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ABSTRACT We are able to verify the variety of the religions of the Sogdians by the text
fragments found in the Turfan oasis (East Turkistan, today’s Xinjiang Autonomous Region
of China). They are housed in several libraries and museums in Europe, Japan, and China.
The Berlin Turfan collection contains a large part of them. The catalogue of the Sogdian
text fragments in the indigenous Sogdian script of that collection was completed in 2018.
The fragments represent parts of the literature of Christian, Manichaean and Buddhist
communities in Turfan from eighth to eleventh century CE. The best represented religion
in the homeland of the Sogdians is a type of the Zoroastrian religion, as evidenced by
archaeological findings and wall paintings. However, there are only very few texts found
in Turfan and other locations in Central Asia which could be interpreted as Zoroastrian.
The discussion about the religious affiliation of those texts is going on. The religious back-
ground of some other text fragments from Turfan is difficult to identify as well. Two of
these examples will be published here. A remarkable feature of the religious communities
in Turfan is the multilingual character of their literature, reflecting the development and
path of the believers and the multi-ethnical structure of the community.
KEYWORDS Sogdian, Manichaeism, Buddhism, Christianity, Zoroastrianism,
manuscripts

Introduction
This article gives a short survey of the religions of the Sogdians, a population which lived [1]
in Central Asia, speaking an Indo-European language known as Sogdian, which has come to
our knowledge by several coins and numerous text materials from Central Asia as described
below. The Sogdians were already known in Antiquity, as attested by Old Persian inscriptions,
because of their gifts to the Achaemenid rulers, and by Chinese historiographers.
There is a difference between evidence for religions attested in the homeland of the Sog- [2]
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dians, so-called Sogdiana, and in the textual remains found along the Silk Road to China,
mainly Turfan and Dunhuang 敦煌 and some graves in Ningxia 宁夏. Several European and
Japanese expeditions excavated these materials at the beginning of the twentieth century.
Afterwards, Chinese archaeological campaigns continued the archaeological work. This arti-
cle is based mainly on the textual evidence found in the Turfan region by the four German
expeditions undertaken between 1902 and 1914, and brought to Berlin. These materials are
housed now in the so-called Berlin Turfan collection in the Museum of Asiatic art and in the
Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences, curated by the Berlin State Library. The materials
found in Dunhuang by French and British scholars like Paul Pelliot and Sir Aurel Stein are
stored in the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris and in the British Library in London. Important
collections from Turfan and Dunhuang are preserved in the Oriental Institute of the Russian
Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg, in Ryukoku University in Kyoto and in several Chinese
libraries.
Because of the fact that Sogdian played a role as lingua franca in the first millennium CE [3]

along the Silk Road, it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between the textual evidence pro-
duced by Sogdians themselves and those written by other people, mainly by Uyghurs. Eventu-
ally, Sogdian ceased to be widely spoken, and a form of New Persian replaced it throughout
Sogdiana. The followers of the pre-Islamic religions had to migrate to regions further east
and found refuge in the Central Asian oases. Most of the textual evidence originates from that
time and offers a look into the religions of the Sogdians under conditions of adaptation and
migration in the diaspora. Two manuscripts are edited at the end of the article to show the
problems of identification of fragmentary texts. I thank Lilla Russell-Smith (Berlin) and Adam
Benkato (Berkeley) for checking the English in my article. For all remaining mistakes I am
responsible for myself.

Sogdians, Their Settlements, and Their Sources
Sogdiana
Sogdians are known from the middle of the first millennium BCE until the end of the first [4]
millennium CE. They lived in so-called Sogdiana, a clutch of cities in the area of what is
today’s Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, along the Zarafshan and Kashka-darya rivers. The best
known cities were Samarkand (archaeological area of Afrasiab), Bukhara, Paikend, and Pen-
jikent. The Sogdians travelled as merchants through Central Asia to China and to the Upper
Indus valleys in the first millennium CE. They settled in Taschkent (Čāč), Semirechie in Mon-
golia, the Turfan area and up to Xiʾan 西安 (Changan 長安). The archaeological findings in
the Sogdiana area, documents from Mt. Mugh, text fragments from the Turfan and Dunhuang
areas, and grave inscriptions from tombs in today’s Ningxia region up to Xiʾan give some in-
sights into the history of the Sogdians and into their religions. The religion of the Sogdians
in their homeland is described as a kind of “polis religion” similar to the situation in the
Classical Greece (Shenkar 2017). Most characteristics of this religion can be deduced from
paintings and other artistic artifacts (Mode 2003; Grenet 2015b), but the textual base is very
thin. But theophoric components of the Sogdian names show a strong familiarity with Zoroas-
trian deities. The ossuaries and reliefs of grave chambers in China depict Zoroastrian rituals.
They indicate that the native religion of the Sogdians in their homeland was a kind of Zoroas-
trianism which was also maintained in the diaspora, with possible interdependencies with
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Buddhism and Manichaeism. Some details in the reliefs allow different interpretations, and
several elements are still under discussion (Gulácsi and BeDuhn 2012; opposed to De la Vais-
sière 2019). There are also traces of Christianity, Manichaeism, and Buddhism to be found
in reports and a few archaeological findings (for example: Ashurov 2019). An-Nadīm (tenth
century CE) reported on the Manichaean community in Samarkand, its history, the schism of
the community, the teachings, and the rituals of the Manichaeans in his Kitāb al-fihrist (Dodge
1970, 773–805). This testimony is mostly reliable and that is why it is also useful for the re-
search of the history of this religion. In particular, an-Nadīm reported on the schism of the
community in Transoxania, which “denied the authority of the archegos (the Supreme Head
of the Manichaean church) in Seleucia-Ctesiphon, Babylonia, and declared their religious in-
dependence” (Colditz 1994, 229), referring to this schismatic community as the Dīnāwarīya.
The best-known head of the Dīnāwarīya was Šād Ohrmezd, d. 600-1 CE (Colditz 1992, 322–8,
1994; Lieu 1992, 220–30). The schism ended between 710 and 715, when the Dīnāwarīya
recognised again the authority of Mihr, the archegos in Seleucia-Ctesiphon. Under the reign of
al-Muqtadir (908–932 CE), approximately 500 Manichaeans fled again from Mesopotamia to
Samarkand, as mentioned by An-Nadīm (Dodge 1970, 802; Reeves 2011, 228; Yoshida 2017a,
119–20). Thereafter the head of the Manicheans, their archegos, lived in Samarkand before
the seat moved on to Turfan.

Turfan and Dunhuang
The text fragments found in Dunhuang and in the Turfan oasis (East Turkistan, today’s Xin- [5]
jiang Autonomous Region of China) show a variety of religions among the Sogdians. As can
be seen in the text fragments edited in several publications (Benveniste 1940; MacKenzie
1976; Ragoza 1980, with many additions and corrections by N. Sims-Williams and Y. Yoshida
and others) and described in the catalogues, the three religions Buddhism, Christianity, and
Manichaeism are all represented in the findings from Central Asia. It is thought that Sogdian
merchants brought these religions to Central Asia. These texts were discovered at the begin-
ning of the twentieth century and transferred to several libraries and museums in Europe,
Japan, and China, with the Berlin Turfan collection containing the largest part. Research on
these materials and the edition of it began in 1902, when the first materials of the excava-
tions in Turfan were brought to Berlin, and has been continued up to the present time in the
Turfan Research group of the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities and
by other scholars from all over the world. Coincidentally during the last decades, the work of
cataloguing the Sogdian fragments went on, carried out by the staff of the project Union Cata-
logue of the Oriental Manuscripts of the Göttingen Academy of Sciences and Humanities, and
two other scholars. The catalogue of the Sogdian text fragments in the indigenous Sogdian
script was completed in 2018 in three volumes (Reck 2006, 2016, 2018b). The catalogue of
the Christian Sogdian fragments in Syriac script in the Berlin Turfan collection was published
in 2012 by Nicholas Sims-Williams (2012). Enrico Morano is working on a publication about
the Manichaean Sogdian fragments in Manichaean script as listed in the Catalogue of the
Iranian Manichaean manuscripts in Manichaean script by Mary Boyce (Boyce 1960; Morano
2007). The completion of the cataloguing work on the Sogdian fragments in the Berlin Tur-
fan Collection was the occasion to present this contribution. The catalogues are divided into
several parts in accordance with their religious affiliation. The Sogdian texts from the Tur-
fan region are written in three different scripts, first the indigenous Sogdian one, second in
Manichaean script, used by the founder of the Manichaean religions himself in the third cen-
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tury for Manichaean literature and from that point for Manichaean texts in several languages,
and third in East Syriac script (Sims-Williams 1989, 175–78; Gharib 1995, 29 (Persian); Reck
2014). The usage of Manichaean and the East Syriac script was exclusively connected with
the religious affiliation of the texts. The indigenous Sogdian script was used for writing all
kinds of religious texts and for letters and documents as well. Some of the texts are bilin-
gual respectively composite manuscripts. Often Uyghur names, headlines and colophons in
the manuscripts show the close relationship between the Sogdian and Uyghur members of
the communities. On the one hand, Sogdian merchants contributed to circulating religions
like Manichaeism and Christianity. On the other, Uyghur communities used Sogdian sources
besides the church literature in other languages. Manichaeism, for example, was the state reli-
gion in the East Uyghur Khanat and in the West Uyghur kingdom of Kočo as well. The Uyghur
court protected the Manichaean communities in the time of the eighth to tenth centuries.
A recently published new interpretation of the Judeo-Persian letters from Khotan by Yu- [6]

taka Yoshida explains the existence of Sogdian words in this New Persian text with a Jewish
merchant, speaking Sogdian and New Persian, who wrote these letters at the beginning of the
Persianization of Sogdiana (Yoshida 2019b, 392). Nevertheless, there is no more evidence of
Jewish texts in that area.
Because of the fragmentary state of the literature on the different religions and the pieces [7]

of text fragments itself, it is difficult to make definitive conclusions about the role of these
religions among the Sogdians in the diaspora. There are preserved Sogdian texts of several
religions, which means that religion could not serve as the only feature of identification. Even
though there are differences between vocabulary, features of grammar, and orthography,
one cannot deduce a kind of religious language typically only for one or the other religion.
Nevertheless, there are at least two Christian dialects represented in the texts from Bulayık, a
Western one, connected with the Sogdiana, and an Eastern one, connected with the Christian
community of Semirech’e (Yoshida 1980, 2017a).

Table of religious texts from Central Asia in Sogdian language and/or Sogdian script.

Languages
Manichaean
script Sogdian script East Syriac script

Brāhmī
script

Sogdian Manichaean
texts

Buddhist, Christian,
Manichaean, and
Zoroastrian(?) texts

Christian texts Buddhist,
medical
texts

Middle
Persian

Manichaean
texts

Transcription of Manichaean
texts, mostly hymns

Parthian Manichaean
texts

Transcription of Manichaean
texts, mostly hymns

Uyghur Headlines,
Bilinguals

Bilinguals, parts of texts,
colophones, words, names

Chinese Transcription of Buddhist
texts
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Languages
Manichaean
script Sogdian script East Syriac script

Brāhmī
script

Syriac Sogdian texts with Syriac
rubrics

Bilingual,
beginnings,
Syriac texts with
Sogdian rubrics,
Sogdian texts,
with Syriac
rubrics

Of course, the Manichaean, Buddhist, and Christian texts are written in other languages and [8]
scripts as well. A small amount of very fragmentary texts is written in Brāhmī script. Only a
few of them have been identified as yet.

Sogdians and Their Religions Seen in Sogdian Sources
Buddhism
Although it is understood that Iranians (“Yuezhi,” i.e. Kuṣāṇa, maybe with the help of Sogdi- [9]
ans, Tremblay 2007, 93–94) transferred Buddhist texts to Central Asia and China, where they
were translated into Chinese, most of the texts found in Central Asia are later translations ei-
ther from an unknown language or Tocharian, but mostly from Chinese versions. Therefore,
one can conclude that in this case the Sogdian merchants came into contact with Buddhism
in China and possibly used it to strengthen their commercial contacts. Yutaka Yoshida con-
firms Xavier Tremblay’s description of Sogdian Buddhism as a “colonial” one (Tremblay 2007,
95; apud Yoshida 2013a, 155). A recent representative overview about the Buddhist litera-
ture of the Sogdians is given by Yoshida (2009, 2015). At the same time and up to now
he has published several important articles discussing single items of the Buddhist Sogdian
texts and editing matching fragments. He is studying the representation of the different Bud-
dhist schools which appear in the Buddhist Sogdian texts. Scholars initially assumed that the
Sogdians followed the Mahāyāna school because the first texts analysed were translations of
Chinese Mahāyāna texts. The school of Mahāyāna, which means “large vehicle,” teaches that
all people can reach the Buddhahood, in contrast to the early Buddhist school of Theravāda,
which teaches that only a very strict monastic life can lead to the arhatship of single monks.
Yoshida found evidence of Vinaya texts of the Theravāda school and, most recently, parts of
texts which “seem to have been produced in the cultural context of the (Mūla)sarvāstivādin
school” (2019a, 159). These texts are not translated from Chinese texts but relate to Tochar-
ian and Uyghur versions. The bulk of the extant texts are nevertheless parts of various kinds
of Mahāyāna texts related to several directions of thought like Madhyamaka, Amitābha, Chan
(known today as Zen Buddhism) and some kinds of esoteric Buddhism (Yoshida 2018, 2020b,
196–200). It would go too far to explain these different Buddhist schools here in detail. Im-
portant is the fact that these few Buddhist Sogdian text fragments preserved in the Turfan
area represent a wide range of the Buddhist communities of the area and time among the
Sogdians as well as they come down to us via the Buddhist texts in Chinese, Sanskrit, Tochar-
ian, Saka, Uyghur, and other languages. Recent excavations brought to light some evidence
for Buddhism among Sogdians also in Semirech’e, Kyrgyzstan, in the archaeological site of
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Ak-Beshim, which should be established later than Xuanzang’s visit there in 630 AD. It is
not clear what the nature of this Buddhism is, possibly a kind of mixed esoteric Buddhism of
Indian origin, as suggested by a statue of Avalokiteśvara (Yoshida 2020b, 201).

Christianity
Traces of the Christian Syriac “Church of the East,” in former times also known as “Nestorian [10]
church,” were found in several places in Central Asia as grave inscriptions, wall paintings,
and text fragments. The bulk of the Christian Sogdian texts was found on the second Turfan
expedition at a place called Bulayık in the north of Turfan; a small number were found in
the Dunhuang area (Ashurov 2015, 4). The fragments from the Turfan area in many cases
are labelled by so-called finding signatures/sigles. They use T for Turfan, followed by the
number of the German expedition mentioned above: I – IV. Afterwards the location or ruin is
mentioned, in this case B for Bulayık. Often, the number of the package in which the fragment
was sent to Berlin is also mentioned. So the Christian fragments mostly are signed with the
finding sigle T II B, some of them T III T.V.B., which means that they were found during
the third expedition at “Turfaner Vorberge” (the hills near Turfan), another description of
the same place. A few fragments were excavated in several other places of the Turfan oasis as
well and represent evidence of other and presumably earlier Christian communities, as that of
Bulayık (Yoshida 2017a, 156–58; Zieme 2015, 14–15). The Christian community from Bulayık
kept and produced texts in Syriac, Sogdian, Uyghur, and in New Persian as well. Most of these
texts are written in Syriac script, but some are in Sogdo-Uyghur script as well. From the Old
Testament only parts of the psalms are preserved. They are also transcribed into Sogdian
script in two manuscripts. One of these manuscripts contains not only psalms but the creed
and another hymn in service often used as well (Sims-Williams 2014, 32:7–53, with Martin
Schwartz). The other manuscript is characterised by Greek quotations of the beginnings of
each psalm in the upper margin (Sims-Williams 2004, 2011). Parts of Sogdian translations
of the New Testament are preserved. They are based on the Syriac Peshitta version (Sims-
Williams 2009, 275–76). The other Sogdian texts in Syriac script are mostly lectionaries,
hagiographical literature, texts referring to monastic life, and some anti-Manichaica (Sims-
Williams 2009, 279–83). Although the Manichaeans are not mentioned directly, the contents
make clear that it is about Manichaeism because of the discussion about dualism (two eternal
beings) and the mention of the two classes of adherents, Electi and Hearers. Another anti-
Manichaean text fragment refers to the doctrine of transmigration. A third very defective
passage mentions praying to idols (Sims-Williams 2009, 283–87, 2019145–54).
In addition to the catalogues of the Sogdian Christian fragments mentioned above, the [11]

catalogue of the Syriac fragments and the most recent edition of a Syriac Service-Book is
an important milestone of the research on this part of the Christian texts from Central Asia
(Hunter and Dickens 2015; Hunter and Coakley 2017). Syriac was the ecclesiastical language
of the Christian church in the Turfan area, whereas the community was Sogdian or Uyghur
speaking. The Old Uyghur Christian texts from Turfan have been published and partly re-
edited by Peter Zieme. They are preserved in Syriac and in Uyghur script as well (Zieme
2015). There is a close relation between the Sogdian and Uyghur Christians in Turfan (Sims-
Williams 1992).



RECK Entangled Religions 11.6 (2020)

Manichaeism
Themost important findings in Central Asia are the Manichaeanmanuscripts, unearthed in the [12]
Turfan oasis by Russian, German, and Japanese expeditions. These were the first original rem-
nants of this extinct religion, which spread in the first millennium CE from the Roman Empire
up to Central Asia, to have been discovered. Recent evidence has also been found in China in
the province Fujian福建. Manichaeism was brought to China by the Sogdian merchants at the
end of the seventh century (Lieu 1992, 230). There had already been small communities along
the Silk Road, like Argi, mentioned in an extensive colophon to the hymn-book Mahrnāmag,
which has been initiated there in the year 762 AD (Lieu 1992, 229; Müller 1913, 15–16; Hen-
ning 1937a, 566 [594] with Fn. 1). TheManichaean religion itself was predestinated for ruling
circles and merchants because of its rejection of agricultural work and other crafts, which are
held to torture the light soul imprisoned in living beings like plants and animals (Lieu 1992,
98; Durkin-Meisterernst 2015, 252–53). The pre-existing Sogdian network of merchants was
surely used by monks for the Manichaean mission, and the merchants themselves played an
active role in the diffusion of Manicheism (Sundermann 1995). Possibly they also assimilated
as necessary to the situation they found in the locations along their routes. In the East Uyghur
Khanate, and afterwards in the West Uyghur Kingdom in the Turfan area, Manichaeism was
the state religion and enjoyed the protection of the Uyghur court. In this way the Turfan
area became one of the 12 regions where a “Teacher” (mōžak) resided, this being the sec-
ond highest rank among the Manichaean communities in the world after the “Archegos” (MP
pašaγrīw) (Leurini 2004). Mani, the founder of this religion, who lived in the third century CE
in Mesopotamia and in the Sasanian Empire, had himself implemented the hierarchical struc-
ture of his church. It is basically divided in clerical “Electi” and lay “Hearers,” as mentioned
above. Most of the Electi served in the church as monks of minor orders. They were headed
by 360 administrators (mānsārārān), who themselves were instructed by 72 bishops (aftādān).
The Manichaean church was departmentalized into 12 regions worldwide, each directed by
a “Teacher” (mōžak), who was mentioned in the Manichaean literature in the Turfan area. It
may emphasize the high importance of the Manichaean community in the Turfan area. Most
of the fragments of Manichaean literature, often decorated with fine miniatures, was found
in temples of Qočo (Gaochang, near Turfan), where one of the capitals in the West Uyghur
Kingdom was located (Moriyasu 2004, 155). In the early tenth century CE many Manichaeans
left Mesopotamia for Samarkand because of the persecutions by al-Muqtadir. As established
recently by Yutaka Yoshida, the center of the Manichaean community was situated in Turfan
at that time. Now the “Archegos,” the person of the highest rank in the Manichaean commu-
nity, resided in Turfan (Yoshida 2017b, 124). The Sogdian letters found in Turfan, published
by Werner Sundermann and Yutaka Yoshida, attest to this fact (Sundermann 2007; Yoshida
2017b, 125, 2019c, 43–45). The Manichaean literature of the Turfan area is written in several
languages, Middle Persian and Parthian as church languages, Sogdian and Old Uyghur as lan-
guages of the communities, and some in New Persian and Tocharian. The Sogdian language
played an important role because of the relationship between the Manichaean communities
in Samarkand and in the Turfan area, the activities of the Sogdian merchants as distributors of
the religion, and the usage of Sogdian as literary language of the Old Uyghurs before they used
the Sogdian script for their own texts. Manichaean Sogdian texts were written in Manichaean
and Sogdian script as well. The fragments from Turfan preserve translations of Mani’s own
scripts, hagiographical texts, didactical texts, homilies and sermons, parables, confessional
texts, hymns, magical texts, letters, and a few documents. Many of them were parts of miscel-
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lanies, collecting texts of different genres respectively texts in different languages. The parts
of Mani’s writings are translations of course. Some others like the confessional “Xwāstwānīft”
are translations from Parthian, like the Parthian title “Xwāstwānīft” (confession) shows, or
from Middle Persian. Some of the didactical texts or tales can be products of the Sogdian com-
munities. There are only very few Sogdian poetical products (Provasi 2009, 347–8; Morano
2017). Mostly, Parthian and Middle Persian hymns were transcribed into Sogdian script to be
legible for people who were not able to read the Manichaean script (Reck 2010).
Among the findings from Dunhuang, only very few texts could be identified as Manichaean. [13]

The most important findings were the Chinese Manichaean texts, housed in London and Paris:
the Manichaean hymn scroll, Compendium, and the Traité (Tremblay 2001, 239–40). These
texts are important for the Manichaeology because of their volume, good state of preservation,
and many details they refer to. They help in the completion of the fragmentary texts in the
Middle Iranian fragments, including the Sogdian ones and for comparison of details in the
transmission. There are also some Sogdian Manichaean texts from Turfan and Dunhuang in
Chinese libraries in the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts of the Russian Academy of Sciences
in St. Petersburg, in the Ōtani collection in Kyōtō, in the Bibliothèque nationale de France in
Paris, and in the British Library of London (for example, Sims-Williams 1976, 48–51; Yoshida
2019c, 179–80). There are many articles by Nicholas Sims-Williams, Yutaka Yoshida, Elio
Provasi and others about the fragments in the several collections.

The Question Regarding Zoroastrianism
Contrary to the clear evidence for a special kind of Zoroastrianism in the Sogdiana, the find- [14]
ings in Dunhuang, Turfan are not clearly identifiable (Grenet and Azarnouche 2007; Shenkar
2017; Yoshida 2020a). There were some graves unearthed in China which brought to light
well-preserved couches with reliefs which show interesting details of the daily life of the Sog-
dians. Among them scenes of fire altars are visible (Jiang 2000; Grenet, Riboud, and Junkai
2004). Therefore, Zoroastrianism could be identified also in the diaspora. But as it has been
shown, the written sources excavated in the Turfan area demonstrate the presence of other re-
ligions. That is why it is under discussion whether Manichaean elements could be discovered
in these funerary couch reliefs as well. Zsuzsanna Gulácsi and Jason BeDuhn disproved the
first Manichaean identifications, and stress the clear Zoroastrian (in a broader sense) character
of the representations of death and afterlife in the reliefs (Gulácsi and BeDuhn 2012). Étienne
de la Vaissière identified, in a more recent article, topics like Mani as Maitreya stopping hunt-
ing, the lifting of the deceased out of the tossing sea, the three gifts and the judgment scene.
He interprets this as a “testimony of a Zoroastrianism of an earlier period, while reflecting
the florescence of Manichaeism in sixth century Sogdiana” (De la Vaissière 2005, 2015, 2019,
75). The burial practice of stone couches in China fulfilled the Zoroastrian precept that did
not permit bringing corpses into earth, water and fire; neither was it possible to present the
corpses in towers of silence. The bilingual epitaphs found at several places in China also give
a hint at that solution. They mention the passage kʾw sʾcy wyʾʾk(kh) “in a suitable place” for
the corpses (Yoshida 2005, 32, l. 32; Bi, Sims-Williams, and Yan 2017, 312, l. 15). This is to
be interpreted that the corpses are buried in accordance with the Zoroastrian instructions.
But what about the Sogdian texts from Turfan and Dunhuang? Zarathuštra was held to be [15]

one of the prophet predecessors of Mani in the Manichaean doctrine. A description of his life
was found in some fragments published by Werner Sundermann (1986). Zoroastrian vocabu-
lary and nomenclature are used in the Manichaean myth propagated in the Sasanian Empire
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and spread through Central Asia (Hutter 2015). So another Manichaean text, the so-called
Zarathuštra fragment, published by Walter B. Henning, uses the person of Zarathuštra as a
representative apostle in the dialogue with his soul to explain the myth (Henning 1934, 27
[872]). But these are no Zoroastrian materials, but Manichaean ones. There are some other
Sogdian texts which are more closely connected with Zoroastrianism itself. The best known
is the fragment from Dunhuang, housed in the British Library, Or. 8212/84 (Ch. 00289) and
including the Old Sogdian version of the central Zoroastrian prayer Ašəm vohū (Sims-Williams
1976, 46–48 (Frag. 4) with the Appendix by I. Gershevitch, 75–82). This prayer is very impor-
tant in Zoroastrianism as it contains the praise of Truth. It concludes many longer prayers like
a meditation formula. In this fragment it is continued by the so-called Fragment Japan 1, pub-
lished by Yutaka Yoshida in 1979 as a Manichaean fragment for philological reasons (1979,
187). In contrast, Frantz Grenet and Samra Azarnouche counted the texts together with the
often discussed text P3 closely connected with the sacred scriptures of the Zoroastrians (Ben-
veniste 1940, 3:59–73; Grenet and Azarnouche 2007, 170–73). Also Nicholas Sims-Williams
described the fragment of the British Library as a “rare example of Zoroastrian literature in
Sogdian” (Sims-Williams apud Whitfield and Sims-Williams 2004, 118). Another fragment of
the British Library, Or. 8212/81 (Ch. 00349), written in the same distinctive handwriting,
contains an episode about Rustam, one of the most important heroes of the Šāhnāma, the
“Book of the Kings.” Although the episode itself does not occur in the Šāhnāma, the Persian
words in this text let us assume that the text was translated or adapted from a Middle Persian
or New Persian original now lost (Sims-Williams 1976, 54–61, Frag. 13; Sims-Williams apud
Whitfield and Sims-Williams 2004, 119; Grenet 2015a, 423). Yutaka Yoshida edited a frag-
ment of the Lushun 旅順-collection, LM20: 1480/22(02) (Yoshida 2013b). This collection is
a section of the findings of the Otani expeditions, housed in Lushun Museum in China. This
fragment contains Sogdian text with almost complete lines which mentions a lot of names
of heroes of the Šāhnāma and shows that the Sogdians did not know only Rustam but also
other stories of the Šāhnāma. This is also proved by the Sogdian names taken from Iranian
folklore for figures in the Manichaean Book of Giants, like Narīmān and Sāhm (Colditz 2018,
402 # 378; Lurje 2010, 342 # 1068). The currently unresolved question is whether these
manuscripts were literary products, or remnants of a Zoroastrian literature, or parts of the
Manichaean literature using Zoroastrian or pagan literary passages. We should not underesti-
mate the oral transfer of Zoroastrian rituals and texts. In addition, one cannot expect a closed,
strongly codified Zoroastrianism in the diaspora, as already described above. Finally, among
the Turfan manuscripts there is also a fragment with a list of grammatical forms of Middle
Persian verbs in heterographic writing in Pahlavi script (Geldner 1904; Barr 1936). It is only
a single fragment and must not be overestimated. But it shows that supporting material for
the reading of Zoroastrian Pahlavi literature also existed in Turfan, which was not ‘normal’
travel reading for merchants, but may have been teaching material for scribes (Barr 1936,
396).

Manuscripts of Uncertain Affiliation
There are also some manuscripts in the Berlin Turfan collection which contain text which [16]
could not be identified with certainty as Manichaean, Buddhist, or Christian, described in
the third part of the catalogue (Reck 2018b, 18 (3):71–139). The problem has already been
discussed in several places (Reck 2018a, and Reck forthcoming). Although it would be most
likely that they belong to one of the well-known groups of religious fragments, a small prob-
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Figure 1 Photograph of So 16102(2) recto/verso (Photo: Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – Preussischer
Kulturbesitz).

ability remains that they could represent parts of Zoroastrian literature. Unfortunately, most
of these uncertain fragments are very small and lack relevant names or items which would
allow ascertaining the religious affiliation. Neither do they show formal peculiarities, which
can be observed as characteristics for the literature of the several religious groups. That is
the reason why such fragments will usually not be published in any way. But they are part of
a limited corpus of texts, where every attestation of words is significant for further research
and should be discussed. This is the first publication of these small fragments So 16102(2)
and So 16146. Both are written in a distinctive kind of the cursive Sogdian script from the
same hand. It is not possible to join the fragments to get a more complete text. They contain
passages which can be interpreted in several directions. That is why the religious affiliation
of these text fragments is not clear. In this way they point out the difficulty of determining a
religion of the Sogdians in the Turfan area.
The fragment So 16102(2), T III Š 23/501 (Reck 2018b, 18 (3):93, nr. 1048) has a size of [17]

11.1 x 11.5 cm. On the recto side there are six incomplete lines, on the verso side the end of
one line in another script (Fig. 1).

r/1/ ](w)yspw mrtxmʾyt ʾ(.)[ ] all men [
/2/ ](m) ZY wmʾrẓ-ʾntkʾm ʾnʾkw[ ] and they will destroy, that [
/3/ n](y)δcw šyrʾkw šmʾrn(t) rty ] they do not think anything good. And [
/4/ ](h) ptrʾy-t šyrʾ(y)[ ] the fathers good[
/5/ ](n) δβtʾyky sʾn βnt(k)[ʾm ] another enemy [will] be bound[
/6/ w/c](ʾ)nʾkw ZK šyrʾy ZY (.)[ ]as the good and [
v/1/ ](.)n/zm ywγt[y]m ]… I have learned

The fragment So 16146, T III Š 25 (Reck 2018b, 18 (3):95, nr. 1050) has a size of 7.7 x [18]
11.8 cm. On the recto side there are the ends of seven lines (Fig. 2), the verso side is blank.

r/1/ ](k)rtr ]cunning/large mass
/2/ ](.)w ʾʾtr ]… fire
/3/ ]ywn ]…
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Figure 2 Photograph of So 16146 (Photo: Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – Preussischer Kulturbesitz).

/4/ ](p/k)t w(.)[3–4](w) ]…
/5/ ](.) ptkʾwn ] upside down/heretic
/6/ ](.)ʾyt ZY βẓʾykt ]… and evil
/7/ ](.)t ZY ] … and

There is no context, nor special terms or names, which could allow a distinction of the [19]
religious affiliation of these texts. The words on the verso side of So 16102(2) reminds one of
the colophons of Manichaean books, edited and explained by Yutaka Yoshida: ʿyny pwstk/ywkh
ʾz-w … ywγtym, ky Lʾ pyrʾt … sʾr psδ/tʾ “This book/teaching I, […], have learned, who would
not believe it, ask […]” (Yoshida 2000, 83–85; Benkato 2017, 107–11). If there were a relation
between the text on the recto side and the colophon on the verso side, the text on the recto
could be Manichaean. But there are some Buddhist fragments written in the same hand which
contain remnants of this colophon as well (So 10100u, So 10650(21) and So 18285, see Reck
2016, 18 (2):43, nr. 474, 95, nr. 552, and So 18285, nr. 822). Because of that and of the
fact that most of the texts found in Šorcuq during the third expedition (finding sigle T III
Š) are Buddhist, these fragments could be Buddhist as well. The mentioning of ʾʾtr “fire,”
šyrʾy/šyrʾkw “good,” and βẓʾykt “evil” could be interpreted as Zoroastrian as well. But the
word ptrʾy-t “fathers” would not be used in Zoroastrian for a higher ranking person, like
a teacher (xwyšt(ʾ)k) (personal information by Kianoosh Rezania). So we cannot propose a
Zoroastrian background for these fragments either. Neither was it possible to clarify whether
they could be Buddhist or Manichaean. We are looking for other texts to compare for better
interpretation, which is necessary for each single text fragment of this corpus.

Multilingualism
The Sogdian religious literature from Turfan and Dunhuang was marked by a multilingual- [20]
ism which is based on the offspring of the religions represented in it and in the diversity of
the population. The church languages of the Eastern expansion of Manichaeans were Middle
Persian and Parthian, the languages of the missionary activities. Mani’s Aramaic works had
been translated mostly into Middle Persian, others by the missionaries, like Mār Ammō, into
Parthian. Only one Syriac Manichaean fragment (M 260/r/6–12) with ends of lines, com-
pleted by means of transcriptions in the Chinese Hymns Scroll by Yutaka Yoshida (Yoshida
1983; see Pedersen and Larsen 2013, 1:3, 125 fn. 79, 126), is preserved in the Berlin Tur-
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fan collection (Durkin-Meisterernst 2006). There are preserved parts of translations of Mani’s
works among the Turfan fragments, like the “Living Gospel” (translated into MP and bilingual
into Sogdian as well, see Müller 1904, 25–27, 100–104; MacKenzie 1994; Shokri-Foumeshi
2015), the “Book of Giants” (translated into MP, Sogdian and Parthian, see Henning and B.
1943; Sundermann 2001; Morano 2016; there are some fragments of translations into Old
Uyghur, see Wilkens 2000, 173–77, nr. 164–168), the “Psalms” (translated into MP, Sogdian
and Parthian, see Durkin-Meisterernst and Morano 2010; Iain Gardner detected the accor-
dance of a Greek prayer with quotations of the daily prayers in the Fihrist by An-Nadīm and
in the Middle Iranian psalms; see Gardner 2011), and part of the so-called “Letter of the
Seal” (translated into MP and Sogdian, see Henning 1937b; Reck 2009). Possibly the Middle
Persian cycle “The Speech of the Living Soul” was composed by Mani as well. Some frag-
ments also preserve Sogdian translations of this cycle. Most of the Parthian sermons were
translated into Sogdian and Old Uyghur as well. It shows the importance of these works for
the didactic purposes among the Sogdian and Uyghur communities. The hymns are mostly
Parthian. They have not been translated into Sogdian but transcribed into the Sogdian script,
so that people who were not able to read the Manichaean script anymore, could nevertheless
read the hymns. Therefore, we have some Sogdian literary products in Manichaean and in
Sogdian script as well (Henning and B. 1945, 465–69). Preserved fragments of bifolios or
folios written in one hand belong mostly to miscellanies collecting parts of various works or
hymns in various languages. Often the language of the headlines or liturgical advices differs
from the following text. These liturgical advices are often Sogdian, which traces back to the
Manichaean church in the Sogdiana preserved in the Uyghur community in Turfan as well.
The material shows a close relationship to the Old Uyghur literature of that area. Further
research would require a closer cooperation of specialists in the fields of Middle Iranian and
Old Uyghur studies. The Christian material is multilingual as well: Syriac by origin, translated
into Sogdian and Old Uyghur for liturgical and didactic purposes. The community in Turfan
seemed to be dominantly Uyghur, as seen by the names and the documents.
The Buddhist texts are written only in the Sogdian language and Sogdian script. But the [21]

colophons mostly list Old Uyghur names or Sogdian and Uyghur names side by side. So the
question of who wrote these texts, Uyghurs or Sogdians, cannot be answered with certainty.
Linguistic arguments lead Yutaka Yoshida, in accordance with Nicholas Sims-Williams, to
conclude that Turkicised Sogdophones wrote the Sogdian Turfan materials rather than Sogdi-
anised Turcophones (2012, 57–58).

Conclusion
The article shows the different religions followed by Sogdians in their homeland and in the di- [22]
aspora as well. Sogdian merchants brought Manichaeism along the Silk Road from Samarkand
to Central Asia. In Turfan these religions flourished among the Uyghurs who used the Sog-
dian language and script. So the written sources show an amalgamation of Sogdian and Old
Uyghur. The same happened with the small Christian communities. The texts attest a strong
influence by the Sogdians and a continuation by the Uyghurs.
In contrast, the Sogdians came into contact with Buddhism in China only and traded it [23]

eastwards in Turfan and Dunhuang. The text fragments do not belong to a special Buddhist
school but represent a considerable variety.
The special kind of Zoroastrianism in the Sogdiana cannot be seen in the same way in [24]
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the diaspora. But there are traces of Zoroastrianism and Old Iranian culture to be observed in
archaeological and literary remnants. In the diaspora one can assume several forms of mutual
interference. The details are still in discussion.
Thus at the end one cannot establish a single religion as identifying factor for Sogdians. [25]

Sogdians were inspired by several religious communities and practices they came into contact
with and carried it along their commercial routes. Eventually, Sogdians merged with other
social and religious communities and ceased to appear in historical sources.

Image Rights
Images courtesy of “Depositum der Berlin-Brandenburgischen Akademie der Wissenschaften [26]
in der Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin – Preussischer Kulturbesitz Orientabteilung.”
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