
Fig 1: Head of a monk (Buddha’s pupil Ananda?). Dunhuang, China, 

8th-9th century. Loess, clay, painted. Fig 2: Hand of a buddha. 

North-Bactria, Karatepe, 2nd-3rd century. Plaster. Fig 3: ‘Sakya-knights’. 

Kucha, Xinjiang, 6th century. Loess, clay, plant fibres, wood chips, 

painted. All images © State Hermitage Museum, St Petersburg.

Right: A zilu loom 

from Maybod, 

Iran. Photo by 

Gillian Vogelsang-

Eastwood, 2000.
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The spread of Buddhism
These trade routes became the site of an unprecedented 
exchange of goods and ideas. We can see the results in 
the magnificent wall paintings found in many places along 
the routes. Often wall paintings in a wide range of styles 
were found on the same site. Buddhism was one of the first 
phenomena to spread along these routes, from India towards 
China by way of Gandhara (modern-day southern Afghanistan 
and northern Pakistan). Centuries later, Islam began moving 
eastward, replacing Buddhism in many places. It followed  
the same routes as the Silk Road traders. Christianity and 
Judaism spread into Central Asia in the same way, as shown  
by artefacts such as an incense burner with Christian icono- 
graphy and a ring with a scene of Daniel in the lion’s den.  
Many remains have also been found of Zoroastrianism – the  
first world religion, which was founded by the prophet 
Zoroaster (or Zarathustra). 

The end of the Silk Road
The conquest of Central Asia by the Mongols under Genghis 
Khan ushered in the region’s last golden age, as part of  
a vast, centrally controlled empire and continued well into the 
fourteenth century, despite the fact that the Mongol Empire 
was separated into minor principalities. In the fifteenth century, 
China’s Ming Dynasty stopped exporting silk. The maritime 
roads along the coasts in the Indian and Pacific oceans was 
known since antiquity, but it developed rapidly after 1488 
when the Portuguese explorer Bartolomeu Dias discovered a 
sea route around the Cape of Good Hope, which soon replaced 
trade routes on land. The rise of companies for maritime trade, 
such as the Dutch East India Company (VOC), brought the story 
of the overland Silk Road to an end. By this time, Islamic culture 
was for a long time dominant in Central Asia, and the mosques 
and mausoleums along the Silk Road could be recognized  
by the blue colour of their domes and outer walls.

The expeditions and the collection
The cultures of the Silk Road were not rediscovered until the 
late nineteenth century, when Russia, Great Britain, Germany, 
France, Sweden and Japan organized the earliest expeditions 
and competed for the most impressive finds. The Russian 
expeditions hit their stride after 1905 under the leadership  
of scholars such as Mikhail Berezovsky, Sergei Oldenburg  
and Pyotr Kozlov. Dozens of expeditions headed by Russian 
archaeologists set off for Mongolia, western China, and, in the 
Soviet period, to the now independent Central Asian republics. 
In numerous places, they uncovered treasures spanning many 
centuries, from long before Christ to the Middle Ages. In the 
Hermitage in Leningrad (now St. Petersburg), these were put 
on display as ancient treasures of the Soviet Union with its 
many peoples, as well as the past of the nations of communist 
China and Mongolia. To this day, the Hermitage has continued 
its excavations in Central Asia – for instance, in the Sogdian city 
of Panjakent in Tajikistan. These projects are now led by experts 
from the Oriental Department of the State Hermitage Museum,  
who are also involved in the making of this exhibition. 

Martijn van Schieveen, press and publicity coordinator 
Arnoud Bijl, exhibition staff member

By the beginning of the 21st century two main lines of pro- 
duction in the Middle East can be identified, namely the 
Egyptian and Iranian forms. The Egyptian versions are now 
totally in cotton, rather than wool or linen. The Egyptian form 
is loosely woven and flexible, which is not so surprising, as this 
type of cloth was and is used for bed spreads. A little more 
surprising, however, is that some of the designs being used  
can be traced back to Roman period forms. This form of com-
pound weave cloth is often called ‘Akhmim,’ after the middle 
Egyptian city of Akhmim where archaeological examples of 
this type of weave have been recorded from the Roman period. 
They are still being produced here, thus continuing a tradition 
of almost two thousand years. 

As noted above, the second line is the Iranian form.  
They are now called zilu and were being produced in various 
centres, notably, until today, in the city of Maybod in Central 
Iran close to Yazd. Zilus are made in cotton and are produced  
on vast upright looms. These hardwearing textiles are used  
as rugs and large floor coverings and were popular in mosques, 
where they lasted for decades. Although these textiles were  
in widespread use in the 20th century, by the beginning  
of the 21st century virtually every zilu loom in Iran had ceased  
to work and many were broken up and burnt. Their demise 
after nearly two thousand years of history was due to another 
form of technological and trade development, namely the 
import of vast quantities of cheap, machine made textiles, 

NOTHING CERTAIN IS KNOWN of the Buddha or his earliest 
communities. The reasons for this are numerous, beginning 
with the absence of writing  in India until several centuries 
after the Buddha’s lifetime (setting aside the Indus Valley 
inscriptions, which may be writing, but if so, remain  
undeciphered). Whatever the Buddha may have preached, 
and whatever was said about him, therefore, was trans- 
mitted only orally for a long time. 

The result is that we have a good idea of what certain 
communities believed about the Buddha, but we know nothing 
historical. In terms of his community, putatively originally 
nomadic, at some unspecified time it began to establish settled 
monastic institutions, but it was likewise hundreds of years 
before, what we assume to have been, the earliest monastic 
architecture in wood – long decayed into oblivion – gave way  
to edifices in stone. Therefore, even the earliest material 
remains of institutional Buddhism in India are forever lost to us.  
It is not until the time of the great emperor Aśoka in the early  
3rd century BCE that we begin to obtain concrete information, 
much of which comes to us from the inscriptions the emperor 
had erected throughout the Indian subcontinent. These pro-
vide our first clues of the geographic spread of Buddhism, and 
indicate that already quite some time after the Buddha lived 
and taught in the North central Gangetic valley, his tradition 
had spread toward the Northwest, the area now known  
as Pakistan and Afghanistan, ancient Mathura and Gandhara. 
This region has also yielded our earliest written Buddhist  
manuscripts. While there is no question that Buddhist  
scriptures (sutras) were transmitted orally, originally and even 
after the innovation of writing, the states in which those oral 
texts existed were naturally entirely ephemeral. Even when we 
have texts, transmitted in Pali in Sri Lanka for instance, which 
may in origin have been older, these have been subject to 
generations of revision. The Gandhari Buddhist manuscripts, 
written on birch-bark, provide us with our oldest sources 
of Buddhist literature, and demonstrate the highly literate 
and sophisticated state of Buddhism in the Northwest of the 
subcontinent from around the first century BCE. 

A relay race
Given the geography of Asia, the routes that Buddhism  
followed in its spread naturally followed the contours of the 
land, the paths already traced out since time immemorial 
by traders. These are commonly, although in some respects 
no doubt misleadingly, referred to as the Silk Routes. But of 
course, it was much more than silk that was traded. Moreover, 
refined silk is a Chinese product, and the implication that 
the trading routes invariably linked China with lands west is 
also misleading, for these routes were certainly, in terms of 
volume, much more interregional networks of short-distance 
trade. This has implications for the transmission of Buddhism 

too, since it is very much the exception rather than the rule 
that individuals would travel long distances. We should think 
rather of a relay race, with a baton being handed from one 
runner to another, each member of the team remaining within  
a relatively limited area. 

Most of the attention paid to the spread of Buddhism  
across Central Asia concentrates on its progress north out  
of the Bamiyan valley, through mountain passes, then 
eastward, along either the northern or southern borders  
of the Taklamakan desert, through the oasis towns there,  
to the north through Kashgar, Kucha, and Turfan, to the south 
through Khotan, Niya, and Miran, joining in the now-famous 
Dunhuang oasis. However, Buddhism in fact also spread west, 
into Bactria, the Greek lands once conquered by Alexander,  
to places such as Termez along the Amu Darya (Oxus) river.  
We do not actually know quite how far Buddhism spread  
west, or why, when and where it stopped, and this remains  
an interesting topic for future research.

Multilingual literature of Buddhism
As Buddhism – its teachings, its scriptures, its practices, and 
ultimately even its monastic institutions – spread, one important 
issue was that of language. In what language would believers 
receive the Buddha’s word? There are two models: either 
scriptures were preserved in the ‘Church Language’, in the same 
fashion that Jews generally preserve the Bible in Hebrew no mat-
ter what language they speak, or the texts may be linguistically 
localized. In Buddhism’s trek across Central Asia, we find both 
of these models, and not infrequently, we find them together. 
That is, texts might be revered in Sanskrit, but as this medium 
remained foreign to Central Asian people, the texts were either 
translated, paraphrased or rewritten in a local language – often 
though with the preservation of a significant Sanskrit vocabulary, 
just as we do when we talk of the Buddha, his Dharma, of Zen and 
the like. This led to the production of a multilingual literature  
of Buddhism across Central Asia, in languages like Khotanese  
(Middle Iranian), Sogdian (another form of Iranian), Uigur (Turkish), 
Tangut (a Tibetan language, written in a variant of Chinese script), 
Tibetan, and of course, Chinese. The Chinese, as is well known, 
were relentless in their quest for Buddhist scriptures, and en-
gaged, albeit entirely unsystematically, in the greatest translation 
project in world history, rendering huge numbers of often very 
arcane texts into an evolving form of written (‘classical’) Chinese.

At the same time, we must remember that Buddhism is far 
from only its scriptures, and in fact the most vivid and easily 
‘accessible’ artefacts of Buddhism and its spread across Asia 
is found in the often remarkable physical objects produced: 
sculptures, wall-paintings, banners, and so on. The latter were 
often produced on silk, a product that the artists could only 
have obtained in China. But that does not mean necessarily 
that the objects themselves were produced even within the 
sphere of Chinese cultural, much less military and political, 
control. Rather, it is a tribute to the vitality of trade that such 
goods – luxury goods that they may have been – were widely 
available along these corridors. 

The exhibition now on show at the Hermitage in Amsterdam 
highlights a variety of aspects of the presence of Buddhism 
along the so-called Silk Routes of Central Asia. Anyone with the 
slightest interest in this fascinating episode of human history is 
warmly invited to visit this stunning show.

Jonathan Silk is Professor of Buddhist Studies  
at the Leiden University Institute for Area Studies.  
(j.a.silk@hum.leidenuniv.nl) 
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from, among other places, China. But the zilu tradition in Iran 
still continues. Some years ago I laughingly bought a zilu rug  
at a petrol station near Maybod. Made of plastic.

Dr Gillian Vogelsang-Eastwood, director  
of Textile Research Centre, Leiden. (www.trc-leiden.nl)
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