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Abstract

In this article, I build on my earlier work, which places Manichaean missionary activity
within a larger network of court activity from the Roman Empire to Tang China, in
which ambassadors, as well as wandering sages and ritual specialists, spread knowledge
about cultural difference. These interactions usually took part between neighboring
principalities, but they were also enmeshed in the gradual spread eastward of Iranian
Manichaeism across Central Asia. Various Manichaean accounts highlight the
importance of teaching “wisdom” in the bid for support from local rulers. According to
the Cologne Mani Codex, Mani meets an unnamed king, instructing him in wisdom, the
Manichaean commandments, as well as the “two natures”. What fragmentary evidence
we possess for the spread of Manichaeism to China suggests that it, too, proceeded
largely through the activity of traveling sages across court networks.
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Introduction

According to a longstanding scholarly consensus, Manichaeism was spread in no small
part by merchants, especially along the Silk Routes. The Sogdians, in particular, are
well known for being central to transregional trade in Late Antiquity, and their role in
the movements of Manichaeism from the eastern Sasanian borderlands to Tang China
is documented both in historical accounts and the numerous Manichaean documents in
the Sogdian language preserved at Turfan, alongside Parthian and Middle Persian texts
from which they were translated. Indeed, Manichaean scriptures writings referred to the
merchant as a metaphor for the community’s goal-oriented journey towards salvation.
For example, in an account of the westward mission to the Roman Empire, Mani sends
a copy of the Living Gospel with scribes to Mar Adda, exhorting him' to “stay there like
a merchant who collects a treasure” (Asmussen, 1975: 21; Lieu, 1985: 99).

But there were was another mechanism by which Manichaeans gradually closed the
long distance between Iran and China. Mani himself is said to have been active both at
the court of the Iranian emperor Shapur I, as well as other courts of local rulers in the
eastern Sasanian Empire, including the Turan-shah.? Such direct contact with imperial
authorities was surely more difficult for his successors, given the persecutions of the
community that led to and followed his death in custody at Gundeshapur, most likely
in 274 CE. (Sunderman 2009: online). On the other hand, this strategy of appealing to
rulers for protection and support was maintained for centuries, as is evidenced most
clearly by the arrival of Manichaean missionaries in Tang China in the seventh century
CE, and later, in the eighth century, through the patronage of Biigii Khan and later rulers
of the Uyghur Khaganate based at Kocho.

In this article, I build on my earlier work, which places Manichacan missionary
activity within a larger network of court activity from the Roman Empire to Tang
China, in which ambassadors, as well as wandering sages and ritual specialists, spread
knowledge about cultural difference (Dilley 2013: 25-70). These interactions usually
took part between neighboring principalities, but they were also enmeshed in the gradual
spread eastward of Iranian Manichaeism across Central Asia. There is evidence for
long-range interchange between China and Iran already in the second century CE. The
Hou Hanshou, a chronicle of the Han dynasty, states that an embassy was dispatched
from China to establish contact with the Roman Empire in 97 CE, but only reached
the Parthian Empire. Another account of a similar exchange, in the Shiji, records that
the head of the rulers was placed on coins, as well as chancellery activities (Ibd. 63).
Thus, strategies of political, and potentially religious, communication were among the
cultural practices which might be observed, and potentially emulated, through such

court exchanges.’

Discussion

This interaction between writing, religion, and courts is evident in the many regions
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around and between these two expansive empires. Next to Parthia, the invention of the
Armenian alphabet by Mastoc’ demonstrate the interconnected dynamics of religion,
script, and itinerant expert. According to his hagiographer Koriun, Mastoc’ was a
wandering, ascetic miracle working and visionary, who worked in the chancellery of
king VramS$apuh in VatarSapat in Persian Armenia, which would have required skill
in Greek, Syriac, and Middle Persian.* The king sponsored the development of a new
script to record biblical works in Armenia. According to Koriun, the letters of the
alphabet were revealed to the inspired Mastoc’ in a dream; he also consulted a script
which Bishop Daniel had sent to king Vramsapuh, which may have been Manichaean
texts in Manichaean script, some letters of which are similar to corresponding Armenian
letters (Russell 1994). Mastoc’ was active at various Armenian courts, as well as Edessa,
demonstrating that the pattern established by Mani, and presumably his followers,
continued during the following centuries in Southwest Eurasia.

The practice of hosting wandering sages at courts is also widely attested in the eastern
Mediterranean, as is evident in both the context of production and narrative of the Life
of Apollonius of Tyana. The empress Julia Domna (193 to 211 CE) commissioned the
sophist Philostratus to write the report on the famed 1st-century miracle worker, which
includes a lengthy trip across Mesopotamia and Iran in order to meet Brahmins in India
(Dilley 2014: 29-31). Along the way he stops in several courts, including a certain “King
Vardanes” in Babylon, where he engages in discussion on morality, justice, and cultural
critique, including a rejection of the hunt, a theme also found in the Chester Beatty
Kephalaia. The Life of Apollonius shares with the approximately contemporaneous
Acts of Thomas the fantastical account of a travel across the Parthian Empire, including
meetings with imaginary rulers.

Mani was surely familiar with both the Gospel of Thomas and the Acts of Thomas,
and himself traveled among Sasanian courts and undertook a journey to see Brahmins
in India, if not in that order. Manichaean accounts are meant to demonstrate the success
of the founder in spreading his message across and beyond the Sasanian Empire, at least
until his arrest under Bahram, and can hardly be treated as accurate accounts, especially
in their triumphant narrative and appeal to the miraculous, including the conversion of
the local ruler Mihrshah through an ascent vision.> But unlike the Life of Apollonius or
the Acts of Thomas, Manichaean texts reflect a concerted missionary strategy focused
on courts, and a broader court culture in the region which included debates between
itinerant sages, as attested in sources for this period from other communities, including
Buddhism and Zoroastrianism.

Various Manichaean accounts highlight the importance of teaching “wisdom” in the
bid for support from local rulers. According to the Cologne Mani Codex, Mani meets
an unnamed king, instructing him in wisdom, the Manichaean commandments, as well
as the “two natures” and the “beginning, middle, and end”. (CMC 132) (Gardner&Lieu
2004: 71). These might involve philosophical debates with other sages, as is dramatically
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recounted in the Chester Beatty Kephalaia. In the first example (chapters 323-325), at
the palace of the king of Turan, Mani takes a “righteous one” on a heavenly ascent, and
is proclaimed “apostle”. In the second, he engages in a series of debates with the sage
Goundesh who eventually recognizes Mani as the victor in their dueling displays of
wisdom: “Until I saw you, [ debated with those who are wise; [ was victorious over them
in the wisdom of philosophy. Now, see, you have been victorious over me in wisdom”
(2Ke 380, 25-29) (Gardner, BeDuhn and Dilley 2018: 380). The final chapters in this
cycle feature Mani debating another wise man Masoukeos, and finally, the mysterious
Iodasphes, who is “greater than Masoukeos and Goundesh”, and whose name is most
likely derived from “boddhisattva” (Gardner 2014: 81-83). These episodes demonstrate
a sense of rivalry with Buddhism in the eastern courts of the Sasanian Empire.

What fragmentary evidence we possess for the spread of Manichaeism to China
suggests that it, too, proceeded largely through court networks.® In 8" century Central
Asia, the itinerant sage was of course not Mani or one of his first generations of
disciples, but a bishop, Mdzak, who is said to have been sent by the king of Tocharistan
to interview at the court of the Tang in 719 CE; according to Manichaean sources, this
occurred earlier, under Kao-Tsung, who ruled between 650-683 CE, with a follow-up
visit by the Manichaean bishop Mihr-Ohrmazd, who addressed Empress Wu, who
ruled between 684-704 CE. Once again, the presentation of texts was a key aspect
of the ensuing religious diplomacy: a certain treatise entitled the Sutra of the Two
Principles, which may be identical with the Shaburagan. Almost a half millennium
after Mani composed the Shaburagan, the pattern of seeking the patronage of rulers
as a means of spreading the religion persisted. Twelve years later, the court was
provided with a summary of the basic teaching, presented in the Chinese-language
treatise Compendium of the Teachings of Mani the Buddha of Light, which has
been preserved at Dunhuang. Although Manichaeism was permitted for non-citizens
(presumably Sogdian merchants), as Samuel Lieu notes: “By then a substantial number
of Manichaean texts had already been translated into Chinese from the Parthian and/
or Sogdian” (Lieu, 2002: online). . The extent and means by which Manichaeism
spread among Chinese speakers in the ensuing two centuries is unknown. Any such
missionary activity, including further translations, occurred despite the prohibition of
the Tang dynasty, which offered no support in this regard, even as it allowed temples
for foreigners in major cities such as Lo-yang and Ch’ang-an between 762 and the
persecution in 843 CE. The spread of Manichaeism to the south of China beginning
in the Song Dynasty proceeded “underground”, and in this sense probably aligned
more with their experience in the Roman Empire than during their earlier movement
through the eastern Sasanian Empire and beyond: namely the avoidance of imperial
power centers and institutions, rather than their cultivation.

The adoption of Manichaean among the Uyghurs, by contrast, is the final example

of the importance of court networks. The multifaceted evidence has been considered
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together and evaluated by Larry Clark (Clark 2000). The conversion of Biigii Khan is
chronicled in the multilingual Karabagalsun Inscription, in which the Chinese section
describes how, while on an embassy to the capital city Lo-yang to help the Tang emperor
put down a rebellion, he met four Manichaean elect. These unnamed elects then went
with Biigii Khan to the Uyghur capital, where the king and his advisors “accepted the
true religion”, and support Manichaean missionary efforts in the region: “Then the
throng of disciples of the Teacher (mozak) traversed the land in all directions from east
to west, and came and went, preaching the religion” (Ibd. 88). So, this commemorative
text presents the arrival of Manichaeism among the Uyghur Khaganate, where it was to
enjoy its period of greatest stability and support, in the same pattern of court exchange,

as the elect move from the Tang capital to the entourage of Biigli Khan.

Conclusion

Although the sources for these events are also sparse, Larry Clark has re-examined the
evidence to complicate the skewed account in the Karabagalsun Inscription. In particular,
he argues that Biigii Khan had his first contact with Manichaean elect when he had not
yet assumed leadership of the Uyghurs, and before his interaction with other elect at
the Chinese court, and indeed issued a proclamation in support of the Manichaeans
when he became Khan in 759 CE. Moreover, there is evidence that he removed his
support at least once in the early years, before the Manichaean position stabilized in
763 CE. (Ibd. 115). This more nuanced account shows the difficulty of creating and
maintaining such patronage relations, which is of course elided in the Manichaean
hagiographic accounts of these episodes. Moreover, the important role of the Sogdians
in spreading the “true religion” to China and the Uyghur Khaganate, undergirded by
their trading positions along the eastern Silk Road, demonstrates how court networks,
mostly driven by the elect, worked in tandem with long-distance trade, mostly driven
by auditors, to spread Manichaeism. As the community moved eastwards, it maintained
the precedent of seeking patronage at court, through assertions of cultural virtuosity,
including translation, set by Mani himself; but the chain broke with the loss of Uyghur
sponsorship in the early 11th-century, as the last Manichaean groups in southern China

avoided, rather than courted the support of government authorities.

Endnote

1. On the role of merchants, see further Samuel Lieu, Manichaeism in the Later Roman Empire and Medieval China.

2. For some introductory remarks on Mani’s court activity, which still needs systematic study, see: e.g., Dilley 2014:
15-51.

3. For a wide-ranging study of cultural exchange between the Roman and Sasanian courts in Late Antiquity, see:
Matthew Canepa 2009.

4. For a translation, see now Abraham Terian 2023.

5. See Parthian text M47.

6. My discussion is based on Lieu, 2002
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