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By Hamrokhon Zarifi

TAJIK ARTS AND CRAFTS:
through centuries
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My first impressions of China emerged in early
childhood from the stories of my grandmother. She
lived a long and happy life. She would often tell me
stories of her youth and how her father and grandfa-
ther were skilled creamery craftsmen, or juvoz. Prior to
the October Revolution of 1917, they had received
orders from China to build oil press mills. When they
returned home, they brought many gifts from their
journeys.

Among the many wondrous things they brought,
they revealed soft and elegant crafts made of silk,
which were hidden inside pieces of very “thickreeds...”
As the years passed, | leamed a lot about China. Now,
as | reminisce about the stories of my dear grand-
mother, | realized that our ancestors often visited this
wonderful and fabulous country, e x changing goods,
crafts, knowledge and words. The Chinese would say
“very thick reeds.” They probably meant “bamboo”.

| loved my grandmother’s stories. They were an im-
portant part of my later lessons on China. During my
studies, | would turn over the pages of many books
wriften by scientists and scholars, poets and writers. For
example, the classical poet Sa'di Sherozi addressing
the Chinese artists of the Middle Ages, wrofe:

Oh, skillful Chinese painter! Please, take a look at
my sweetheart,

Draw her portrait! And fear up your work, if you
cant!

Could you imagine how much the poet was blind-
ed by the beauty of his beloved that he would make
such an intfimate request to the Chinese artist to paint
her image? In this case, we must pay fribute to Chi-
nese artisans, who were highly valued even so far be-
yond the borders of their country.

However, if we, Tajiks take a closer look at our own
daily habits, our cultural inferests and the recreation
faciliies we use, one could easily identify many
examples of the cultural e xchange that occurred
over centuries between the Tajik and Chinese peo-
ples. For example, it is impossible to imagine a Tajik
who does not drink fea or visit fea houses. Chinese
tea has become an integral part of dastarkhan (re-
ferring fo both our mealtime and tablecloth) of each
Tajik family.

Tajiks build teahouses using their best national tra-
ditions in order to create a space where people can
enjoy a cup of teq, sit around a dastarkhan and ad-
mire the surrounding beauty of nature. People invite
their friends home “for a cup of tea”, which involves
sitting together, having a hear-to-heart talk and en-
joying one another’s company.

There is another illuminating example. Satin (at-
las) dresses are the most traditional clothing for Tajik
girls and young women. Wearing atlas also inevitably
binds us with China. Silk, originally from China, found
its way info the hands of our local craftsmen, and has
become an important part of the delicate fabrics
and clothing of Tajikistan.

Adras silk was also well-known in older times. It was
used by artisans from Hissar, and is still produced in
western China. Over the past century, tfraders brought
dozens of crafts from Chinag, including porcelain,
which were easily sold in our local markets. Traders
also brought raw materials fromn China and craftsmen
turned them into miraculous things. Copper, imported
from China would be turned info dozens of different
styles of dishes and kitchen utensils and decorated
with beautiful designs and inscriptions by the skillful
hands of our craftsmen.

Chinese porcelain, particularly, teapots, cups,
dishes, bowls and vases decorated Tajik houses. Our
ancestors would inscribe the word “chini” meaning
“"Chinese” onto their porcelain treasures.

There are many other examples of our cultural fu-
sion, and not only in the manufacturing of our every-
day items. The path of two great world religions — Bud-
dhism and Islam infersected one another in China
and across Central Asia. It is important to e x plain the
fate of Buddhism in our region.

Prior to and during the Arab invasion of Central
Asia, which occurred over many thousands of years,
local people maintained different beliefs, including
Buddhism, which played a prominent role in the his-
tory of civilization of these ancient people. It is surpris-
ing, but true.

Archaeological discoveries in the19-21th centuries
in Central Asia provide evidence that the Buddhist
monuments in Afghanistan, Central Asia and Xinjiang



in ancient and medieval eras made up a single his-
forical and cultural region. This ancient understand-
ing, which had been lost, was gradually restored, as
other historical sites were discovered.

The important point is realizihng that before the
spread of Islam, many religions and beliefs existed
throughout these regions-Zoroastrianism, Buddhism,
Nestorian, and others have now became things of
Central Asia’s past. The discovery of Buddhist monu-
ments over several centuries throughout our region
Bimportant archeological finds.

Five Buddhist buildings have been found in the
south-western regions of Tajikistan: Ushtur-Mullo on the
camel hump in the right bank of the Amudarya (a
mud-built monastery);

Kal'ai Kjfamihon (Kafamigan's Fortress) in the north
of Ushtur-Mullo (a temple with wall paintings and a
clay sculpture);

Kofir-Kal'a in the Vakhsh river Valley (a Buddhist
chapel belonging o the palace complex of the lo-
cal governor);

Ajina Teppa, 14.5 km to the east of Kurgan-Tube
(a Buddhist monastery, consisting of two groups of
rooms, framed by two large courtyards and a stupas
inside one of them; clay sculptures, including a 13
mhigh. statue of a reclining Buddha, and a monu-
mental wall painting was found);

Khisht-Teppa (Brick Hill) at Chepivol settlement in
the Obimazor river area of Khovaling district (a Bud-
dhist monastery with a stupa in a room, the remains of
wall paintings and terracotta tablets which had been
placed inside the miniature clay models of stupas).

Ajina Teppa is the most famous of the early Centrall
Asian medieval Buddhist monuments. There is also a
Buddhist monastery in the Vrang vilage of Gorno-
Badakhshan (IV-VIll, xIx cc.) Some specific items
relevant to Buddhism have also been found in the
Badakhshan region.

Some Chinese sources reported the names of
Buddhist missionaries who arived in China from
Tokharistan in the II-IV centuries. These missionaries
founded monasteries, where sacred Indian texts were
franslated and critiqued. There is evidence in these
sources about Buddhist monks, who came from Sogd

and founded monasteries in China.

One such example is Kan Seng-hui, who was
originally from Sogd. His ancestors migrated to India
and his father had often visited Jzianchusi (North Viet-
nam) on business. After the death of his parents, he
became a monk and in 247 AD he came to Jiang
(Nanjing), where he founded a monastery that has
published many Buddhist writings and essays. Other
ancestors of the modern Tajiks have become staunch
Confucians.

A prominent doctor, Ding Hongyan who had
reached the heights of a Confucian scholar, along
with his fellow tfribesmen, Iffihor ad-Din, composed a
compendium of "Muslim medicine” in two languag-
es - in their native Farsi-Tajik and in Chinese. Several
well-preserved volumes of this unique scientific work
are carefully kept in the Chinese State Library.

According to the tfestimony of researchers, the
methods for treating diseases and most of the me-
dicinal recipes were borrowed from “Canon of Medi-
cine”, which was written by the great son of the Tajik
nation Abudli ibn Sina (Avicenna).

Islam grew roofts in the VII century and gradually
spread info Iran and other regions of Central Asia.
Subsequently, the holy Islamic religion had further
spread into the East, including China through mission-
aries and their followers among the travelers.

It is recognized that, along with the Aralbs, Persian-
Tajiks had a profound impact on the spread of Islam
in China. Works of the Persian-Tajik poet Sa'di are still
taught af religious schools in China.

There is also a view that the ancestors of the Hui
ethnic Chinese Muslims were Muslims of “dashi” -
the Persians, who came from Central and West Asia.
Some were Tajiks, who came from Central Asia.

Researchers believe that the ancestors of the Hui
people, who lived in Yunnan and Ningxia during the
Yuan and Ming dynasties, were originally from Bukhara
and Samarkand. There are many expressions from
the Persian-Tajik language in the dictionaries of the
Hui, issued during the reign of the Ming dynasty.

According to Hu Jzenhua, Professor of the Central
University of Nationalities of the People’s Republic of
China, the word “dashi” in its ancient pronunciation is



pronounced as “da-djek” and is consonant with «tad-
jik» in Chinese,

Moreover, despite the fact that Chinese is native
language for the Muslim nationality of Hui, they still
use many Persian (Tajik) words, in their everyday life,
namely “gosht” (meat), “dost” (friend), “dushman”
(enemy) and “nest” (there is no) and so on.

The 13-metre statue of recumbent Buddha that is
in state of nirvana and was discovered by archaeolo-
gists in the borough of Ajina-teppa in the south of Ta-
jikistan, has found its second home in the Dushanbe
National Museum of Anfiquities. It should be noted
that this museum was established after the barbaric
destruction of the famous giant Buddhas of Bamian
(Afghanistan) by the Taliban. Thus, many elements
in statue resemble that style and those traditions
applied during the creation of similar works in other
places where Buddhism thrived, including in China.
The hairstyle, cast of features and the clothes of Bud-
dha demonstrate the contact of various cultures and
peoples. The researchers state that before the ad-
vent of Islam, Buddhism used to be widely popular in
Central Asia and archaeological e x cavations of the
last decades vividly confirm that opinion.

The Silkk Road which wound between China and
the countries of Central and Southwest Asia served
as a mutually enriching means to connect many
cultures and nations. According to historians, the Silk
Road was established as a result of the voyages of
Chinese diplomats and the statesman Zhang Qiang
who visited Central Asia by order of Emperor Wu of
Han in the second half of the second century B.C.
Judging by the written sources, it is from Zhang Qiang
that the Chinese first learned about Fergana, Bactria
and the other lands of Central Asia. With this discov-
ery the Han Empire aspired to establish contacts with
the countries to the west of China. Ambassadors were
sent to these states, and upon their return people be-
gan in talk about the wondrous “sik country” to the
Orient.

Between 115-111 B.C. frade ties were established
between the Han Empire and Bactria. It is during
these years that previously unknown crops, musical
instruments, and tools were infroduced to China from

Central Asia .

The main artery of the Silk Road went westward from
China'’s ancient capital city, xi'‘an through Lanzhou to
Dunhuang, where it divided into two branches . The
northem route passed through Turfan, onto Pamir and
led to Fergana and the Kazakh steppes. The southem
road went near the lake Lobnor, across the southern
outskirts of the Takla-Makan desert through Yarkand
and the southern region of Pamir onto Bactria. From
there it continued to Parthia, India and to the Middle
East. The Silk Road played a great role in the develop-
ment of economic and cultural relations between the
peoples of China, their neighbors and other countries
in the West.

Caravans fraded iron, nickel, gold, silver, lacquer-
ware, mirrors, porcelain and other handicrafts, but silk
was the main commodity carried from China to other
countries on the Silk Road, including Tajik communi-
fies and their ancestors — Samarkand and Bukharaq,
Balkh and Herat, Khujand and Khatlon, Badakhshon.

Many precious Chinese plants, minerals and ani-
mals were also fraded . E xotic wood, furs, medicines,
spices, incense and cosmetics, glass and jewellery,
precious stones, as well as slaves were bought and
sold. It is worth mentioning that grapes, pomegran-
ate, walnut, watermelons, melons, squash, haricof,
alfalfa, and saffron, known as “heavenly horses” were
imported between China and Central Asia.

INn1271-1275, the renowned Venetian traveler, Mar-
co Polo, together with his father and uncle reached
China from Europe through routes on the Silk Road. At
that time, the Silk Road had already passed its great-
est period of prosperity, and begun to decline. The
Silk Road had been negatively affected by Mongol
conguests and many other shocks within China and
its western neighbors. The famous frading route had
begun fo close. Despite this, Marco Polo’s memoirs of
the Silk Road became one of the first and the most
important sources of information on the Far East for
Medieval Europe. Parts of his route ran across the
southern and south-eastern borders of present day
Tajikistan. He wrote about a “saline mountain” (the
salt dome of Khojamumin), and according to him
the salt of this mountain “is so abundant that it will be



