the ancient world. Many Sogdian manuscripts have
been found around Dunhuang and Turfan, underscoring the cultural role of the Sogdian
language (Zarshenas, 2001: 2).

Sogd, along with Parthian, Khwarezm, and Bactria, formed part of the Achaemenid
16th satrapy in eastern Iran. In Old Persian inscriptions of Darius I, the land is named
“Suguda”, “Sogda”, or “Sogdam” (Miiller, 2008: 119). Following the Achaemenid fall
and Macedonian incursions despite failing to conquer Sogd some Sogdians migrated
eastward into China (Belenizki, 1980; Lurje, 2017: 23; de La Vaissi¢re, 2003).

Archaeological and linguistic evidence shows that the Sogdians established
settlements along the Silk Road and in China through a strategy of cultural influence and
adaptation a method now referred to as the “Sogdian Silk Road Cultural Diplomacy”
(Belenizki, 1980: 7).

From the 2™ century BCE, the Chinese referred to Eastern Iran and Sogd as
Kangju (FEJ&), corresponding to the Tashkent area. Buddhist monks were likely the
initial transmitters of Chinese awareness about Sogd in the 2nd and 3rd centuries CE.
From the late 4th century CE, Sogdian presence is well documented in central China.
Inscriptions from Shaanxi province mention Sogdian family names (Sute-hu 524F#H)
alongside those of Tibetans and Xiongnu. Sogdians were active participants in regional
conflicts in Shaanxi and Shanxi in the 3" and 4" centuries, with continued presence in
the following centuries.

After the Han dynasty, Iranians lived in Shanxi and central China under official
Chinese policy (Xinjiang, 2003: 149; Miiller, 2009: 120-21), (Fig. 1). Letters found by
Stein from the Han period, discovered in a watchtower near Dunhuang, Gansu Province,
provide valuable insights into the lives of Sogdian merchants and their families, their
goods, and trade networks (Stein, 1921; Henning, 1948: 605; Grenet & Sims-Williams,
1987), (Fig. 2).

Archaeological Findings of the Sogdians in Northern China

The Sogdians, due to their economic and commercial connections along the Silk Road,
became acquainted with the religions, beliefs, and ideologies of the peoples they traded
with, such as Christians, Buddhists, Taoists, and Manichaeans. They also interacted
with the art and culture of these regions. The most well-known Sogdian artworks have
been discovered in Panjikent, Varkasheh, (or Vindad) and Afrasiab. After the discovery
by Stein in 1907 (Stein, 1921), the early 21% century witnessed extraordinary findings
regarding the presence of the Sogdians in northern China. New findings from northern
China have been significant for researchers in understanding the culture and art of the

Sogdians, particularly the Iranians, and will be further examined.
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Fig. 1. Banquet scene, Lonpor (Miiller, 2008: 128).

Lopnor Wall Paintings in Northern China

The wall paintings from the tombs of the 3™ and 4" centuries AD (likely during the
Shanshan Kingdom) in Lopnor, northern China, with their clothing patterns, decorative
motifs on utensils, and the postures of figures, indicate depictions of Iranian people. In
one such wall painting, five individuals are shown in a banquet scene. The attire, hand
gestures, and the depicted clothing are typical of Eastern Iranian dress. In the first and
third person from the right, the individuals hold drinking cups in the Eastern Iranian
style. The garments and the beard of the second person also reflect Eastern Iranian art.
The decorations on the robes of the third and fifth figures are tied with intricate knots.
The fourth and fifth figures are somewhat reconstructable (Miiller, 2008: 121). Such
clothing, vessels, and poses can be well compared with the Sogdian wall paintings from
Panjikent, clay statues, and Sogdian rock carvings from the Cuimet Museum in Paris
(Azarpay, 1981: 123; Yatsenko, 2012: 102; Compareti, 2012).

Mogao Caves, Dunhuang, Northern China

Near Donghuang, the famous Mogao caves were discovered in the early 20th century.
Studies on the Mogao cave complex, conducted by members of the Dunhuang Academy,
have divided the caves into two sections: the northern and southern caves. The most
famous discoveries, including thousands of Sogdian texts and artworks, were found in
the southern caves of Mogao, known for their wall paintings. The northern caves are
less attractive due to the large sand dunes covering the area. To date, 248 caves in the

northern collection have been excavated (Xinjiang, 2001: 151), (Fig. 3).
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Fig. 2: Top scene: Relief depicting Sogdians, Cuimet Museum, Paris (Yatsenko, 2012: 102); Bottom scene:
Panjikent (Penjikent) mural (Azarpay, 1981: 123).

Central Plain Tombs, Northern China
Along the eastern Silk Road from Dunhuang, one reaches the Central Plain, where

tombs dating from the 6" to 10" centuries AD have been found. In these tombs, ceramic,



Hessari & Sarmadijou; | 162 |

metal (gold and silver), clothing, wall paintings, and coins have been discovered. These
findings are attributed to various groups such as Persians, Sogdians, and Arabs. The
designs and motifs on the textiles confirm the traditional Chinese narrative that the Tang

Dynasty favored Iranian attire (Xinjiang, 2001: 152).

Guyuan, Ningxia

In the southern outskirts of Gubowan, Ningxia, archaeologists discovered the tomb of
the Sogdian Shi family from the Sui-Tang period. Seven epitaphs belonging to the Shi
family were found, and their reading has provided valuable insight into the Sogdians.
A sapphire seal with a Middle Persian inscription and a Sogdian silver coin were also
found (Wertmann et al., 2016: 5-6).

Tombs of Yu Hong and An Jia

The tomb of Yu Hong, located in Taiyuan, Shanxi, was discovered in 1999, and An Jia’s
tomb in Xi’an, Shaanxi, was discovered in 2000. According to the epitaphs, Yu Hong
was from the Kingdom of Yu, which was located in Central Asia. Yu Hong was a royal
official of the Juanjuan Kingdom in Central Asia and served as a representative of the

central government (Sabao) overseeing the Sogdian colony (Xinjiang, 2001: 154-155),
(Fig. 3).

Fig. 3: Tombs of Yu Hong (Xinjiang, 2001: 154).

An Jia is the Chinese name for a Sogdian noble leader tomb, or Sabao, who lived
between 517-579 AD. He belonged to the Northern Zhou Dynasty (557-581 AD) in the
Xi’an region, and his tomb was excavated in 2000. According to the inscription found

inside the tomb, An Jia passed away in 579 AD at the age of 62. The family originated
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from Guzang (Wuwei, Gansu Province), and the inscription mentions that he was a
descendant of the legendary Yellow Emperor of China. However, there is evidence that

he came from a Sogdian migrant family from Bukhara (Xu, 2019: 821), (Fig. 4).

Fig. 4: Tomb (couch of An Jia) of An Jia (Xu, 2019: 821).

The panels on An Jia’s tomb depict scenes in three main colors: red, white, and black.
The Sogdians are shown alongside the Chinese and Turks in these images (Fig. 5).

In one panel, An Jia is seated on a platform, drinking with his wife. Another panel
shows a formal negotiation with the Turks for an alliance, and there are scenes involving
his son learning the duties of his father, Sogdian guests, hunting scenes, and Iranian
floral motifs. The footwear is black, the trousers are tucked into the shoes, and the belts
are black leather with rectangular buckles (Xu, 2019: 824-26; Yatsenko, 2012: 105-
109).

Discussion and Analysis
Based on the sources, it is clear that initially, the Sogdian colonies in China were not
integrated into the Chinese administrative system. Over time, the Sogdians continued
their activities and gradually gained significant social status in China, especially after
the 5th century AD. This rise in power coincided with the strengthening of the Wei
Empire, which united with other foreign groups in northern China, including the Touba
from Mongolia. As a result, the Sogdians played an increasingly prominent role in the
cultural and commercial sphere of northern China.

The title “Sabao” was used for the leaders of each Sogdian community, and these
communities were made up of about 200 families. The Sabao oversaw all matters
and appointments within the Sogdian colony. At times, the central government sent

special representatives to assist with the administration of these colonies. Yu Hong, for
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Fig. 5: Decorative of the stone (Xu, 2019: 823; Yatsenko, 2012: 106).

example, played such a role as a special envoy. Initially, the Sogdians lived in a closed
community, marrying only within their own families from Central Asia. However, over
time, they developed a multicultural society and formed advanced intercultural relations,
especially with the host Chinese society. It is important to note that the primary religious
belief of the Sogdians was Zoroastrianism, although other religions such as Mithraism
and Buddhism were also present in their rituals (Grenet, 2005; Ashurov, 2020: 15-22).

Newly discovered stone tombs reveal that the role of the Sogdians evolved from

peripheral participants to central figures in the cultural and artistic life of China.
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Their influence extended beyond economic endeavors to administrative, artistic, and
courtly spheres, where they became an integrated part of Chinese culture rather than
remaining isolated enclaves. Artistic depictions from northern Chinese tombs show that
the Sogdians retained elements of Persian and eastern Iranian (Sogdian) visual culture,
particularly in scenes of hunting and dress. Over time, they began to incorporate both
Chinese and Iranian fabrics and clothing styles into their attire.

These newly uncovered Sogdian assemblages in China offer a fresh perspective
on their presence, particularly during the period in which they engaged in cultural
coexistence with the host society while preserving core artistic and religious elements
of their homeland. This approach characterized by selective adaptation to local cultural
norms illustrates a sophisticated model of cultural integration. Not limited to China,
this model was evident across the Silk Road and can be described as a form of Sogdian

cultural diplomacy along the Silk Road.

Conclusion

The study of the Sogdians’ presence along the Silk Road, particularly in China, provides
a clear picture of their cultural diplomacy. Despite maintaining their spiritual beliefs,
the Sogdians succeeded in creating a purposeful coexistence with the host society.
Archaeological findings such as the Shanshan murals at Lopnor, family inscriptions
in Shanxi, and watchtower documents in Dunhuang all indicate a significant Sogdian
presence in China. These findings show that the Sogdians played a key role in both trade
and cultural exchanges.

The use of Sogdian-derived names in Chinese texts, such as “Sute” and “Sugite”,
along with the spread of their artworks and religious symbols across China, demonstrates
the extensive and influential presence of Sogdian culture. This two-way interaction is a
testament to the Sogdians’ cultural adaptability and their role in fostering intercultural
relations along the Silk Road. Given the ample and documented evidence, the Sogdians
are recognized as one of the most influential cultural and civilizational actors in Central
Asia and the East, whose legacy continues to impact studies of ancient intercultural

relations.
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