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Abstract

In 2016 archeologists discovered the medieval city of Ilibalyk in modern day
Kazakhstan. This new and exciting archeological excavation of the medieval archeological
site llibalyk reveals the presence of the Church of the East or the East Syriac Church in the
region for the first time. The excavations during 2016 and 2017 at llibalyk revealed East
Syriac Christian gravestones and a graveyard of the late 13" - early 14™ century CE,
revealing the presence of a Christian population in the late medieval city and in Central Asia
in general. Based on analysis of the range of gravestones recovered during excavations at
Ilibalyk, this thesis questions the extent to which the Christian communities were integrated
into the multireligious society of Central Asia. The thesis examines this question through
stylistic analysis of the medieval Christian gravestones and of the crosses engraved on them.
This analysis provides us with an insight into how East Syriac Christians were integrated in
the multireligious society of Ilibalyk, which was located in the Chagatai ulus. From this
research of the uncovered archeological data, we can say that the llibalyk Christians, who
developed their religious identity in a non-Christian environment, may have been not only
well integrated in the socioreligious life of the Ilibalyk community, but also occupied a place
in a wider Christian network in this region. Moreover, the research poses further questions of
how the East Syriac Christian community developed its identity in medieval Central Asia.
This thesis provides some possible answers to those questions and stresses where further
research could lead. It is one of the few studies that makes an attempt to understand the
relation between the religious iconography developed by the East Syriac Christians in Central

Asia and the religious identity that they expressed.



Vi

Acknowledgments

I would like first to thank my thesis advisors Drs. Daniel Scarborough and Paula
Dupuy of the School of Humanities and Social Sciences at Nazarbayev University. They
consistently steered me in the right direction throughout two years of my master’s studies
while I was writing this interdisciplinary project. The doors to Prof. Scarborough’s and Prof.
Dupuy’s offices were always open whenever I needed their advice and recommendations
regarding my research, writing, and organizational issues. | am forever grateful for their
support and their belief in my project and in myself as a future scholar.

I would also like to acknowledge Dr. Mark Dickens of St. Joseph’s College at the
University of Alberta as the external reader of this thesis. | am gratefully indebted to Dr.
Dickens’ academic passion and his input on the present project. Dr. Dickens’ comments and
expertise in Syriac Studies greatly advised me on how to develop my research ideas into a
thesis paper.

I would also like to thank Dr. Dmitry Voyakin and Kevin White who invited me to
participate in the archeological excavations of the medieval city of Ilibalyk. | am extremely
grateful to Dr. Voyakin for providing me with the field reports of the excavations of the
Ilibalyk site, thus allowing me to research the material evidence collected during the Ilibalyk
expedition in more detail.

Finally, 1 would like to express my very profound gratitude to my family and friends
for providing me with unfailing support and encouragement throughout the years of my
studies and thesis writing at Nazarbayev University. This accomplishment would not be

possible without them.



Introduction

In 2016 archeologists discovered the medieval city Ilibalyk in modern day
Kazakhstan. This new and exciting archeological excavations of the medieval archeological
site Ilibalyk reveal the presence of the Church of the East or of the East Syriac Christianity in
the region for the first time. The archeological site of Ilibalyk is located beneath the modern-
day village of Usharal, southeastern Kazakhstan, near the Kazakh-Chinese border (map 1).
The on-going excavation of the site presents one of the few examples for Christian presence
in the medieval period within the borders of Kazakhstan.

The excavations during 2016 and 2017 at Ilibalyk revealed East Syriac Christian
gravestones and a graveyard, thereby suggesting the presence of a Christian population in the
late medieval city and in Central Asia in general. Based on the numismatic analysis, the
archeological evidence uncovered in Ilibalyk dates to late 13" - early 14" century CE.* The
gravestones contain engravings of Christian crosses with some also containing Turkic
inscriptions in Syriac script. Overall, the archeological research of 2016 revealed seven
Christian gravestones, whereas the excavations of 2017 uncovered eleven stones containing
Christian symbolism. All the gravestones differ in size, shape and in the style of the crosses
engraved on the surface of the stones.

Based on analysis of the range of gravestones recovered during excavations at
Ilibalyk, this thesis questions the extent to which the Christian communities were integrated
into the multireligious society of Central Asia. It is crucial to our understanding of medieval
Central Asia to consider the diffusion of what was once the biggest Christian church in
Central Asia, the Church of the East, which was adopted by Turkic and Mongolian tribes in

medieval Central Asia (in presumably the 7"-14™ centuries CE).> Material studies offer one

L I1. H. ITerpoe, K.M. Baiirakos, JI. A. Bosikumn, JI. C. EpecenoB, “CpeHeBeKOBbIil TOPOJ, 0oOHapy>KEHHEIH B
nonuHe peku Winn (HymusMaTuueckuit actiekr),” Hymusmamuxa 3onomoti Opowi, No. 4 (2014): 61-76.

2 Mark Dickens, “Patriarch Timothy I and the Metropolitan of the Turks.” Journal of the Royal Asiatic
Saciety 20, no. 02 (2010): 117-139.



line of evidence in which to examine this problem, and to date they are superseded by textual
analyses on documents of the period. Based on such studies, it has been established that
during the late medieval period, the Ilibalyk city and its Christian community was a part of
the Chagatai Khanate of the Mongol empire.® Christians of Ilibalyk had to coexist with other
religions as a minority community that expressed their religious identity through Christian
iconography within the Chagatai Khanate. The religious affiliation of these tribes shaped both
their local identities and their cultural ties with the broader world.

The present paper provides a brief overview of the religious environment in Chagatai
Khanate, while also examining in more detail the position of this community within the
Chagatai Khanate. The further research of this Christian archeological evidence can provide
new insight into the cultural life of communities in the Mongol Empire. However, this study
will question the extent to which the Ilibalyk Christian community was integrated into a
religious life of the local population. In addition, it questions whether the Ilibalyk Christian
community was or was not a part of a wider socioreligious Christian network of East Syriac
Christianity developed in Central Asia and China during the medieval period.

The main dataset of this analysis is the recent archeological discovery of the Christian
gravestones in Kazakhstan.* This thesis aims to explore the communal affiliations of the
medieval Christian communities through the stylistic analysis of the medieval Christian
gravestones and iconographic analysis of the abstract image of crosses engraved on the
gravestones discovered in a Christian graveyard of the medieval city, llibalyk. This study also
consults with the pre-Soviet, Soviet, and post-Soviet scholarship in Russian, which brings
various perspectives on the development of the Church of the East in Central Asia. In
addition to the analysis of the motifs of various crosses on the corpus of the Ilibalyk

gravestones, | am performing a regional comparison of crosses found throughout the

¥ Refer to chapter 2 “History of archaeological study and archeological evidence for Christianity in Central
Asia”.
* Field Reports on Complex Archeological Investigations of the Usharal (Ilibalyk) Site. Almaty, 2016-2017.



Chagatai Khanate and in the surrounding areas in order to place Ilibalyk in its wider cultural
network. The regional analysis and the systematization of the Christian archeological data
from Central Asia expands those chronological borders to the period of the 7 to 14™ century.
Notably, the corpus of the gravestones is one of the main sources for reconstructing the
Christian Central Asian and Chinese medieval history.®> Considering the geographical borders
of the regional analysis, it is important to note that the analysis includes the areas that
surrounded Ilibalyk in the medieval time. These are the regions with the Christian presence in
the medieval time: Chu Valley, Xinjiang, and Inner Mongolian part of modern-day China.
Importantly, this thesis considers the Christian archeological sites with a significant Christian
population acknowledging the fact that this Church was far more widespread than the
territory of those sites presented in the analysis.

From the research of the uncovered archeological data, we can say that the Ilibalyk
Christians that developed their Christian identity in a non-Christian environment may have
been not only well-integrated in the socioreligious life of llibalyk community but also
occupied a place in a wider Christian network in this region. The research revealed
outstanding questions of how the East Syriac Christian community developed its identity in
medieval Central Asia. This thesis provides some possible answers to those questions and
stresses where this evidence could lead.

While discussing the possible interpretations of the research questions emerged from
the analysis of Ilibalyk archeological evidence, the thesis covers an essential point of the
ways in which the further research of this data may develop and the possible claims that can
be made related to this data in the future analysis. These questions cover essential for the

analysis of East Syrian Christian communities in medieval Central Asia. The analysis thus

> Mark Dickens, “"Syriac Gravestones in the Tashkent History Museum,” in Hidden Treasures and Intercultural
Encounters: Studies on East Syriac Christianity in China and Central Asia, ed. Dietmar Winkler, Li Tang. Orientalia —
Patristica — Oecumenica 1 (Berlin: LIT, 2009), p. 41.
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revealed three main points of the analysis that could contribute to our understanding of how
East Syriac communities developed their identity in a non-Christian culture of Central Asia.

Firstly, the present research revealed an intriguing variety of Christian crosses
engraved on the Ilibalyk East Syriac gravestones. Further discoveries in this area may explain
this seemingly eclectic style of embellishing crosses, while also possibly alluding to local
autonomy in religious expression. While further research may reveal how unique the Ilibalyk
iconography was, for now it is nevertheless remarkable that the gravestones present
tremendous diversity in style and motifs chiseled into the gravestones. All the crosses from
the site of Ilibalyk are known among East Syrian Christian communities documented
elsewhere. However, it is remarkable that in a close examination of styles of the crosses used
by East Syriac communities of Central Asia and China, there is no specific cross/singular
cross used generally by this Church. The Central Asian and the Christians of northern China
used various forms of a Christian cross that is also common for the Western church. Although
the East Syriac Christians used Maltese type cross very often, there is no specific cross used
by the Church of the East in Central Asia that may have possible originated from the East
Syrian funerary art tradition. While this thesis provides research of the images of Christian
cross used by Central Asian Christians only, to draw upon the meaning of this diversity it is
important to conduct further research on the crosses used by the Church of the East further to
the west, in the homeland of the Church, Middle East, and styles of crosses used by Western
Church,

Secondly, the abstract iconography on the gravestones may indicate the indigenization
of Muslim religious art, for instance, of non-anthropomorphic imagery. Although Muslim
influence was not found on any of gravestones, this transpired without the integration of
religious traditions of Christianity with other religions but may have resulted in the

emergence of an austere Christian iconography in the medieval city of Ilibalyk where Islam
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had, moreover, support from the ruling authorities.® While further archaeological study of
domestic contexts will show if these groups were integrated, for now, we can surmise that the
relationships were not antagonistic. It is evident that the funerary art tradition of the
Christians of Ilibalyk included only abstract, non-anthropomorphic imagery. It may suggest
that this kind of funerary art that excluded any anthropomorphic imagery is typical for
Central Asian funerary traditions but unique in terms of a broader Christian funerary art.
Hence, this thesis highlights an unresolved question of whether the Ilibalyk Christian
community incorporated influence from Islamic ideology into the East Syriac funerary art.
Unlike the Christian communities that had a capacity to adopt Buddhist symbolism,
Christians of Ilibalyk that incorporated only a plain cross and rarely short inscriptions, does
not seem to demonstrate any Christian-Buddhist crossover. There are examples of the
adoption and integration of East Syriac Christian funerary art with symbolism of other
religious traditions, which possibly helped to develop their Christian identity in a non-
Christian environment of a Mongol China.” This kind of crossover is distinctive to the
Christian funerary art of Asia and demonstrates the need in developing a Christian
iconography in a non-Christian culture. It is evident that Christianity had a capacity to adopt
symbols of other religions. If considering East Syrian Christianity that developed in Central
Asia and China as an syncretistic religion, it is important to note that this feature does not tell
us whether Christians adopted features of other religions with its theology or just adopted
symbols without any attachment to the religious significance of the symbolism of other
religions. Hence, the research of the Christian funerary art reveals the capacity of the
Christian communities to integrate Christian iconography with Buddhist symbolism and may
point to the Muslim influence of Christian iconographic tradition in the future research.

Furthermore, the present paper demonstrates that Christian communities that located not

® Refer to chapter 1 “Background information”.
"Ken Parry, "Images in the Church of the East: The Evidence from Central Asia and China," Bulletin of the John Rylands
Library 78, no. 3 (1996): 321.
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necessarily close to each other, were able to commemorate their deceased in a way that suited
their religious belief in an afterlife in a non-Christian environment (table 3). The level of
sophistication of a Christian funerary art in non-Christian culture indicates the status of the
deceased in a Chinese and Turkic society under Mongols, which in the case of Ilibalyk
funerary iconography does not demonstrate a lack of a Christian theological knowledge of
this community but rather highlights their devotion to the theological significance of the
image of plain Christian cross.

Thirdly, the archeological data provides evidence for some level of Christian
community integration into an Ilibalyk society, which was able to adopt Turkic language
written in Syriac script for commemorating their deceased. Although we cannot identify yet
the ethnic origins of the Ilibalyk Christians, the usage of the Turkic script may point out to
the Ilibalyk Christian community being a part of a bigger Turkic society under Mongol ruling
in 13" and 14™ centuries. Thus, the implication of the Turkic script or rather the adoption of
the local tradition of writing points out to the level of integration of Christian community of
Ilibalyk into the local culture and Ilibalyk society.

Regarding the structure of this thesis paper, the essay is organized into three chapters
that present various sides of the analysis of the Christian archeological evidence from Central
Asia and the surrounding Christian settlements with a Christian population. In chapter 1, |
refer to historical texts and archaeological evidence to discuss the period of Mongol ruling in
Central Asia and China in the late medieval period. It covers the religious and political
changes that took place in Mongol khanates, where the East Syriac Christian assimilated in
the medieval age. Chapter 1 therefore provides historical context of how Christianity may
have developed their identity under Mongol rule in Central Asia.

Chapter 2 “History of archaecological study and archeological evidence for

Christianity in Central Asia” then systematizes the archeological evidence for the Christian
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presence discovered in Central Asian order to place llibalyk in this wider socioreligious
network. This chapter also provides coverage of a regional comparison of the evidence from
various archeological sites (appendix 1, table 1) and draws upon perspectives presented in
Russian colonial, Soviet and post-Soviet scholarships about the development of the Church of
the East in this region, which contributed greatly to the process of systematization of this
substantial evidence.

Chapter 3 outlines llibalyk discovery description, data description and record from
Ilibalyk archeological site. This chapter discusses the inscriptions and crosses engraved on
the Christian gravestones of llibalyk.

In chapter 4, I turn my focus explicitly to an interpretation of the Ilibalyk Christian
archeological evidence, analyzing the results on a multi-scalar community level (local and
regional). The analysis offers possible interpretations of Ilibalyk Christian evidence and in
the later parts attempts to place Ilibalyk Christian community in a wider socioreligious
Christian network. This chapter mainly aims to bring to the scholarly discussion the essential
questions for the reconstruction of the Christian history in Central Asia and of the early
modern history of present-day Kazakhstan, and to provide possible answers for these
unresolved questions that require further research. Finally, the paper includes appendixes
with a table of the regional comparison and the pictures of the Christian archeological

evidence that I collected during my summer fieldwork in Samarkand, Uzbekistan.
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Chapter 1. Background information

The Church of the East first appears in the historical accounts of ecclesiastical and
dogmatic history in the fifth century council debates in the Roman empire. These debates
were over the orthodoxy of Christology. The council was held in Ephesus in 431 CE. Due to
the theological position expressed by Patriarch Nestorius of Constantinople at the Council of
Ephesus, the followers of the eastern Church who agreed with Nestorius’s position were
called heretics by the Orthodox Church. It marked the time when the Church of the East
separated itself from the Orthodox Church of the Roman Empire.

One mostly finds information about this denomination of Christianity under the
heading “Nestorian Christianity”. Nestorius was not their patriarch, however. Nestorius
himself never organized a church and thus he was not a founder of the Church of the East
himself. This title was applied for the Church of the East by those who opposed the theology
of this church.® The Church of the East, or so-called Nestorian church, venerated Nestorius as
a saint, and thus the ‘Nestorian church’ title was used as a part of its communities’ identity.
However, it was other Christians who described them as Nestorians, not they themselves.™ In
the present thesis paper | will refer to this Church as to the Church of the East and East Syriac
Christians when describe people who were members of this church for brevity

The Church of the East was founded under the Persian Empire, which means that this
Church was established outside the political sphere of the Roman Empire. The theological
break from the Orthodox Church was politically helpful for the status of Christians living
under the Roman Empire’s enemy. Moreover, the rise of Islam in Persia was very good for

the Church of the East, as it granted East Syriac Christians official toleration. However, due

& Wilhelm Baum and Dietmar Winkler, The Church of the East: A Concise History (London: Routledge
Curzon, 2003), 7.

® Parry, Ken, "Reflections on a Silk Fragment from Toyug: Christian or Manichaean?" Journal of Inner Asian
Art and Archaeology 7 (2016): 167-92.

% Wilhelm Baum and Dietmar Winkler, The Church of the East, 2003, 12.
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to the decline of the church of the East in Persia in the 6™ century, it had to move to Central
Asia.”* The unique theology of the Church of the East developed after the 6" century under
Arab rulers. The Abbasids were one of the long living dynasties of the Islam Caliphate. The
third caliph Mahdi (775-785) tolerated Christianity, as is apparent from the outcome of his
recorded dialogue with the Eastern Patriarch, Timothy. The new Abbasid dynasty moved the
center of the caliphate out of Syria, to the East into Mesopotamia. In 762, the second caliph
Masur (754-775) built a new capital at Baghdad. This site was chosen for the strategic aim of
making contact with China. This was one of the first shifts in the orientation of the empire to
the Asiatic part of the world."

The emphasis on Islam as the true religion did not worsen the treatment of Christians
as a minority religion in the Caliphate. Caliph Mahdi hosted the Christian bishop of the
Church of the East, Timothy | (779-823), and engaged with him in a famous debate. Timothy
I, who came from Adiabene, the ancient seat of the early Persian Christians, was the greatest
spiritual leader of the Church of the East who served under the caliphate. Even under the
generous Caliph Mahdi, the Abbasid dynasty destroyed churches and took Christian slaves
from their borders with the Byzantine Empire.** Timothy served as a patriarch under
Mahdi’s three successors for more than forty years. He not only led and maintained his
Church under these conditions, but also worked to expand it through missionary activity.™
Considering the time and the political system of this dynasty, it was a remarkable gesture of
tolerance by the Muslim Caliph towards Christians to host and debate the leader of the
Church of the East. The caliph invited patriarch Timothy to debate by himself, which meant

that Timothy had an outstanding opportunity to debate on equal terms. Patriarch Timothy

1 Samuel H. Moffett, A History of Christianity in Asia (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1998), 217-242.

12 samuel H. Moffett, A History of Christianity, 1998, 349.
13 samuel H. Moffett, A History of Christianity, 1998, 354.
14 samuel H. Moffett, A History of Christianity, 1998, 353.
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recorded the proceedings after two days of fascinating debate that was circulated as Apology
of Patriarch Timothy of Baghdad before the Caliph Mahdi.

This dialogue marks a high point in the intercommunication between Islam and
Christianity. It also marks the apogee of the influence of the Church of the East in the early
medieval era in the Abbasid Caliphate as well as in Tang China.™ The dialogue demonstrates
Timothy’s strategy for accommodating the religious priorities of Caliph Mahdi. Throughout
these debates Timothy tried to explain the nature of the East Syriac Christianity, its beliefs
and perception of God, while demonstrating his respect for the religious beliefs of the Caliph.
Timothy explained the essence of East Syrian Christianity without denying the validity of the
Muslim creed. He attempted to present Christian doctrine as satisfying the major tenets of
both religions.

Timothy emphasized his Church’s similarities and connections with Islam. For

example, he presented the doctrine of the Trinity as compatible with Muslim monotheism:

If He is one God, He is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit; and if He is
the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, He is one God, because the eternal nature of
God consists in Fatherhood, Filiation, and Procession, and in the three of them He is

one God, and in being one God He is the three of them.*

In his defense of Christianity, and its compatibility with Islam, Timothy elucidated the
unique “dyophysite” Christology of the Church of the East. According to this theological
position, the human and divine natures of Christ, Logos and Anthropos, are separate. As

Timothy explained, when Christ was crucified as Anthropos, Christ as Logos did not

1> Samuel H. Moffett, A History of Christianity, 1998, 352.

16 Apology of Patriarch Timothy of Baghdad before the Caliph Mahdi, Early Medieval Christianity

in Asia, 236.

From A. Mingana, ed. and u. Woodbroo/ce Studies, vol. 2 Cambridge: Heffer, 1928, 60-73, 77-84, 87-90.
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experience suffering and death.'” Hence, East Syriac Christians opposed to the basics of the
Christian faith outlined in Bible and interpreted by Roman Church.® Christians of the Church
of the East accepted the belief in dual nature of Christ, divine and humane ones that united in
one person. This doctrine was more acceptable to the Muslim Caliph than the Orthodox

Christian doctrine that Christ experienced suffering and death as God.*

And our victorious King said: ‘In this matter you believe more rightly than the
others. Who dares to assert that God dies? I think that even demons do not say such a
thing. In what, however, you say concerning one Word and Son of God, all of you are

2
wrong.’ 0

Summing up the outcome and significance of the dialogue between Caliph Mahdi and
Christian patriarch for this history of the Church of the East, it is important to emphasize that
Timothy’s strategy of accommodation illustrates the Eastern Christian strategy of
acculturation and accommodation of the majority religion since the Church of the East was
minority religion under caliphs.

The missionaries of the Church of the East also settled in and established Christian
communities in many medieval cities along the Silk Roads, covering the territory between
Mesopotamia and Xi’an, China.?* Throughout the history of the Silk Roads, ideas and
religions traveled along various trade routes.”? One of those religions was Christianity, and in

particular, the Church of the East that spread to China from India. There is substantial

7 Samuel H. Moffett, A History of Christianity, 1998, 350.

'8 Mark Dickens, Nestorius did not intend to argue that Christ had a dual nature, but that view became labeled
Nestorianism (PRO), Popular Controversies in World History: Investigating History's Intriguing Questions,
2010.

9 Apology of Patriarch Timothy, 235.

2 Apology of Patriarch Timothy, 241.

2! samuel H. Moffett, A History of Christianity, 1998, 400-401.

22 Janet Abu-Lughod, Before European Hegemony: The World System A.D. 1250-1350 (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2006), 359.
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material evidence of the Christian presence in China. For instance, the stele of 781 CE that
was discovered in Xi’an mentions the arrival of the Church of the East in China.?

Christian metropolitanates were organized in Central Asia and China in order to
instruct Iranian, Mongol and Turkic Christians in the main cities along the Silk Road, such as
Merv, Samarkand, Kashgar, Turkestan, Almalyk, Navekath, and others.?* Missionaries of the
Church of the East were not only monastic representatives but also merchants and traders that
traveled overland in Central Asia and along the maritime routes via southern India.

In Central Asia and China, an East Syrian Christian church developed without any
imperial power behind it, and among non-Christian populations. Hence, Christianity did not
have support from the State as the Western Christians did, who maintained conversion
campaigns or missionary activities with the support of the religious and governmental
authorities. Thus, it is most likely that Christianity spread throughout Asia as a byproduct of
trade networks.? The missionary activities that extended the networks of the urban societies
in Central Asia and even more active participation of merchants and traders in the spreading
of Christian ideology helped to establish Christianity around oases, particularly in the Turfan
oasis of Xinjiang.

Ultimately, Muslim ideology politically dominated the Central Asian region, while
Christians and Jews contributed greatly to the scientific achievements of Muslim civilization.
Moreover, Eastern Christians became members of Muslim administration: “Their wide

linguistic background made the Eastern churches valuable resources for rising empires in

%% See Brock, S. P, "The Nestorian Church: A Lamentable Misnomer," Bulletin of the John Rylands Library78,
no. 3 (1996): 23-35. Brock described how the church separated from the Western one and migrated toward the
East. And why it is not right to call the Church of the East, Nestorian Church; also see Ken Parry, "Images in the
Church of the East: The Evidence from Central Asia and China," Bulletin of the John Rylands Library 78, no. 3
(1996): 321.

 Mark Dickens, “Patriarch Timothy I and the Metropolitan of the Turks.” Journal of the Royal Asiatic

Society 20, no. 02 (2010) 117-139.

% Christian, David. "Silk Roads or Steppe Roads? The Silk Roads in World History." Journal of World

History 11, no. 1 (2000): 1-26.
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search of diplomats, advisers and scholars”.?® Christianity as the minority religion in
medieval Asia should not be considered a weak religious tradition or as the “victim of Islamic
rule”. As Elverskog proposes, there is a substantial number of works that that report the
Muslim rulers’ tolerance towards diverse religious groups while Islam dominated the
region®’.

There are different ways in which Christianity influenced Islamic ideology. For
instance, there were influential Eastern Christians in the Muslim world who influenced the
spread of East Syriac Christianity in Central Asian and in the Middle East, such as Mar Babai
within the Sassanid Empire (7" century), Patriarch Timothy | within the Abbasid Empire (9™
century), and Mar Yaballaha within the Mongol Empire in the end of the 13" century in the
period of Muslim dominance in the Mongolian khanates. Their influence extended to further
Christian generations across Asia and even affected the political attitudes of the shahs and
caliphs under whose rule the Church of the East developed.”®

One of the primary factors that influenced the success of Christian missionary work in
multi-religious Central Asia was the activity of the religious authorities, particularly of the
Patriarch Timothy I, whose guidance of the Church of the East encouraged its diffusion. In
studies on the activities of the most influential contributor to the mass conversion - Patriarch
Timothy I: the date of the conversion of the Turks to East Syrian Christianity took place in

the 8th century under the guidance of the “Nestorian” Patriarch Timothy I (792/3).29
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Eastern Syriac Christianity was adopted among various Turkic and some Mongolian
tribes, such as the Keraits, Onggiids, Uighurs, Naimans, Merkites, Kangli, and others.*
Chagatai, who was an expert in a Mongol law (yasa) and rituals, stayed to rule in Central
Asia after his conquest of that territory. Some Turkic tribes converted to East Syriac
Christianity in the 11" century. The Kerait converted to East Syrian Christianity in 1007 CE,

which demonstrates the effectiveness of its missionary activities.

1.1 Christianity in Mongol empire

Since this study covers the period of Mongol rule, it is important to consider the
religious and political changes that took place where the Church of the East resided, in the
four khanates. The Mongol Empire was divided between the sons of the great Mongol ruler
Chinggis Khan. Thus, the Mongol empire was divided between the empire of Chagatai in
Central Asia, the empire of the Great Khan in present-day Mongolia, the Golden Horde
located to the Northwest of the Chagatai Khanate and the 11-Khan empire in Persia.

The Mongol empire had a well-working mechanism of intercultural exchange. Most
inhabitants of the Chagatai ulus were Muslims, although there were also considerable
Buddhist and Christian communities.** In 1209, the Uighurs submitted voluntarily to Mongol
rule, and the Qarluks of Qayalyq and Almalyk, settlements with a Christian population,
followed Mongols in 1211. Communities of the Church of the East were scattered throughout
the Zhetysu region, Almalyk, and Samarkand. The East Syriac Christianity was present in
Almalyk up until the 1360s.*? The various cultural and economic directions in which the

Khanate of Chagatai was developing contributed to the collapse of Chagatai Khanate in 1347.
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However, due to the prestige of the name of Chagatai, the people continued to call this area
the Ulus of Chagatai.®

The Mongol era truly brought new political, social and religious circumstances to the
Central Asian and Chinese regions. In fact, Mongols brought destruction to the Muslim
world, but after their conversion to Islam in the latter periods they eventually brought a
significant expansion of the influence of Islamic ideology. 3* The Islamization of the Chagatai
Khanate was a gradual process. The Mongol State of the Chagatai Ulus was the most resistant
to Islamization, and the last to adopt Islam. In certain periods the rulers ignored Islam, while
in other made it was a core of their politics. Chagatai himself preferred to integrate Yasa into
the communities of his Khanate.*

In the Chagatai Khanate, different Khans had various ruling priorities, and religion
played a great role in their domestic and foreign policies. Islam was adopted by the
Mongolian Khan Tarmashirin who ruled the Chagatai Khanate from about 1325 and was the
first ruler to adopt Islam in the Chagatai Khanate. Tarmashirin’s Islam paved way for the
consequent Islamization of the Chagatai Khanate. After his deposition, Buzan Khan who
ruled after Tarmashirin was a non-Muslim, which changed the political directions in the ulus.
Due to their political perspective on the various religious beliefs that co-existed in Mongol
empire, Mongol rulers tolerated Christianity. Moreover, the fact that there was a tradition of
marrying East Syriac Christian woman suggests that there was not any strong persecution of
Christian communities in the reign of the Muslim authorities and the ruling of non-Muslims
who trusted Yassa. Although, it is still unclear how the communities that did not have support

from the state were able to sustain in the time of Tarmashirin ruling.*
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In the later periods of the Mongol empire’s existence, it opened trade routes for
Westerners and Western missions, and thus contributed to the establishment of networks
between East and West in the late medieval age. In addition, after the division of the Mongol
Empire, it was much cheaper and easier to trade and pay taxes within the four khanates. *’
Those networks covered a landmass from the South China Sea to the Eastern Mediterranean.
%8 The Mongols remained nomads up until the late 14™ century. Mongols provided traders
with security along the Silk Routes, which lowered the costs of the traded goods and thus
enhanced trade in the region. Although there is no direct correlation between the change of
costs for trading goods and the spread of religion, this shift presumably increased the spread
of the various religions, including Islam and the Church of the East, along the trading routes.
Because of its central location, Chagatai Khanate had a major role in the development of
commerce along the Silk Routes. Most of the merchant partners of Mongol rulers were either
Central Asian Muslims or Uighurs. Hence, the ulus of Chagatai was responsible for the
creation of commercial networks which spread throughout the empire.*

The llibalyk city was a part of Mongol empire in the late medieval period. This
medieval city developed under Chagatai Khanate and correspondingly the Ilibalyk Christian
community did too. The gravestones of Ilibalyk were dated to the 13" and 14" centuries CE,
later period of the Mongol dominance in the Central Asian region. None of the Ilibalyk stones
include dates, which is why the stones were relatively dated with the help of materials that
were discovered on the same archeological site. llibalyk stones specifically reflect the
presence of East Syrian Christianity in the Chagatai ulus of the Mongol Empire. An

indigenous Christian iconographic tradition related to Central Asian Christianity developed
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during the Tang period in China and the Mongol periods in China and Central Asia.*’ This
was the period of Mongol religious tolerance. The Church of the East was able to develop
during this period in Central Asia (particularly in Chagatai Khanate, the location of Ilibalyk
settlement) and China (under Yuan dynasty) because it received support and patronage from
the Mongol court.

The Church of the East had the status of a minority church. Parry notes that clergy of
the Church of the East presented themselves as official representatives of the Christian
religion in the time when the Franciscan Catholic mission was propagating their beliefs as
well. The Mongol period provided opportunities for foreign religions to develop not only in
China, but throughout the Mongol empire.

East Syriac Christians greatly influenced the upper circles of the Mongol empire. The
Church of the East was one of the prominent churches in China and Central Asia under the
Mongols. Some of the East Syriac Christians belonged to the elite that was a part of the
Mongol court. There are many cases in the history of the Mongol period when the Mongols
married East Syriac Christian women that had a certain authority in the court. These cases
exemplify the variety of Christians’ social status during the Mongol rule. In addition to the
participation of Christians as missionaries in the Mongol empire, missionary activities of the
Christians in Asia were performed not only by the merchants and traders but also by
influential Christian women who actively participated in the conversion of their families.
However, the role of women in the Mongol court as missionaries is questionable since there
is no evidence that they were successful at converting the families that they married into.

There are numerous scholars such as Tang Li*! and James Ryan** suggest that women played
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an important role in the conversion of their families in Turkic and Mongol societies, which
enhanced the status of women in the Muslim world, and in the pre-Islamic period.
Particularly, influential Christian women in the Mongol court were Mongol khatuns, the
wives of the influential people in the empires, which shows that the Christians were
important members of the administration and elite in the Mongol empire. Thus, Christians
played an important political role in the empire. Eastern Christians were invested in
maintaining a positive relationship with the political authorities of the empires. The Christian
members of the administration and the East Syriac Christian Mongol women such as
Sorghaghtani Begi, who was the mother of three Khans Mongke, Khubilai, and Hulagu, may
have played an important role in spreading Christianity.*

The Church of the East influenced the upper levels of the Mongol empire during the
later periods of the Mongol empire. It is important to note that even if one religion had
particular influence in the elite circles of the Mongol empire, this did not change the tolerant
view of the Mongols towards other religions that flourished in the region.* This tolerance
towards various religions was a strategic policy intended to unite the empire.. * Overall,
Eastern Christians were widespread but not as dominant as Muslims in the latter period of the
Mongol empire.® The East Syriac Christians were able to co-exist with other religions and
thus preferred to live under stable rulers.*” Well-educated East Syriac Christians already had
stable relationships with the governing authorities, which was a great opportunity for the
Muslims to expand their missionaries by the routes and relationship established by the

Christians in a much earlier period.
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Summing up, East Syrian Christianity spread along with commerce throughout
Central Asia, and on to China. The Eastern Church developed in Central Asia as it was
adopted by Turkic tribes before and during Mongol rule. During the later period of Mongol
rule in Asia, Christianity gradually declined in Central Asia and China. The turning point was
reached in 1294 when Kublai Khan passed away. The emperor Kublai was a protector of the
Church of the East in Mongol China. His death preceded the dissolution of the great Mongol
empire in the Far East. Around this date, in the Persian part of the Mongol empire the 11-Khan
Ghazan converted to Islam and thus the Persian part of the empire became predominantly
Muslim. After the collapse of the Mongol empire in China, in 1368, Christians of the Church
of the East who once enjoyed the protection of the Mongols were compelled to leave the
country.®® Hence, Christians of the Church of the East who preferred a strategy of co-
existence in the various multi-religious environments for many centuries were no longer
protected. Finally, during the reign of the strongly anti-Christian ruler, Tamerlan, the East
Syrian Christians were expelled from Central Asia or may have been converted to Islam.
Timurids that were an inheritance of Turko-Mongolian traditions emerged out of the political
environment of Chagatai Khanate. During the Timurid era, there was an ongoing process of
Islamization. The adoption of Islam by Mongols and Timurids demonstrates us that
Islamization in the medieval period was an escalating process whose characteristics
constantly shifted, rather than being a step accomplished once and similarly for every
political environment.*® The Church of the East that began its rise from Edessa, later in
Baghdad, and continued to develop in China and Central Asia was left without any place to

live.
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Chapter 2. History of archaeological study and archeological evidence for
Christianity in Central Asia

The data on the Church of the East includes archaeological material evidence, literary
sources in Syriac, Arabic, Persian, Greek etc., travelers’ reports, and various inscriptions left
by Central Asian Christians.”® The Christian archeological evidence discovered since the late
19" century demonstrates widespread diffusion of Christianity in Central Asian and China.
The non-textual archaeological data consists of silver plates, coins, ceramics with Christian
symbolism, fragments of mosaics, gravestones, silver and bronze pectoral crosses. Some of
these objects are textual in nature such as Christian gravestones with Syriac and/or Turkic
inscriptions.

The present chapter considers the general archeological evidence for the presence of
Christian communities in the medieval Central Asia through the examination of the material
objects. The social changes are generally reflected in the material objects. In the past and
present, people had and continues to have strong attachment to material objects. > In order to
construct a deep insight into the remote societies, the scholars tend to dedicate their works to
the examination of the afterlife. Thus, it is possible to study the burial rituals through the
examination of material objects such as gravestones. The gravestones is one of the few
material objects that can reveal the religious, national and even ideological identities of
people even in their afterlife.®> What we generally know about the gravestones is that these
material objects played and continues to play an important role in the burial rituals of people
almost in every society of the world. Gravestones on the burial sites demonstrate people’s

appreciation and respect to the deceased, and this is one of the reasons why gravestones
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occupy such an important place in the life of society. Hence, the gravestones carry the
historical and cultural memory.

The corpus of a larger Semirechie region, where llibalyk is located, of the gravestones
is one of the main sources for reconstructing the Christian Central Asian and Chinese
medieval history.>® The most common archaeological material recovered in Central Asian
Christian settlements is gravestones, referred to as kayraks in Russian scholarly literature.
The predominant number of medieval gravestones of the Church of the East have been found
in Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, China and Inner Mongolia (China). These are the territories of the
Chu Valley and Eastern Turkestan. In the second half of the 20" century, many single
examples of partial gravestones were also found in Semirechie along the Talas and Ili valleys,
the places near Almalyk, Karakol, in Tokmak region (Kyrgyzstan).>* Central Asian Kayraks
or gravestones-pebbles were found in multiple Central Asian medieval settlements. Notably,
the Central Asian kayraks demonstrate the latter periods of Christianity spreading in the
region. The kayraks with the Syriac inscriptions and crosses from the discovered settlements
in Uzbekistan, China and Kyrgyzstan are generally of 13" -14™ century CE.

Some of the earliest scholarly accounts of the Central Asian Syriac Christianity in the
sources, apart from the much earlier notes of the medieval travelers, were published by the
pre-Soviet colonial authors in the annual Journal of the Imperial Archeological Society. In
1885, the orientalist Nikolay Pantusov published an article about the gravestones uncovered
near Pishpek, on the territory of Kara-Kirgiz Alamedinskoy volosti in Tokmak uezd of
Semirechie. The stones were scattered on the surface of the ground. Pantusov reported that
this territory was once a Christian cemetery located near Pishpek. The locals reported to
Pantusov that it was Kalmyks who constructed the cemetery. During the 19" century, the

medieval cemetery was converted into agricultural fields by the local people. The area was
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convenient for obtaining water from the Dzhalair irrigation ditch located nearby the
cemetery. The scholar described the stones as the pebbles polished over time by water.
Pantusov suggested that Christians selected the stones that were small enough to be
transported easily. The stones were hand-polished to make the surface of the stone flat for
inscribing the letters. The crosses defined the direction of the grave and correspondingly the
head of the deceased was placed toward the west. Moreover, in the medieval time, the
cemetery had the system of rows that Pantusov indicated with the help of the small kurgans
on the top of the graves. Notably, there were not any building structures of Christians such as
churches at the cemetery and the surrounding places.

Additionally, Pantusov noted that all crosses on the gravestones were of different
shapes. Similar gravestones with crosses and inscriptions were discovered in Tokmak near
the ancient Burana tower. Pantusov excavated couple of graves of Tokmak as well. The
scholar concluded that some of them were family tombs with the directions of legs of the
deceased pointed toward the east. The researcher made an important conclusion that the
stones were relocated over time because of some local activities and thus were not located on
the top of the graves. Pantusov noted that he was not able to decode the inscriptions, and no
one else except old Kalmykian lama attempted to decrypt those letters.*

In 19™ century, the orientalist and linguist Daniel Chwolson researched the corpus of
the gravestones from Pishpek and Tokmak more precisely.?® The researcher outlined that the
East Syriac Christians used various types of the Syriac language, which varied from the basic
old Syriac writing Estrangelo, to the older forms of the Syriac letter of the Jacobite style. The

translations included the title of the deceased such as: “In the year 1624 (1313); this is the
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year of bull. This is the grave of Qutluq the priest”.”” The names were of the various ethnic
origins that included Turkic and the “European” names that are of biblical origin or of a
Greek or Latin origins.”® Chwolson noticed that many of stones were from the years 1338-
1339, and included the words “died of the plague”.*

Similarly, in their works of 1888-1891 and 1906-1909, Slutsky®® and Kokovtsov®™
correspondingly published research on the gravestones from Semirechie region. The authors
considered the gravestones from the Pishpek and Tokmak East Syriac cemeteries of 13" and
14™ centuries. Slutsky noted that the cemeteries consisted of no less than 600 graves out of
which only 119 graves and the same number of gravestones correspondingly were researched
by archeologists, where 85 graves of Pishpek and 34 of Tokmak. The burial types of the
graves from both cemeteries were similar. Slutsky argued that the most important discovery
was the Syriac inscriptions. Slutsky considered the direction of the inscriptions, the font and
the location of the inscription on the corpus. Notably, Slutsky and Chwolson consider the
typology of the crosses engraved along with the inscriptions only briefly.®? The translation of
one of the inscribed texts is “ It is curious to consider crosses with asymmetrical (different)
wings, that can be met around 1330 and about 1340: these are eight graves of women, two
graves of young boys, and only one of an adult man”. 63

Considering later discoveries of the archeological evidence that belonged to the

Church of the East — the Soviet period, the medieval settlement Ak-Beshim constitutes
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evidence of the East Syriac Christians presence in Kyrgyzstan during the medieval period.
Ak-Beshim or Suyab was established in the 5™ century. The Soviet scholar Leonid Kyzlasov
researched the site in 1959 and revealed the Christian church that was oriented from the west
to the east. The building was 36 meters long.** Moreover, the archeological evidence in the
form of coins, stamps, ceramics and the presence of a Buddhist monastery along with the
Christian church demonstrate that the medieval city contained various types of communities
who practiced Islam, Buddhism, Christianity, Zoroastrianism, and Manicheism.®® It is
important to note that Kyzlasov generally ignores the topic of the Christian presence at Ak-
Beshim settlement. Kyslazov published his work that considers the Buddhist temple on Ak-
Beshim. While the author considers other religion practiced by Ak-Beshim community, he
ignores the presence of the Christian church on Ak-Beshim archeological site. The Buddhist
symbolism can also be found on the crosses from the walls of Zaitun, modern day Quanzhou,
China, it consists of the similar motifs of crosses rising from a lotus and other floral motifs.*®
Chinese heritage of the Church of the East is extremely rich, including the Xi’an stele, which
bears symbolism of Buddhist ideology through the iconography of the cross. There exists
East Syriac manuscripts from Turfan oasis®’ and multiple other examples of the East Syriac
Christianity presence in China such as a church in Qocho near Turfan in Xinjiang, China.®®
Except the Buddhist-Christian monastery discovered in Ak-Beshim, there were few

discoveries of the buildings that belonged to the Church of the East in Central Asia. In the
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1960s excavations of Afrasiab, archeologists discovered an underground room with terracotta
artifacts. This collection of relics includes the stamped ornaments of the stylized cross of 9" -
10™ CE.*® In addition, in 1980s, archeologists from the Museum of Uzbekistan history
conducted excavations of one of the hills at the settlement of Old Termez. Al’baum
discovered fifteen rooms that constituted the complex of a Christian cathedral of the 10™-13"
centuries. The central building of the complex was cross-shaped. The researcher proposed
that the cathedral with designed walls were built for travelling pilgrims.”

The settlement of Urgut, researched as well as the Ak-beshim in the Soviet period,
also provides very rare archeological Christian evidence for Central Asian Christian artifacts
in the form of a building, possibly a monastery of 8" -13™ CE.”" Along with the monastery
archeologists uncovered, as Mark Dickens and Savchenko point out, one of the most
important pieces of evidence of the Christian presence in Uzbekistan is the censer or bowl of
8" — 9™ CE from the Urgut settlement near Samarkand, Uzbekistan. "> Additionally, the
Syriac inscriptions can be found on a rock cliff located near Urgut discovered in 1950s.”® The
rock includes two crosses on the top of it and engraved inscriptions of 9™ -11" centuries.

Moreover, Raimkulov reports on the types of the Christian buildings discovered in
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Uzbekistan. * The Uzbekistani archeologists Raimkulov researched the medieval Christian
monument of Talisor tepa. Considering the archeological evidence for Christianity in the
form of mortars, the stone Christian mortar that was also discovered on the hillfort of
Tortkol’tobe or the medieval Sharaba include the incised cross and dove.”

In 1970-1990 the Kyrgyz Academy of Sciences researched the medieval settlement of
Krasnaya Rechka associated with the Sogdian city Navekath. Pectoral crosses from the
settlement Krasnaya Rechka is another example of the presence of East Syriac Christianity in
Kyrgyzstan.” The settlement revealed one of the first examples of the pectoral crosses of the
Church of the East from Zhetysu.”” The most valuable evidence is the Nephritic pectoral
cross, ceramics and bricks with crosses of the East Syriac Christian origins revealed by
Kyrgyz archeologists.”More pectoral crosses were discovered in Dzhamukat, settlement of
Kostobe and the medieval city Navekath developed over 5" — 12" CE. The burials contained
the silver and bronze pectoral crosses. The writings on the fragments of the ceramics and the
Syriac burial incisions confirm the presence of the East Syriac Christianity in Navaketh. On
one of the wine khums the inscription proposes: “This khum is for the teacher Yaruk-Tegin
Master Pastun. Let it be filled. Amen, Amen”.”

The archeological evidence of the Church of the East discovered and described during
the Soviet period includes also the East Syriac silver jar of 8"-9" CE were discovered in 1923

with the Christian symbolic of equidistant cross on the bottom of the jar at the settlement

“ Panmkynos A. A., “O Tpex Heussectueix Tunax Xpuctuanckux KynptoBeix Coopysxenuit Cpenneit Azun,”
HUMKY 34 (2004): 222- 231.

" Wenesusxos B.A., “IIpeameTs! ¢ nKOHOTpaduueckuMu n3oopakeHnssMu u3 Cemupeuss (HectopuancTso,
ManuxeiictBo),” Uzeecmuss MOH PK, HAH PK, Cepus obwecmsennvix nayk, no 1 (2003), 265.

or opsiueBa B. [1., “Haycsl Hekponosst KpacHopeuenckoro ropoauma” Kpacnas peuxa u bypana (Opynse,
1980), 95.

"7 Zhetysu is a historical region in Central Asia, which translates as “seven waters”. It covers the territory of the
Southeastern region of the modern Kazakhstan, northeast Kyrgyzstan, and northwest China. Zhetysu is also can
be referred as to Semirechie or Semirechye, which means from Russian language “seven rivers”.

"8 Baiimaxos K. M., Xpucmuancmeo ¢ Kazaxcmane 6 cpednue sexa, 1995, 96-100; Topstacsa B. II. and
Ieperynosa C.A., [Tamamuuku xpucmuancmea na meppumopuu Koipevizcmana, 1995, 84-95,

" Baitnakos K.M., peenss u cpeonesexosas ypoanusayus Kazaxcmana (no mamepuanam ucciedosanuil
F0sicno-Kazaxcmanckoti komniekcHotl apxeonozuieckou sxcneduyuu), Ypbanusayus Kasaxcmana @ snoxy
bponsvl — pannem cpednesexoswe, VOl. 1 (Anmarsr: 2012), 301-304.



33

Novopokrovskoye, Chu Valley.® The jar originates from the period of the increasing level of
the sedentary life in Semirechie. Boris Zheleznyakov suggests that this jar was for the

baptism ritual 2!

The motif of the cross corresponds to the various types of the crosses used
East Syrian Christians discovered earlier on the territory of Kyrgyzstan.®” The same
symbolism can be found on a ceramic cup from Kuyruktobe.®?® Furthermore, the preserved
fragment of a jug vessel of 10" century from Kayalyk includes the equilibrium Christian
crosses that was stamped on the unfired clay.®* Finally, Sogdian coins with crosses were
discovered in Penjikent and Afrasiab.®

Considering contemporary scholarship that focuses on the history and archeology of
the Church of the East, Pier Giorgio Borbone researched East Syriac gravestone from China
stored in the Musée Guimet in Paris. The stone is with inscribed Turkic inscriptions in Syriac
characters. ® This tombstone originates from Inner Mongolia and represents the type of the
burial stones of the Turkic tribe - Onggiid. Halbertsma researched the same type of
tombstones from Inner Mongolia. Notably, the shape of these stones differs from Central
Asian kayraks. The decorations consist of crosses, floral motifs, clouds and wave-patterns.
Like the Central Asian kayraks, the Turkic inscriptions in Syriac script typically say a name

of the deceased and the title. Moreover, Halbertsma reports on the tombstones with the

crosses rising from a lotus, sometimes engraved in the circle. These stones represent the

o oponeuxuit B.M., “Cepebpsnbie cocy sl 13 Kypranos ceina [Tokposckoe [Tummexckoro yesna,” H3zgecmus
Cpedneasuamckozo Komumema no 0eiam my3ees, OXpanvl NAMAMHUKOE CINAPUHbL, UCKYCCMBA U RPUpPoObl,
TamkenT, no 1 (1926.; Japkepuu B.I1. Xynoxectsennsrit Meraint Bocroka VIII— XI11 BB. M., 1976. Ta6mn.
20/3-4. Dxcrnionnpyetcs B LII'M PK (KIT 3984).

8 Kenesmsiko 2003, Ilpedmemsi ¢ ukonozpaguyeckumu usobpaxcenusmu uz Cemupeuns, 266.

& Topstuesa B. J1. and Ieperymosa C.4., Haycwt nexkponons Kpachopeuenckozo opoouwa, 91.

8 K. M. Baiimakos and JI. B., Ep3akosuu, Kepamnuka Cpeonesexosozo Ompapa (Anmarsr: Onep, 1990), 94.

# XKenesmsikon 2003, I[Ipedmemsl ¢ ukonozpaguueckumu uzobpaxcenusmu uz Cemupeuss, 264-268.

& Pprenamse J.B., Tamxomxkaes 111.C. and ®enopos M.H., “Hymusmaruueckue s1iombl,” Adpacuab no 3
(1974), 110-115.

8 Pier Giorgio Borbone, “An Onggiid Gravestone in the Musée Guimet, Paris, and its Inscription Palermo,” in
Officina di studi medievali (Palermo: 2015), 221-231.
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Onggud funerary art, as well as the presumable syncretistic development® of East Syriac
Christianity in the region.®

Overall, the iconography and stylistic features of the crosses on the various types of
the Christian artifacts (kayraks, fragments of ceramics, and pectoral crosses) from Central
Asia is considered only briefly in the works of the pre-Soviet researchers. Nowadays,
research of the inscriptions on the Central Asian Christian archeological evidence presented
only in the limited amount of works because of the lack of specialists in Syriac language in
Central Asia. There are few specialists in Syriac Studies who translate and analyze
inscriptions in Syriac language that belong to the Church of the East, these are prominent
researchers Mark Dickens, Pier Giorgio Borbone and Peter Zieme.

Research on the archeological evidence of East Syriac Christianity in Kazakhstan is
only in its early stages. There are some examples of Christian artifacts uncovered in
Kazakhstan. For instance, Patsevich who was excavating the Tekturmas archeological site of
6™ — 12" CE suggested that the Ossuaries from this site are of Zoroastrian origins whereas the
burials with graves at the same site are Christian and Buddhist. It is evident that Christianity
was spreading throughout southern Kazakhstan in the early medieval time. Archeologists also
discovered a bowl with the names of Gabriel and Petros in the cultural layer of 5"-7"
centuries CE.

Moreover, although the presence of Christianity throughout the centuries in Central
Asia and China is quite evident, public museums have neglected it. Christian artifacts are not
necessarily indicated as such and do not include indication of the Christian denomination of
the Church of the East in the museums of Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. For instance, let us

consider the ossuaries from the Afrasiab archeological site stored in the Museum of the

87 «“Syncretism is defined as the temporary co-existence of elements from diverse religious and other contexts
within a coherent religious pattern.” from Gort, Jerald D. Dialogue and Syncretism: An Interdisciplinary
Approach (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1989), 1-5.

% Halbertsma, Tjalling, Jian Wei, and #f %, "Some Field Notes And Images Of Stone Material From Graves Of
The Church Of The East In Inner Mongolia, China," Monumenta Serica 53, no. 1 (2005): 113-244.
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history of Samarkand. Five ossuaries with presumably Christian symbolism of 6" -7"
centuries are indicated as “Ornamented ossuaries” (figures 1-4). These coffin boxes represent
the Zoroastrian burial ritual and the possible syncretic integration of the two religious
traditions as the ossuaries include Christian symbolism as it is illustrated in figure 1-4.%° The
disregarding of the presence of the Christian symbolism demonstrates the poor level of the
research of this topic in the region.

While the Church of the East has a great archeological history in the scope of Central
Asia and China, many gaps remain in the history of the Church of the East that need further
research. In order to understand the early history of modern-day Central Asian countries and
to preserve the historical heritage of those countries, we should not underestimate the role of
the East Syrian Church in the history of Asia. Hence, the present analysis provides us with
the Christian archeological evidence from the newly discovered medieval city of Ilibalyk. It
gives us an insight into the society of the city of Ilibalyk, newly uncovered city in

southeastern Kazakhstan.

8 See the Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3, Figure 4.
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Chapter 3. Data set — the discovery of Ilibalyk
3.1 Data description and record from llibalyk archeological site

In his work of 1986, Karl Baipakov, Kazakhstani archeologist, researched the
travelling notes of the traveler, missionary and explorer William of Rubruck.*® While writing
his notes Rubruk was travelling near present-day lake Alakol’. In his notes Rubruk mentions
the medieval settlement Qayaliq (modern Koilyk) and the East Syriac Christian settlement
that was located near this city. In addition, Baipakov mentioned that there is a mention about
the East Syriac city from the route guide of the Armenian king Hetum | to Mongol Khans
Batu (Chinggis Khan’s son) and Mongke. Getum I made this trip during Mongol invasion of
Armenia in 1253-1254 there was one more Christian city called llanBalech (Mran6anex).*
The city was located to the west of Almalyk.®* Thus, Baipakov suggested that the medieval
city with Christian communities was located between villages of Koktal and Panfilov. It was
a place where the archeologists uncovered the remains of the medieval hillfort Usharal with
the medieval wall stretching from Usharal to the present-day Kazakh-Chinese border.*?

In 2014 one of the villagers of the present-day Usharal village discovered the East
Syriac Christian gravestone with the Syriac inscriptions, also known as a Usharal-Ilibalyk
stele. This was evidence of the first medieval Christian cemetery uncovered on the borders of
the Republic of Kazakhstan, which confirmed the theory of Karl Baipakov about the location
of the medieval city Ilibalyk situated on the left bank of the river Ili. This gravestone is one of
the largest Syriac gravestones discovered in Central Asia.

The location of the city suggests that Ilibalyk was a part of the trading routes

connected to other medieval cities such as Suyab (Ak-Beshim), Navekath (Krasnaya rechka),

% Baiimaxos K. M. Cpednesexosas 2opodckas kynsmypa FOxcrnozo Kasaxemana u Cemupeuss (V1-X111)
(M3narensctBo Hayka CCCP: 1986), 37.

*! Baiimaxos K. M. Cpednesexosasn 2opodckas kyismypa, 1986.

% Baitmakos K. M. Cpednesexosas 2opodckas kynsmypa, 1986.

% Field Report on Complex Archeological Investigations of the Usharal (llibalyk) Site. Almaty, 2016-2017.
The report was kindly provided by Dr. Voyakin, the director of the Ilibalyk expedition.
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and Balasagun (Burana). Additionally, the mudbrick rampart that surrounds a shahristan®* of
Usharal stretches to the medieval city Almalyk, the present-day north-western part of China.
Thus, llibalyk was connected to the cities to the east, such as Almalyk. Moreover, the group
of archeologists under supervision of Dr. Voyakin and Baipakov discovered a vast number of
ceramic samples and random coin samplings around shakhristan. These fragments of
ceramics demonstrate that the surrounding area was a place for residential housing and
workplaces called the rabat. A collection of 175 coins, mainly Dirhams, was uncovered in
the rabats and provided by local people of Usharal. The numismatic study of these coins and
the typology of ceramics analyzed by the group of archeologists under supervision of Dr.
Voyakin provided the dates of this settlement from the 13"-14" centuries.*® The large number
of coins that was provided by locals and uncovered during the archeological excavations
demonstrate the presence of trade and urban life in the medieval city that was located on one
of the Silk Road routes closer to the Tien-Shan mountains.

Dr. Dmitry Voyakin began his research of the area in 2015. A group of archeologists
from the Archeological Expertise company based in Almaty worked on the identification of
the borders of the medieval city and researching the layout of the ancient settlement. The
preliminary research of the site included conducting of excavations on the territory of the site
including making of delves and excavation that covered the area of 100 square meters.

The vast territory of Usharal settlement required more specialists for the consequent
archeological excavations of the sites. In 2015, Dr. Voyakin and Dr. Baipakov invited the
group of specialists form the Tandy Institute for Archeology in Texas. The Kazakh-American
archaeological expedition was sponsored by the Society for the Exploration of Eurasia in
Hergiswil, Switzerland. An international team from Archaeological Expertise LLC based in

Almaty, and also from the Tandy Institute for Archaeology in Texas worked together on the

% Field Report on Complex Archeological Investigations of the Usharal (llibalyk) Site. Almaty, 2016-2017.
% Ierpos ILH. et al., Cpednesexosuiii 20pod, obnapyxcennviii 6 donune pexu Mu, 2014, 61-76.
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excavation. The group of archeologists, including myself, discovered the ancient city of
Ilibalyk, known from pilgrims’ travels and historical texts, in Kazakhstan, as well as the
city’s cemetery. Moreover, the expedition gave a great opportunity for young researchers
from Kazakhstan to gain valuable field experience in archaeological excavations.
Consequently, the llibalyk excavations of 2016, 2017 and 2018 revealed a vast number of the
Church of the East burial sites.

The llibalyk excavations of 2016 and 2017 uncovered a tremendous number of the
ceramic fragments. Just considering briefly some part of the excavation’s management, the
group of archeologists collected and divided all pottery according to common patterns. The
common sample ceramics were numbered and marked for further convenience for the
reconstruction of pots, bowls, dishes, jars, etc. Overall, most of the ceramic patterns were not
glazed. The fragments of pots and khums contain floral design, rounded ornaments, wavy
lines and stamped crosses. It demonstrates the high level of the local pottery production and
the developing commercial life in the medieval time. Thus, the 2016 and 2017 excavations
provided the vast amount of ceramics with the various designs and decorations. The amount
of ceramics uncovered on the site confirms the active urban life in the medieval time at
Usharal settlement.

This on-going excavation is expanding and promises great results. The greater number
of large and small gravestones were uncovered in 2018 excavations in addition to 2017 and
2016 evidence. Also, the archeologists expanded field 3 and were able to discover the graves
with organic remains, human skeletons in the square where the Christian gravestones were
found. Moreover, the burial sites contained some jewelry on the bodies such as rings and tiny
pearls. The bodies were of infant babies, teens and adults. Any conclusions regarding the
2018 excavations are too preliminary as the data is not processed yet by the specialists in the

area of DNA testing and Biological Anthropologists.
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Summing up, | am concentrating on the new and exciting archaeological evidence,
uncovered in 2016 and 2017 in the village Usharal, near Zharkent, the north bank of Ili river.
This discovery provided valuable evidence of the presence of the Church of the East in
medieval Central Asia. The two following subchapters will explicitly present the main dataset
of this thesis project: the Ilibalyk gravestones and the styles of engraved Christian crosses and

inscriptions on the presented gravestones.

3.2 llibalyk gravestones: the crosses

In 2016, archeologists discovered the medieval city Ilibalyk and the Christian burial
site in Usharal village, Southeastern Kazakhstan, which constitute the latest Christian
archaeological evidence (non-textual and textual) from the modern-day Kazakhstan, the
territory that once was a part of a Chagatai Khanate. Over the previous two centuries,
scholars have discovered a large number of Christian gravestones in Zhetysu region, which
have been made even more exceptional due to the human burials in association. Likewise, the
Ilibalyk excavations of 2016 and 2017, including the discovered Usharal stele of 2014,
revealed eighteen gravestones with engraved crosses and with a limited Syriac/Turkic
inscription. Notably not all the uncovered gravestones in llibalyk include inscriptions.
Although the inscriptions did not reveal any dates, apart from the numismatic analysis, the
excavations of 2016 reveled three construction layers of 13-14" and of 12-13™ centuries CE.
The stones are of the early 13" and the late 14" centuries, the last period of the existence of
Christian communities in the region.*®

The gravestones include engraved crosses and inscriptions. These stones differ in
form, in the type of crosses engraved on surface of the stones, and in the stones’ texture.

Importantly, three of the stones contain Syriac inscription on the stone whereas other stones

% Ierpos ILH. et al., Cpednesexosuiii 20pod, obnapyxcennviii 6 donune pexu Mu, 2014, 61-76.
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include engraved crosses of various types. Overall, the stones provide a sampling of different
styles of Christian crosses.
As depicted in the table below, the excavations of 2016 of the medieval Christian

graveyard revealed seven gravestones or Christian kayraks of the following characteristics.
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Table 1. The Central Asian East Syriac gravestones discovered in 2016 (llibalyk, Usharal)®’

Line drawing of Stone # Stone color Stone shape Cross Text Additional | Type of

gravestones dimensions dimensions imagery engraving
g 1 dark gray with a 27x20x5.5 height is _ _ Incised
IB-16-3-1 | slight greenish tint cm. 13.5cm,
width - 12
cm,
thickness
at the ends
-35
cm, at the
center - 2.5
cm.

2 dark gray; on the 24x17x4.5 12 cm, Size of the inscribed Chiseled
IB-16-3-2 | surface there are cm. expanding | character
whitish stains from at height is 2-3 cm.
natural causes the edges 3
cm, circle
in the
center —
1.5

cm.

3 dark gray 22x15x5cm. | 7 X6 cm, Scratched
IB-16-3-3 thickness
is

3-2 cm.

%" Field Report on Complex Archeological Investigations of the Usharal (llibalyk) Site. Almaty, 2016-2017.
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4
IB-16-3-4

grayish-green

21x15x6.5
cm.

height - 12
cm, width
-7cm,
thickness
and depth -
0.5-0.7
cm.

Chiseled

5
IB-16-3-5

coarsely-grained,
dingy beige and gray

24x24.5x6 —
6.8 cm.

7X7cm,
width — 2
cm on

the edges

Engraved

6
IB-16-3-6

dark gray

21x11x9 cm.

partial inscription

chiseling
technique

;
IB-16-3-7

gray

33x20x8 cm.

height and
width are 8
cm,
thickness -
0.9 cm, the
end of the
bottom
part of the
cross is 1.7
cm.

chiseled




The excavations of 2017 at Usharal village revealed eleven stones with various cross types and stone dimensions, as shown in the table

below.

Table 2. The Central Asian East Syriac gravestones discovered in 2017 (llibalyk, Usharal) *®

Pictures of Stone # Stone Stone shape Cross dimensions Text Additional Type of
gravestones type/color dimensions imagery engraving
8 gray 40x31x9 cm. . - o Include
IB 17-1V-B- carved area —
3-9 preparation
for incision
9 greenish- 30x27x16 cm. | height and width are | Turkic language | The cross
IB 17-1V-C-7 | gray in color 12.5 cm, thinnest with Syriac and
part of the arm - 2 script. inscription
cm, the flaring ends was made
are about 4.25 cm. with a
chiseling
technique.

% Field Report on Complex Archeological Investigations of the Usharal (llibalyk) Site. Almaty, 2016-2017.
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10 gray 25x16x9 cm. height 9.75 cm, chiseling
IB 17-1V-C-6 width 6.5 cm, technique
thinnest part of the

arm—1.2 cm.

11 pinkish, 23x21.5x5.5 height 12cm and chiseling
IB 17-1V-C-8 | multicolored | cm. width 11 cm, technique
thinnest part of the

arm - 2 cm, the

flaring ends are

about 3 cm.
12 pinkish gray | 27.25x26.5x9.5 | Height 17cm and chiseling
IB 17-1V-B- | incolor cm. width 11 cm, technique
3-10 thinnest part of the

arm —1 cm, the
flaring ends are
about 3 cm.
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W .

13 brown-gray | 29x17x5.5 cm. | height 17cm and chiseling
IB 17-1V-B- | incolor width 11 cm, technique
3-12 thinnest part of the

arm - 1 cm, the

flaring ends are

about 3 cm.
14 pinkish-gray | 16.5x13x5.5 Height 5¢cm and chiseling
IB 17-1V- in color cm. width 3 cm. technique
C-1-11
15 brownish- 8x7.5x4 cm. height 4cm and width chiseling
IB 17-1\V-C- | gray in color 5cm. technique
3-15

Stones 16, 17, 18 are only partially preserved, so they cannot be considered as the reliable source of material as an evidence for
Christianity in Ili Balik settlement.



46

3.3 Ilibalyk inscriptions

The inscriptions on the llibalyk gravestones as well as engraved Christian crosses
constitute an essential body of evidence for reconstruction of the history of the Church of the
East in Central Asia and China. Generally, the Central Asian gravestones are of a very
simple style, it includes a short inscription in Turkic in Syriac script and a cross on a stone.
There are examples of stones with the quotation of Psalms of Syriac biblical text, particularly,
Chifeng tile uncovered in China includes the quotation of Psalm 34:6, which shows that East
Syriac Christians used a Syriac biblical text in a funerary context. Unlike this tile discovered
in China, the East Syriac Christians of Ilibalyk did not refer to the biblical texts and incised
only short inscriptions. Hence, the Syro-Turkic epigraphic evidence from the Ilibalyk
settlement consists of very short texts. Nevertheless, the inscriptions provide an additional
information about the deceased. The cross is depicted in the center of the stones and creates
space for the inscriptions or just divides the stones into four quarters.”® The Turkic texts are
in Syriac script on the Ilibalyk stones defines the level of a limited knowledge of Syriac
language.'® Syriac was always maintained as the primary language of the Church of the East
liturgy.'®* However, it is still questionable whether all literate East Syriac Christians used
Syriac language. The presence of Turkic inscriptions in Syriac script on the gravestones may
point to the existence of some level of linguistical flexibility among the East Syriac
Christians of Illibalyk and other Central Asian and Chinese communities.

Notably, not all the gravestones include the engraved inscriptions. Regarding the
translation of the inscriptions engraved along with the Christian crosses, Mark Dickens was

able to translate the long stone discovered in 2014, and the stones of 2017 excavations. The

% Text, Translation and Tradition. Studies on the Peshitta and its Use in the Syriac Tradition. Presented to
Konrad D. Jenner on the Occasion of his Sixty-Fifth Birthday. Edited by W.Th. Van Peursen — R.B. Ter Haar
Romeny E.I. Brill, Leiden 2006, 5.

100" Ken Parry, "The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton." Silk Road Studies From Palmyra
to Zayton: Epigraphy and Iconography (2005), 232.

191 Mark Dickens, Syriac Gravestones in the Tashkent History Museum, 2009, 13.
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stones 2/IB-16-3-2, 6/I1B-16-3-6, 2/ 1B 17-1V-C-7 include the inscriptions. Two stones from
2016 excavations and one stone include inscriptions incised along with crosses. On the 2014
stone Dickens concludes that the language of the inscription is Old Turkic. He notes that
usage of Turkic on the gravestones is typical for Almalyk style of corpus, the city located
further south from Ilibalyk.’®® The 2014 stone contains the names of two individuals,
Barsabba and Petros, who were the sons of Qucha and Tegin, respectively. Importantly, the
names on the gravestones are of Syriac as well as Turkic origins.®®

Likewise, the inscriptions on two of the 2017 stones are in Turkic. The medieval
Christians inscribed the title and the name of the deceased in the Syriac script of the Church
on the gravestones to demonstrate the religious affiliations of the community in which the
deceased lived. The inscriptions on the llibalyk stones indicate that some of the people buried
beneath the stones were members of the clergy. Similar to the long stone of 2014, one of the
2017 stones were installed for two individuals: Barsabba Quc and Yosmid.

One of the stones includes inscription in the Syriac language, which Dickens
translates as “This is the grave (0of?) Shirin the believer ”. Moreover, it was engraved in the
script of the liturgical language of the Church of the East along with the Christian cross on
the corpus of the gravestone. Overall, Dickens concludes that the usage of the Turkic names
demonstrates that the primary language of the Ilibalyk Christians was Old Turkic, the
language of the local community; and the usage of the Syriac script shows that the locals

retained their connection with the liturgical language of the Church of the East.

192 Field Report on Complex Archeological Investigations of the Usharal (Ilibalyk) Site. Almaty, 2016-2017.
193 Field Report on Complex Archeological Investigations of the Usharal (1libalyk) Site. Almaty, 2016-2017.
More information on the translation of the inscription are on the web-site of Society for the Exploration of
Eurasia (one of the sponsors of the llibalyk project) http://www.exploration-
eurasia.com/inhalt_english/frameset_projekt aC.html



http://www.exploration-eurasia.com/inhalt_english/frameset_projekt_aC.html
http://www.exploration-eurasia.com/inhalt_english/frameset_projekt_aC.html
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Chapter 4. Discussion
4.1 Local communities at Ilibalyk

Various cultures and religions have had different interpretations of the cross as a
symbol. Like the Western Christian Church, Christians of the Church of the East adopted the
cross as a central motif for their religious belief. At a closer examination the Ili Balik stones
amaze by the diversity in the type of crosses incised on the various stones. The diversity of
these forms of crosses deserves more attention as it tells us more information on how the
Christian community developed in a non-Christian culture during the Mongol era.

The challenge of considering the Christian iconography of Central Asia is that, like
the Chinese Christian iconographic tradition, we do not understand the full extent of those
traditions and do not have a systematic history of all the Christian artifacts found in Central
Asia and China. Hence, it is difficult to propose any firm conclusions until such a database is
formed.’® Nevertheless, the present research attempts to provide a foundation for
understanding the Central Asian Christian iconographic tradition through the research of the
archeological evidence uncovered in Southeastern Kazakhstan in 2016, 2017 and 2018.

The present analysis first provides a possible interpretation of Ilibalyk Christian
evidence and in the later part considers Ilibalyk in a wider socioreligious Christian network.
Hence, this chapter raises essential questions for the reconstruction of the Christian history in
Central Asia in the medieval period. The particular aim of this chapter is to consider the
funerary art, specifically as conveyed on gravestones, of the Church of the East in the
Mongol period in the Chagatai Khanate and Mongol Yuan China. The historical accounts and
archeological evidence related to the Chagatai Khanate allow us to consider the development

of Christianity on a local scale whereas the discussion of archeological evidence of the

104 Ken Parry, The Art of the Church of the East in China, 2006, 321.
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Church of the East in Mongol China reveals the pattern of development of Christianity in
surrounding regions.

This research offers possible interpretations of the funerary art objects of the
Christians who lived in the medieval city of Ilibalyk, due to the availability of data provided
by the on-going archeological excavations in the village of Usharal. It aims to determine
whether the Ilibalyk iconographic evidence points to a unique East Syriac funerary art
tradition of Central Asia. The present analysis also examines the communal affiliations of
Ilibalyk Christians.

Notably, the size of the Christian community in Ilibalyk in the 13" — 14™ centuries is
quite unclear since the Ilibalyk excavations are an on-going project, and it is still impossible
to predict future discoveries. However, the collection of the llibalyk gravestones that we have
uncovered so far demonstrates a well-established and developing artistic tradition among the
Christians of the Chagatai Khanate (Almalyk, Ilibalyk, Tokmak settlements) during the
Mongol rule.

The purpose of erecting and engraving the gravestones is quite clear. In Ilibalyk, there
is a clear connection of the tombstones to the graves. The excavations of 2018 revealed
burials in the same area where the East Syriac gravestones were found in 2016 and 2017.
However, one of the challenges of considering the history of Central Asian East Syrian
Christianity is the lack of evidence of any church building at the Ilibalyk archeological site or
at the most othersettlements with an obvious Christian presence. That is why it is difficult to
draw any connections between tombstones and other art objects in Ilibalyk that the Christian
community may have developed.

It is evident that Illibalyk Christians developed their iconography based largely on the
symbol of the cross. It shows the intentions of the East Syriac Christians to express their

religious identity through art. The Christians of the Church of the East of Ilibalyk
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demonstrated their confessional affiliations to the society of Ilibalyk by incising the Christian
symbol of the cross on their burial objects. Hence, the incision of crosses that we can observe
demonstrated their religious identity to the broader community.

We are looking at a community of converts, but the small dataset of the burial sites
does not provide evidence to understand at what point the Christians of Ilibalyk converted to
Christianity. Importantly, the Christians of Ilibalyk are not necessarily converts from Islam. It
is more likely that the Ilibalyk Christians of the late medieval age were the descendants of the
Christian Turks. It is also likely that the ancestors of Ilibalyk Christians converted much
earlier than the late medieval age, the date of the erection of the Ilibalyk Christian
gravestones.

Furthermore, llibalyk Christians had names of Turkic origins. It is evident from the
names inscribed on the gravestones that members of the Ilibalyk Christian community were
of Turkic origins. Turkic names of Christians were also found by Ken Parry on the Quanzhou
tombstones, which display the iconographic Christian tradition developed by Mongol Yuan
Christians. Parry suggests that this community was composed of Turkic Christians who
resettled from Central Asia to China in the period of Mongol expansion.*®

The Church of the East was extremely diverse from a linguistic and ethnic point of
view.'® Notably, the stones discovered in Almalyk, region located in Chagatai Khanate in the
medieval time, most commonly include the Turkic or Syriac inscriptions, whereas most of the
gravestones from the llibalyk settlements lack such features. Proceeding to the Ilibalyk
inscriptions, only three out of fourteen gravestones discovered in 2016 and 2017 in llibalyk
have the Turkic inscriptions that surround the crosses. Indeed, the number of the Christian
gravestones at llibalyk Christian cemetery is impossible to predict, as well as to know how

many gravestones from Pishpek and Tokmak were without inscriptions. As it is an on-going

195 Ken Parry, The Art of the Church of the East in China, 2006, 329.
1% Ken Parry, “Byzantine-rite Christians (Melkites) in Central Asia in Late Antiquity and the Middle
Ages.” Modern Greek studies (Australia and New Zealand), special edition (2012): 91-108.
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excavation, we do not know yet how many more gravestones (with or without inscriptions)
will be discovered in this area. Considering the evidence uncovered in llibalyk so far, the
absence of the Syriac and/or Turkic inscriptions may indicate a small number of Christians in
the community who had a good command of the liturgical language of the Church. Possibly it
was only the members of the clergy who had knowledge of Syriac. Such abstract iconography
of the Christian gravestones might have been the result of the poor economic circumstances
in which the East Syriac Christians lived in the medieval time.

The medieval Christian gravestones with Syriac and Turkic inscriptions demonstrate
that Turkic Christians formed the major part of the East Syriac Christian communities in
China and Central Asia.'”” The inscriptions on the llibalyk gravestones demonstrate a certain
level of integration with the local Turkic culture. Although the ethnic origins of those people
are not clear, the usage of Turkic language in Syriac script may point out that there were
Turks in the Ilibalyk Christian community that was part of the greater Ilibalyk Turkic society
in 13" and 14" centuries CE.

The use of the Syriac script on llibalyk stones is very limited. As noted above, only
three out of 18 stones uncovered in 2016 and 2017 include inscriptions in Syriac and Turkic
language in Syriac script; the inscriptions surround the crosses on the stones, which
demonstrates the presence of clergy in llibalyk Christian community who had the command
of Syriac and for whom the stones were mostly erected However, the limited inscriptions
presented on the corpus of Ilibalyk stones narrows our knowledge about people who were not
members of the clergy but rather represented the general Christian community of Ilibalyk,
since the stones do not provide any other literal information about those people.

It is likely that not all the Ilibalyk Christians who lived in Turkic society had a

command of Syriac language and most were not able to inscribe Syriac letters on their

97 Mark Dickens, Syriac Gravestones in the Tashkent History Museum, 2009, 13-49.
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gravestones. There was a limited use of Turkic letters, which suggests that in the Turkic
speaking society of Chagatai Khanate East Syriac Christians of Ilibalyk used primarily the
script of the community they lived in. However, it does not necessarily mean that Christians
of Ilibalyk diminished the significance of Syriac language as the liturgical language of the
East Syrian Church. They possibly had attachments to both their liturgical language and the
language of the surrounding culture. In this Turkic community of Christian converts, Syriac
was mixed with Turkic script. Thus, the implication of the Turkic script or rather the adoption
of the local tradition of writing points to the level of integration of the Christian community
of Ilibalyk into the local, Turkic-speaking culture of Ilibalyk society. Notably, this kind of
Christian indigenization of a local community took place in medieval Quanzhou, China.

It is also notable that the Ilibalyk gravestones vary in size. Both excavations of 2016
and 2017 revealed stones of different sizes (see table 1, 2, column “stone shape dimensions”).
We have big (stone discovered in 2014) and small stones (for instance, stone number 13/1B
17-1V-B-3-12). Similarly, the tombstones from the archeological site Zaitun, Quanzhou are of
various sizes. As John Foster argues, the size and height were different according to the age
of the deceased, for adults or for children.'® It is possible that the llibalyk Christians erected
gravestones of various sizes because size indicated the occupation, social status and age of

the deceased.

4.1.1 Muslim influence on the East Syriac iconography of Ilibalyk community
Since llibalyk existed within the Chagatai Khanate in the late medieval period, it is
interesting to question whether the Ilibalyk Christian community existed within the confines

of a predominantly Muslim town. Islam in the late medieval period flourished in the Golden

198 3ohn Foster, Crosses from the Walls of Zaitun, 1954, 13.
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Horde and in the Ulus of Chagatai.’® The Mongol empire from the earliest days of its
existence was familiar with the Islamic ideology because it had to deal with Muslim traders

that travelled along the Silk Road routes.*

While further archaeological study of domestic
contexts will show if these groups were integrated, for now we can surmise that the
relationships were not antagonistic.

In his analysis of the East Syriac iconographic art, Ken Parry observes that in the 20"
century there was a common opinion among scholars that East Syriac Christianity that
developed under Islam, heavily hostile to religious images, denied any images in their
iconographic tradition.™** There is no solid evidence in the Ilibalyk archeological site to reject
or to support this possibility. This community constituted a minority in the Mongol empire
and was tolerated by Mongols in the Central Asian and Chinese regions of the empire. The
abstract iconography on the gravestones may indicate the indigenization of the Muslim
religious art practice, for instance, of creating non-anthropomorphic imagery. We should not
ignore the possibility that this kind of abstract iconography, which is typical for Central
Asian Christian funerary tradition, but unique in terms of broader Christian funerary art, was
influenced by Islamic ideology. There is no direct evidence for the strong influence or even
persecution of the minor religions in the Chagatai Khanate. Unlike the austere iconography of
Ilibalyk gravestones, the burial attributes of the East Syriac Christians that lived in the
surrounding area provides limited examples of the crossover of Christian, Buddhist and
Taoist symbolism.**? However, it is most likely that there were many other different reasons
for having this kind of austere iconography for Ilibalyk Christians. Living within one

multireligious Turkic community, Christians of the Church of the East had to interact with

199 7o read more see, Devin DeWeese, Islamization and Native Religion in the Golden Horde: Baba Tiikles and
Conversion to Islam in Historical and Epic Tradition (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University,
1994).

119 Timothy May, The Mongol Conquests, 2012, 182.

1 Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton, 2005, 232.

12 Michal Biran, The Chaghadaids and Islam, 2002, 742.
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the other religions in the city, while possibly living in the predominantly Muslim society.
Although Muslim influence was not found on any of gravestones, this transpired without the
integration of religious traditions of Christianity with other religions but may have resulted in
the emergence of a non-anthropomorphic Christian iconography in the medieval city of
Ilibalyk where Islam had, moreover, support from the ruling authorities.

Islam has usually defined itself in very sharp distinction from Christianity. Yet, it is
likely that Christians and Muslims maintained amicable relations in the Chagatai Khanate.
There are no gravestones with Islamic iconography depicted alongside Christian imagery.
Muslims and Christians lived in strict differentiation from one another, and Islamic influence
is not found on any of the gravestones. The only non-Christian iconography that was found
on the Christian gravestones from Central Asia and China is of Buddhist origin. Christians
used the image of the lotus without any association with Buddhist iconography. Even
considering the possibility that Christians may have adopted symbols of other religions
without its religious significance, it is evident that in the area with Islamic influence Christian
funerary objects do not include any Muslim symbols.*** Importantly, we do not know yet
whether there were any other religious groups that were buried in the same area as the
Christians were. Thus, presumably, the uncovered Ilibalyk cemetery was a Christian
graveyard.

Christian iconography at Ilibalyk lacked any anthropomorphic imagery. Ilibalyk plain
crosses do not include image of a cross with crucified Christ. A cross without an image of
Christ was “the symbol of Christ’s resurrection and victory over death”.** Hence, it does not
include any images that expressed the divinity of Christ for the East Syriac Christian
community of this medieval city. However, there does not exist any specific anthropomorphic

imagery that can be found in the non-Western Christian iconography. Quanzhou settlement

13 John Foster, Crosses from the Walls of Zaitun, 1954, 11.
14 Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton, 2005, 235.
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with its significant Christian population demonstrates that Christians of the Church of the
East were able to adopt other religion’s motifs or to imply Christian anthropomorphic motifs.
There are examples of the funerary Christian art of the Church of the East that include the
representations of flying figures. For instance, Quanzhou tombstones include not only mixed
motifs of Buddhist and Christian symbols but also anthropomorphic imagery of so-called
flying angels, which is known from early Christian art.™*

The Ilibalyk crosses do not include the figure of the crucified Jesus. In general, there
was no canonical prohibition against a cult with anthropomorphic images of Christ and the
saints in the liturgical practice of East Syrian Christians.*® East Syrian Christians had “Syriac
prayers for the consecration of icons”, although from a later period. There was nothing that
restricted the Church of the East in decoration with crosses and pictorial representations of
their funerary or worship places. Additionally, archeological evidence from the much earlier
time of the 6™ century CE, Toyuq manuscript found in China, includes the scene of the
“Women at the tomb”, and more importantly it includes the depicted crucified Jesus on the
cross with open eyes. Notably, the center of the fragment is a Maltese style cross, which very
common for the East Syriac funerary art.'*” The Toyuq settlement in Turfan oasis is famous

for its Buddhist caves, and for a significant Muslim shrine®

that was important for Muslim
pilgrims in Xinjiang in the medieval time (10" to 12" centuries CE). Parry questions whether
the silk fragment from Toyuq of 6™ century is Manichean or Christian. He also questions

what Christian community it belonged to. Although the nature of the fragment is quite

115 Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton, 2005, 240.

116 Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton, 2005, 241.

117 Ken Parry, Reflections on a Silk Fragment from Toyuq, 2016, 167-92.

118 nSeven Sleepers. An exhibition of Central Asian Art held at the National Museum of Korea in Seoul in 2003
included a fragment of a silk painting (56.5cm x 24.5cm), described as Manichaean (Fig. 1). This painting in
question is listed in the catalogue as originating from Toyugq in the oasis of Turfan in Chinese Xinjiang and is
dated between the tenth and twelfth centuries.” From Ken Parry, Reflections on a Silk Fragment from Toyug,
2016, 167-92.
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unclear, the silk fragment includes features that are common to the Central Asian and
Chinese Christian art.

Muslim influence may have caused the rejection of any pictorial iconography on the
gravestones and any other Christian archeological evidence uncovered in the Chu and Ili
valleys, the regions with an increasing influence of the Islamic ideology. However, further
research is required since the Ilibalyk dataset provides only a limited sample of evidence for
this question. Christoph Baumer argues that the rejection of anthropomorphic iconography by
the late fourteenth century Christians was a “response to increased Muslim persecution”.**®
However, the East Syriac Christian community that lived alongside the Muslim community
and under Muslim political authority within Ilibalyk may have been influenced by Islam
without being persecuted. There is even an example of the presence of the plain pectoral
Christian crosses in the Muslim environment in Jabal Berri, which did not adopt any features
of Muslim iconography even though it developed in a strictly Islamic environment. It was an
East Syriac Christian community that depicted the Latin type cross with pearls or decorated
with tear-drop serifs in a predominantly Muslim Sasanian Persian Arabian province.'?

From the archeological evidence of the funerary art of the Church of the East in
Central Asia, East Syriac Christians venerated a plain cross without crucifix. Likewise,
Ilibalyk gravestones include only austere iconography with plane crosses and no additional
imagery. The absence of anthropomorphic imagery on the medieval gravestones may express
the East Syriac Christians’ emphasis on Christ’s divinity. It may also suggest that this kind of
funerary art that excluded any anthropomorphic imagery is typical for Central Asian funerary

traditions but unique in terms of a broader Christian funerary art. Hence, this thesis highlights

119 Christoph Baumer, The Church of the East. An lllustrated History of Assyrian Christianity (London: I.B.
Tauris &, 2016), 382-452.

120 potts, D. T., "Nestorian Crosses from Jabal Berri," Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy 5, no. 1 (1994): 61-
64.
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an unresolved question of whether the Ilibalyk Christian community incorporated influence

from Islamic doctrine into the East Syriac funerary art.

4.2 llibalyk communities and the wider Christian presence in Central Asia

The Ilibalyk Christian community developed within the confines of the Chagatai Ulus
along with the Christian community of the medieval city of Almalyk. Similarly, there were
other ethnically Turkic societies that adopted East Syriac Christianity. These communities
formed a wider Christian socioreligious network in Central Asian and Chinese regions. With
the help of archeological evidence of the Church of the East uncovered so far in those regions
it is possible to track the connections and exchange of ideas between those Christian
communities that existed under different or similar imperial powers and among diverse
religious environment. Particularly, the East Syriac Christian gravestones serve as a valuable
resource for the reconstruction of the history of the Church of the East in those regions. To
understand how the religious affiliation of Christians of llibalyk shaped their networks within
a broader world, it is crucial to consider the archeological evidence from llibalyk in a wider
social context. It is particularly important to consider funerary objects in the form of
gravestones of Christians form other regions that surrounded llibalyk city. Thus, | consider
the Ilibalyk stones in a wider socioreligious context of Central Asian and Chinese Christian
archeological sites. The regional comparison of the Christian funerary art of Turkic
communities from Mongol Central Asia and Yuan Mongol China tells us more about the
development of the Ilibalyk Christian community as well as about the broader Christian
tradition that developed along the Silk Road in a whole region.

From the data presented in the table, it is evident that Christian crosses of various
shapes were uncovered in multiple historically significant areas of Central Asia, including

some cities located on the Silk Road routes (table 3). The regional comparison of the
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gravestones uncovered in Central Asia and (Mongol) China have revealed sixteen groups of
Christian crosses in the study region defined on the basis of the availability of material, and
the available research of this study region. Geographically, it was territory in which the
Church of the East expanded during the period of Mongol tolerance.

llibalyk Christian funerary objects amaze with their diversity in the patterns of
crosses. However, it is questionable whether this kind of diversity in the styles of crosses that
were chiseled by Christian artisans was unique to this particular Christian community or if it
was typical for other Christian communities with a significant population. It is crucial to
answer this question in order to understand how Christians of Ilibalyk related to the broader
world, and how these societies communicated and exchanged ideas through a wider Christian
network and along the Great Silk Road. This thesis considers the sites with Christian
populations, acknowledging the fact that this Church was far more widespread than just the
territory of those sites presented in the table. There is still more to be opened and recorded.
The suggested typology of the Christian crosses presents malleability of Christian
iconography in Central Asia.

This regional comparison focuses on one component of Christian archeological
evidence — Christian gravestones, which formed a separate group of Christian art in medieval
Central Asia and China. When considering Christian archeological evidence from the various
regions, this thesis focuses on multiple characteristics. For instance, the analysis includes
sites with a Christian population and substantial Christian archeological evidence. It is
important to note that this table focuses only on the crosses on the Christian gravestones but
does not explicitly cover any other types of Christian archeological evidence that include
Christian symbolism such as pectoral crosses, ceramic fragments with Christian symbolism,
plates or church buildings since these fall outside the scope of my thesis. Future research will

focus on more assemblages of archeological Christian evidence from this study region. The
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present discussion includes a brief comparison of the Christian crosses chiseled on the
Central Asian gravestones with pectoral crosses uncovered in Central Asia and China.

The Christian artisans used a chiseling technique for inscribing the symbols. The East
Syriac Christians of medieval Central Asia engraved the crosses on the stones along with the
Syriac and Turkic inscriptions. These kinds of burial objects were uncovered in various
places in Central Asia and China. In order to reveal the commonly used types of crosses by
the medieval East Syriac Christians in Ilibalyk, | have compared the motifs of crosses of the
Ilibalyk gravestones to the corpus of gravestones from the surrounding areas. In particular,
the table includes the gravestones from the Ilibalyk settlements located in the Ili Valley and
the gravestones from Chu Valley located in the Chagatai Khanate in the late medieval period.
Additionally, in order to narrow down evidence from Chinese sites of the Church of the East,
the table includes gravestones from medieval city of Almalyk, which was the capital of the
Chagatai Khanate in present-day Xinjiang. To demonstrate the diversity of the Christian
medieval gravestones from this region, the comparative analysis includes gravestones from
Inner Mongolia researched by Halbertsma. It is also important to note that the table that
presents the regional comparison of the motifs of crosses and the styles of the gravestones,
but does not include all the Christian gravestones discovered in Central Asia. It rather
demonstrates the most common cross patterns that the medieval Christian communities
engraved on their burial objects.

The analysis reveals an extremely diverse typology of crosses chiseled by the
medieval Christin artisans on the corpus of the tombstones. | was able to define some of the
existing patterns of Christian crosses. It was not possible to identify some of the categories of
crosses within the Christian iconographic framework. Thus, | included the description of

these crosses as the names of the types of crosses.
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These are the most common types of crosses that were incised on the kayraks found

within the Central Asian region (see table 3).

1.

2.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

121

Calvary cross

“Pearl-tipped” crosses with/ and without one stair at the bottom

Checkered cross

Patriarchal cross six-pointed

Simple cross with flared arms

Latin cross

Simple/Greek cross

‘Petal’ cross

Petal cross’ with an anthropomorphic image with an altar

“Pearl-tipped” cross with engraved cross at the end of vertical dash of the main
Cross

Maltese type cross Flared with a prong

Maltese type cross with an altar

Maltese type cross with the elongated bottom arm, and with one step or circle at
the base

Maltese type cross 2 or cross pattée

Maltese cross with a ring in the center and a Greek cross inside the ring

Maltese cross with four and two pearls(?)

A mix of Maltese type cross and Petal cross with an altar'??

The gravestones from llibalyk contain seven of the listed types of crosses. llibalyk

gravestones from 2016 and 2017 revealed seven types of crosses out of sixteen listed styles of

crosses. The llibalyk Christian community used in their funerary art the following styles of

121 ey types of ancient Christian crosses”, http://pravoslavie.ru/97480.html

122

“14 types of ancient Christian crosses”, http://pravoslavie.ru/97480.html
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crosses: Calvary cross, Patriarchal cross, Knobbed cross, Maltese type cross (flared with a
prong), Cross pattée (Maltese flared), Latin cross and Greek cross.

The gravestones from llibalyk, located in the Ili Valley, stones from the Chu valley
(from Tokmak and Pishpek), and Almalyk stones (Xinjiang) can be considered as one group
of stones that have similar style of crosses, shape, size of gravestones, and type of
inscriptions (table 3). In the medieval time, all listed settlements were in the Chagatai
Khanate in the Mongol empire. The stones from Ili and Chu Valleys constitute a group of
gravestones with an abstract iconography, which means that the gravestones did not include
any kind of crucifix, anthropomorphic imagery, and included predominantly a figure of a
plane cross and sometimes of inscriptions in Syriac or Turkic. In other words, the funerary art
tradition of the Christians from the Ili and Chu Valleys does not seem to have been
transformed by the introduction of symbols from other religions to Christian art. One
Almalyk gravestone includes anthropomorphic imagery (Almalyk gravestone, stone 57),
although Almalyk located much closer to Ilibalyk than other sites considered in the regional
comparison of Christian Central Asian and Chinese crosses. The various types of crosses of
the Ilibalyk Christian community appear in other places, which tell us about the existence of
some level of connectedness between those sites.

The most common of the crosses chiseled on the medieval gravestones was a Maltese
type of figure (table 3). I was able to identify the following types of crosses that Christians
used for expressing their religious identity on the gravestones: Maltese type cross Flared with
a prong, Maltese type cross with altar, Maltese type cross with an elongated bottom arm, and
with one step or circle at the base, Maltese type cross, Maltese cross with a ring in the center
and a Greek cross inside the ring, Maltese cross with four and two pearls(?), a mix of a
Maltese type cross and Petal cross with an altar. The Maltese type of cross is well

documented in the East Syrian tradition that can be found in manuscripts and on Christian
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seals.'?® One of the richest collections of Christians seals is the Ordos bronze cross collection.
More than 300 pectoral crosses of different shapes are stored in this collection. The Ordos
crosses were discovered in Northwestern China, and they include crosses of the Maltese type
and bronze crosses in the shape of a bird or a dove. There is a theory that those crosses were
used as seals by Christians in the 12" and 13" centuries CE.™* Taylor suggests that these
objects represent the great movement of the East Syriac Christians in the medieval time to
propagate their belief in the Far East.!*® Interestingly, the type of cross that is referred as to
as a Maltese type of cross appears in a diversity of styles. The diversity of Ilibalyk crosses
that were chiseled on the gravestones and the crosses from Chu valley are quite various as
well, although it constitutes a group of the presence of predominantly Maltese types of
crosses with extending ends decorated with pearls. The variation of those crosses is defined
by the number of pearls at the ends (table 3, corresponds with non-Maltese crosses on
gravestones number 3 and 9).'*® Commonly, various stones included different elements that
were incorporated by East Syrian Christian artisans into one or another Christian cross
engraved on the medieval tombstones. An overall regional comparison that includes other
regions reveals even more styles of crosses that can be qualified as Maltese type crosses
(table 3). It is likely that the medieval East Syriac Christian communities that used various
styles of Maltese type of crosses tried to supplement the meaning or message of the Maltese
cross with additional motifs that lent new significance to the cross on the burial objects. The

present research reveals that there is a need for conducting further research on the styles of

123 «“The Nestorian collection”, the website of the University Museum and Art Gallery of the University of Hong
Kong, https://www.umag.hku.hk/en/exhibition_detail.php?id=4838994

124 Taylor, W. R., "Nestorian Crosses in China," The American Journal of Semitic Languages and

Literatures 55, no. 1 (1938): 58-59.

125 Taylor, W. R., Nestorian Crosses in China, 1938, 60.

126 Philipp Rott, “Christian Crosses from Central Asia,” in Jingjiao, ed. Roman Malek and Peter Hofrichter
(Sankt Augustin: Institute Monuments Serica, 2006), 395-401. See the last variation is most typical for images
of crosses on Semirechye gravestones in Ciynkuit 1889, table II1, I; IV, III.
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crosses used by the Church of the East further to the west, in the Church’s Middle Eastern
homeland.

Although the East Syriac Christians used Maltese type crosses very often, there is no
specific cross used by the Church of the East in Central Asia that may have possibly
originated from the East Syrian funerary art tradition. In Russian Soviet and Post-Soviet
academia, the Maltese type of cross is often qualified as a ‘Nestorian cross’. **" For instance,
Boris Zheleznyakov suggests that the ‘Nestorian cross’ actually differs from the Maltese
pattern by its number of small dashes at the ends of the cross bars.*?® However, it is incorrect
to refer to the Maltese type cross as a ‘Nestorian cross’. Importantly, this kind of cross was
not only typical for East Syrian tradition but also was used in Western and Byzantine art.*?
The Christians of Central Asia and northern China used various patterns of a Christian cross.
Although the Church of the East crosses exhibit a commonality with the Maltese cross, it
seems that Christian artisans who chiseled these crosses on the corpus of the gravestones used
different crucifix templates without any attachment to one common style. The Maltese type
of cross is also common for Quanzhou tombstones, as well as to Inner Mongolian corpus.
However, the funerary objects of the Quanzhou Christian community included various types
of crosses including the Greek type of cross.

Further research of early Christian gravestones from Mesopotamia or Persia is
required in order to understand what kind of motifs East Syrian Christians brought with their
missionary migration from the Middle East to Central Asia and China, which makes it
complicated to propose connections between the motifs used by East Syrian Christians and
the Western Christian Church. However, it is important not to forget that at the same time

when East Syriac missionaries prospered in China there was a Western mission of

27 Tanuna Tepuosas, “TIpenmers Xpuctuanckoro Kynera 3 Kommeknnu CpenneBekoBoro ropoga Hasaker,”
Uzeecmus. Cepusi o6uecmsennvix Hayk, N0.1 (2004):176-179.

128 Y enesmsikos 2003, Ipeomemvi ¢ uxonoepaguueckumu uzodpasxcenusmu uz Cemupeuws, 260-276.

129 Ken Parry, The Art of the Church of the East in China, 2006, 331-332.
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Franciscans in Mongol Yuan China as well, which may have influenced the iconography of
Chinese Christian communities. This is not to suggest that there was a community of
Franciscans in llibalyk. Hence, there is an iconographic crossover between the motifs of
Eastern Christian funerary art and of Catholic tombstone motifs in Chinese funerary art of the
Church of the East, which Ken Parry attributes to the same artisan who was responsible for
carving tombstones from Quanzhou for both Churches in the Mongol period.**

The diversity of the Quanzhou styles of Christian crosses on the tombstones
demonstrates that an overall diversity of crosses from Ilibalyk is not unique to this
community alone. Looking at the stones from Almalyk and Tokmak, one finds not only
similarities in the motifs of crosses that artisans chiseled, but also the way in which they
incised the inscriptions and crosses, such as their shapes and dimensions (table 3).

Certain pectoral crosses may have easily served as objects of trade and exchange, but
it was not the same in the case of gravestones, which were of big and small sizes and were
manufactured locally by Christian artisans in Chu and Ili Valleys and located nearby
Almalyk, in Inner Mongolia and the East Syriac gravestones stored in Penjikent (table 3).
Notably, the shape of gravestones and correspondingly the size of the crosses on the stones
from Inner Mongolia differ from the stones from all other five regions that were located in
the Chagatai Khanate and in Yuan Dynasty territory that developed under the Mongols. It is
possible that pectoral crosses were locally produced in Semirechie as well as the production
of Christian gravestones with crosses by medieval artisans, particularly in Chu Valley,
archeological sites Krasnaya Rechka and Ag-Beshim.’*! The pectoral crosses are mostly
dated according to the dates of the objects that accompanied the crosses. Their chronological
range covers presumably the period from the 7" to the 14™ centuries, which approximately

corresponds to the dates of the Christian gravestones that were uncovered in Central Asia. It

130 Ken Parry, The Art of the Church of the East in China, 2006, 329.
L Philipp Rott, “Christian Crosses from Central Asia, 395-401.
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IS not possible to say if the crosses were produced locally or imported to the place. This can
be applied to almost all pectoral crosses except the pectoral crosses from the ancient
archeological site Erk-Kala or city of Merv (Marv) that were locally manufactured. It is
important to note that the pectoral crosses, which widens the diversity of Christian crosses
from Central Asia, were found in only one out of 119 Christian burials that were excavated
by Pantusov and Fetisov on the archeological sites of Burana and Kara-Djigach."* Notably,
regions like Fergana and Sogdiana present only fragmentary finds, whereas Semirechye
region has many more finds that can be interpreted as Christian, or more precisely that belong
to the Church of the East.'*

Considering the austerity of the Ilibalyk iconography, unlike the Christian
communities that surrounded them (in the present-day territories of China), the East Syriac
Christians of Ilibalyk did not include non-Christian symbols in their burial monuments.
Unlike the Christian communities that had a capacity to adopt Buddhist symbolism,
Christians of Ilibalyk that incorporated only a plain cross and rarely short inscriptions, does
not seem to demonstrate any Christian-Buddhist crossover. Quanzhou gravestones present
Christian-Buddhist crossover in its symbolism. Quanzhou tombstones provide a valuable
example of the diverse ways in which Christian art developed within the confines of the
Mongol empire in the late medieval age. It moreover suggests the presence of a Christian-
Buddhist crossover in the medieval Christian funerary art. This kind of crossover is
distinctive to the Christian funerary art in Central Asia and China, which demonstrates to us
how medieval East Syrian Christian communities were developing a Christian iconography in
a non-Christian cultural environment. Quanzhou Christians created a special mix of Christian
and local religious art mixed with Mongol elements. The Ilibalyk gravestones may

demonstrate a different example of the process of acculturation, presented by austere

132 Refer to chapter 2 “History of archaeological study and archeological evidence for Christianity in Central
Asia”.
133 Philipp Rott, “Christian Crosses from Central Asia, 395-401.
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iconography and pure Christian symbolism, under the same Mongol rule but in the Chagatai
Khanate, whereas the Quanzhou tombstones were created by Christian communities in
Mongol Yuan China. Although it is outside of the scope of this thesis, in order to understand
the nature of this austerity of the East Syriac iconographic tradition it is important to engage
with the research of the gravestones from another confessional community with the
Christians of Ilibalyk co-existed in the medieval period. It is important to make this
comparison to understand whether Muslim gravestones from the Mongol era were similarly
austere as the Christians gravestones from Chu and Ili Valleys.

Whereas Quanzhou East Syrian Christians adopted various elements in their funerary
art, the Christian community of Ilibalyk lacks such features. For instance, Inner Mongolian
East Syriac gravestones include floral motifs, which are absent on the Ilibalyk stones.
Furthermore, unlike the Ilibalyk tradition, the artistic adaptation of the Quanzhou funerary art
from the Mongol era is very rich in various motifs and includes anthropomorphic imagery
and elements of Buddhist iconography. Christians of Quanzhou incorporated diverse motifs
in their funerary art objects that demonstrated the cultural diversity that was apparent during
the Mongol period.*** The shape of Quanzhou crosses is diverse and mostly includes Greek
type crosses with arms of equal length and Maltese-style crosses with flared arms ending in
three pearls.

If considering the Christian art objects that included elements of other religions, the
most common Buddhist symbol used with the Christian crosses was the Lotus flower, often
depicted at the bottom of the Christian cross. Quanzhou artistic remains demonstrate an
existed capacity of medieval East Syrian Christians to adapt to diverse and challenging
multireligious surroundings.®® The majority of Quanzhou gravestones of the 13™ century

have a cross on a lotus flower or include images of clouds, which are similar to the Xi’an

134 Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton, 2005, 233.
135 Ken Parry, The Art of the Church of the East in China, 2006, 331.
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stele motifs erected five centuries earlier than the Quanzhou tombstones. The Xi’an stele of
781, with bilingual inscriptions in Syriac and Chinese, demonstrates a style of iconography
that adopted features of Buddhist symbols. This stele is an example of a Christian
composition from the Tang dynasty, with carvings similar in style to the Christian tombstones
of 13" — 14" centuries CE.**® The introduction of iconographic symbols of Buddhism in East
Christian art is obvious if considering Quanzhou art objects, which demonstrates the
influence of Buddhist tradition on the culture and society in China. Hence, the Quanzhou
funerary objects constitute unique Christian art, offering rare insight into a Christian
community that tried to promote its identity in a non-Christian environment. John Foster
suggests that the Quanzhou tombstones also include motifs of Chinese culture; in particular,
the angels carved on the tombstones are Sinicized.**’

Christianity in Mongol China was absorbed into the Chinese religious systems.'® The
epitaphs of Xi’an stele propose that there were Central Asian Christians who settled in China.
It demonstrates that the East Syriac Christians were able to transfer iconographic traditions of
Central Asia to China and vice versa. There was a common motif in a Christian iconography
of the Church of the East of those two regions. There is epigraphical evidence that those
people in China were of Turkic origin.** However, there is also a strong difference between
those styles, especially in terms of Ili Balik archeological site that presents various styles of
Christian cross applied not only by East Syriac Christians but also by the Western church.

As was mentioned before, the Ordos Christian bronze crosses were manufactured in

the Chinese region of Ordos, and included similar syncretistic motifs, particularly the

136 Matteo Nicolini-Zani, "The Tang Christian Pillar from Luoyang And Its Jingjiao Inscription," Monumenta
Serica 57, no. 1 (2009): 99-140.

137 John Foster, Crosses from the Walls of Zaitun, 1954, 13.

138 Matteo Nicolini-Zani, The Tang Christian Pillar from Luoyang, 99-140.

139 Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton, 2005.; see also T. Ailsen, Commodity
and Exchange in the Mongol Empire: A Cultural history of Islamic textiles (Cambridge: 1997), ch.3.



68

depiction of the mixed Christian and Buddhist motifs in the same material object.**® Hence,
Christianity had the capacity to adopt symbols of other religions. While considering East
Syrian Christianity that developed in Central Asia and China as a syncretistic religion, it is
important to note that this feature does not tell us whether Christians adopted features of
other religions with its theology or just adopted symbols without any attachment to the
religious significance of the symbolism of other religions.

It is important to note that the presence of Buddhism in Zhetysu was limited. The
majority of inhabitants of this region were Muslims. There was some limited influence of
Buddhism in the areas that surrounded Ilibalyk. For instance, in the medieval city Almalyk,
which is located in the present-day Xinjiang region, was a part of the Chagatai Ulus and
located very close to Ilibalyk. The archeologists uncovered in Almalyk a medieval gravestone
with limited but apparent influence of Buddhist iconography (table 3, stone 57). However,
Quanzhou corpus demonstrates that different Christian communities in the Mongol empire
adopted some features of Buddhist iconography since there were a majority of Buddhist
followers in the Yuan Chinese communities. Hence, East Syriac Christians of Ilibalyk lived
in a religious environment with a limited Buddhist influence, which may have been the
reason why East Syriac Christians of Ilibalyk did not adopt any features of other religions
even though the city was located along the Silk Road.

The East Syriac gravestones with Buddhist motifs were also found at the
archaeological site of Krasnaya Rechka and Ak Beshim (medieval city Suyab), in present-day
Kyrgyzstan. The stylistic features of the gravestones found at these sites differ dramatically
from those of Ilibalyk (table 3, column “Chu valley stones”). The Christian gravestones
discovered in Almalyk and Quanzhou, developed under Chagatai Khanate and Yuan Mongol

China respectively, also display the syncretic symbolism of the Christian cross and Lotus

10 «“The Nestorian collection”, The University Museum and Art Gallery of the University of Hong Kong,
https://www.umag.hku.hk/en/exhibition_detail.php?id=4838994
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engraved on the surface of the stones by the medieval artisans.*** Moreover, the Christian
gravestones of the Church of the East discovered in a medieval site in Inner Mongolia also

include the combined cross and flower motif.}*?

We do not know how exactly the motif of
cross with lotus flower appeared in Christian iconography and who started this tradition but
there was a continuity in Christian art from the Tang period to the Mongolian period. It was
an interesting integration of Eastern and Western religious traditions.'*?

The carved angels reflect the ability of the Quanzhou Christian community to imply a
cross-cultural approach to religious iconography and demonstrate their flexibility to adapt to
the Yuan Chinese cultural environment. The willingness to use such iconography of the local
religious tradition and culture demonstrates Christians’ confidence in their social status in
Chinese society, which led to the development of a unique Chinese Christian iconographic
tradition that displays the crossover of Christian and Buddhist symbolism. This flexibility of
incorporation of Buddhist iconography in their art, moreover, outlines their desire to be
accepted by the Chinese society. Hence, the Quanzhou Christians developed their identity in
the non-Christian culture as a minority. During the same period, Christian communities of
Central Asia were developing their identity under Islamic ideology in Chagatai Khanate,
which constitutes completely differently iconographic tradition. The East Syrian Christians of
Almalyk incorporated anthropomorphic imagery similar to the Quanzhou angels on the
corpus of its gravestones with angles and fire altar, which indicates Zoroastrian influence.
This kind of style of funerary objects was not adopted by lIlibalyk Christians who developed
abstract Christian iconography. The Quanzhou corpus provides five stones with images of
angels. It is important to mention that Islam, under which Christianity was developing in

Central Asia, avoided anthropomorphic imagery.

Y Ipuropuit Ceméno, “Ax-BemuM u ropoma Cemupeuss,” in Ilpo6remwr ITorumoeenesa Koipewvisckoii
Tocyoapcmeennocmu (bumkex: ARHI, 2003), 218-222.

12 Halbertsma, Tjalling, and Jian Wei, Some Field Notes and Images of Stone Material from Graves Of The
Church Of The East, 113-244.

143 Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton, 2005, 237.
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Overall, it is evident that the Christians of the considered sites, which were located
not necessarily close to each other, were able to commemorate their deceased in a way that
suited their religious belief in an afterlife. The level of sophistication of Christian funerary art
in non-Christian culture indicates the status of the deceased in Chinese society under
Mongols. Due to their connection with Mongol ruling families (for instance, Christian wives
of Mongols), Christians were privileged in Mongol Yuan society.***

To sum up, the Ili Balik gravestones differ from one another by the motif of crosses. It
is clear that the integration of Christian-Buddhist symbolisms existed in the medieval
Christian art and iconography, while there are not any anthropomorphic figures on Ili Balik
stones. For instance, one of the stones from Almalyk includes Petal cross’ with an
anthropomorphic image and an altar (six steps), whereas the Ilibalyk stones provide only
abstract images of cross. The llibalyk gravestones do not include the symbols of the other
religions that developed at this time in the multireligious community of Ilibalyk, even though
the city located on the trading route, which means that it was a part of an active ideological
exchange on one of the trading routes. Furthermore, the East Syrian Christians used a
commonly different variation of the Maltese style cross. However, the East Syrian
gravestones present valuable evidence of the implication of Western-styled crosses in their
Church tradition. Whether it was adopted from Franciscan missionaries in China, or brought
by East Syriac Christians to Central Asia and China is a question that must be considered to
widen our understanding of Central Asian and Chinese East Syriac communities. The level of
interaction between Christians of Ilibalyk and other religions that co-existed in the
multireligious environment of the medieval city is unclear; however, the commonality in the
funerary art and in the malleability of crosses of Ilibalyk and of Christians from the

surrounding areas suggest that the Ilibalyk community of the Church of the East was a part of

144 Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian Tombstones from Zayton, 2005, 245-246.
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a bigger socioreligious network of East Syrian Christians.’*> Assumedly, there was an
exchange of the idea of the funerary Christian tradition that took place in the Mongol empire.
Furthermore, the regional analysis demonstrates that archeological Christian evidence from
other regions and not Ilibalyk had a capacity to integrate Christian symbolism with this of
other religions. Developed as a minority, the Christian community of the Church of the East
in Ili Valley, Chu valley, and Inner Mongolia was able to express its identity through
funerary objects and symbols in a non-Christian religious and geopolitical environment.
Finally, an abstract iconographic tradition of Ilibalyk East Syriac Christians and the diversity
in styles of crosses was typical not only for the Ilibalyk community, but rather was a way in
which East Syriac Christians demonstrated their religious affiliations in the Central Asian and

Chinese regions that shaped their relationship with a broader world.

145 Ken Parry, Reflections on a Silk Fragment from Toyuq, 2016, 167-92.
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Conclusion

The thesis draws upon the Ilibalyk excavations of 2016 and 2017 that revealed East
Syriac Christian gravestones of the late 13" - early 14" century CE and a Christina
graveyard, which suggests the presence of a Christian community in the Central Asian
region. All the gravestones differ in size, shape and in the style of the crosses engraved on the
surface of the stones. My aim in this thesis was to explore the communal affiliations of the
medieval Christian communities through iconographic and stylistic analysis of the crosses
engraved on the gravestone-pebbles with Syriac inscriptions discovered in a Christian
graveyard of the medieval city Ilibalyk. In addition to the stylistic analysis of the motif of
crosses on the corpus of the Ilibalyk gravestones, the research provided the regional analysis
of the abstract images of Christian crosses, which helped us to place Ilibalyk in the wider
cultural network of Asian medieval history. On the basis of the archeological evidence
presented here, the following possible interpretations and research questions seem to emerge
from the analysis of archeological data and historical accounts of the Church of the East that
developed in the late medieval age in Central Asia and China.

The present study provides a brief overview of the religious environment in the
Chagatai Khanate, while also examining in more detail the position of this particular religious
community. This study questions the extent to which the Ilibalyk Christian community was
integrated into the religious life of the local population. In addition, it questions whether the
Ilibalyk Christian community was or was not a part of a wider socioreligious Christian
network of East Syriac Christianity developed in Central Asia and China during the medieval
period.

The dataset of the llibalyk site constitutes a small sample, which is why it is
impossible to propose any firm conclusion yet. Hence, more research is required to

understand to what extent Ilibalyk Christian community was integrated into the socioreligious
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life of Ilibalyk and what place they occupied in a wider Christian network in the region while
promoting their Christian identity in a non-Christian culture. However, this thesis discussed
the possible reasons for the purely abstract religious symbolism of Ilibalyk gravestones,
despite the presence of Buddhism in that area. It proposes the possible influence from the
radical monotheism of the Muslims with whom Christians interacted under the Mongols, and
the possible connections of East Syrian Christians in Central Asia to the Western
iconographic tradition. Ilibalyk Christian iconography is not unique within the East Syrian
tradition of funerary art. However, it provides us with an interesting example of how
Christians expressed their religious identity through the commemoration of the deceased with
a help of gravestones with decorative features. Those features are purely of Christians
origins. Their iconography reflected the way they expressed their belief in resurrection and
the afterlife.

As it was mentioned in the introduction, the research revealed outstanding questions
of how the East Syriac Christian community developed its identity in medieval Central Asia.
This thesis’ discussion provided some possible answers to those questions and stressed where
this evidence could lead. The analysis of the Ilibalyk crosses and the regional analysis of the
motifs of Christian crosses thus revealed three main points that could contribute to our
understanding of how East Syriac communities developed their identity in a non-Christian
culture of Central Asia. Let us consider these possible interpretations and the general
observations from the analysis of the dataset.

Firstly, the research revealed an intriguing variety of crosses chiseled on the Ilibalyk
Christian gravestones, which presents the malleability of Christian iconography of Central
Asian East Syriac Christian communities. Further discoveries of Christian archeological area
may reveal the presence of local autonomy for this kind of religious expression through the

funerary art. Nevertheless, even with this small dataset from the on-going excavations of
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Ilibalyk, it is remarkable the diversity and variety of styles of crosses applied by the medieval
Christians of the Church of the East in this medieval city. Furthermore, this diversity is not
only typical for the Ilibalyk corpus, the regional comparison of the considered Christian
evidence from the various archeological sites of the medieval period demonstrates that all
these (table 3) styles of crosses appear in other sites. Hence, it tells us about the possible
connection between all the considered medieval Central Asian Christian sites, which may
have exchanged with and connected their Christian iconographic art tradition. At a close
examination of styles of the Christian crosses there is no specific Christian type of cross
applied by the East Syriac Christians in llibalyk and other considered communities of Central
Asia and China that had similar funerary traditions. Although the crosses of the Church of the
East exhibit a commonality with the Maltese cross, the Christian artisans who chiseled these
crosses on the corpus of the gravestones used various styles of crosses without any
attachment to one common style. The styles of crosses used by llibalyk Christians is also
common for the Western Church. While this thesis provides research of the images of
Christian cross used by Central Asian Christians only, to draw upon the meaning of this
diversity it is important to conduct further research on the crosses used by the Church of the
East further to the west, in the homeland of the Church, Middle East, and styles of crosses
used by Western Church.

Secondly, the iconography of llibalyk gravestones is abstract, which means that it
does not include any anthropomorphic imagery. The thesis considered whether this abstract
iconography on the gravestones may or may not indicate the indigenization of Muslim
religious art. The question is debatable since Muslim influence cannot be found on any of the
Ilibalyk gravestones. However, as Christianity and Islam always identified themselves in
sharp distinction from one another, this influence could have taken place without any overt

integration of religious traditions of Christianity with other religions, and may have resulted
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in the emergence of abstract iconography. The dialogue between patriarch Timothy and
Abbasid caliph Mahdi demonstrates the way in which it could be possible. The dialogue
clearly shows Timothy’s strategy for accommodating the religious priorities of Caliph Mahdi
or of the major religion in the caliphate. Hence, the Christian bishop attempted to present
Christian doctrine as satisfying the major tenets of both religions. Further study of the
domestic context may reveal if these groups were integrated. It is possible to speculate that
the Christian-Muslim relationship was not antagonistic. Moreover, the regional comparison
revealed that this kind of abstract iconography is typical for the Central Asian East Syriac art
tradition, but it may be unique in terms of a broader Christian funerary art. Hence, this thesis
discussed the very debatable question of whether the Ilibalyk community developed under the
influence of Muslim funerary tradition.

Furthermore, the thesis discussed explicitly the Christian communities that had a
capacity to adopt Buddhist symbolism,**® whereas Ilibalyk Christian iconography does not
display any Christian-Buddhist crossover. This kind of crossover is distinctive to the
Christian funerary art of Asia and demonstrates the need for developing a Christian
iconography in a non-Christian culture. It is evident that the Church of the East that
developed in Central Asian and Chinese regions was able to adopt and integrate with other
religious traditions, which helped to develop their Christian identity in the East. Christians of
Ilibalyk had to coexist with other religions as a minority religious community, but formed a
unique iconographic tradition. Hence, the research of the Christian funerary art reveals the
capacity of the Christian communities to integrate Christian iconography with Buddhist
symbolism and may point to the Muslim influence of Christian iconographic tradition in the

future research.

14¢ John Foster, Crosses from the Walls of Zaitun, 1954.; see also Ken Parry, The Iconography of the Christian

Tombstones from Zayton, 2005.
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Finally, the Christian archeological evidence revealed some level of Christian
community integration into an Ilibalyk city’s society. Ilibalyk Christian community was able
to adopt Turkic language in Syriac script for commemorating of their deceased. It may point
to the Ilibalyk East Syriac Christian community being a part of a wider Turkic society in the
late medieval period, although the ethnic origins of Ilibalyk Christian is still not identified.

Overall, there is still much to understand about the acculturation undertaken by the
East Syrian Christians in medieval Central Asia. Hence, the possible interpretations presented
above of the Christian archeological evidence from Ilibalyk medieval site provide us with an
insight into how well East Syriac Christians were integrated in the multireligious society of
the Ilibalyk city located in Chagatai ulus. Besides, it is one of the few studies that makes an
attempt to understand the relation between the religious iconography developed by the East
Syriac Christians in Central Asia and the religious identity that they expressed.

The excavation of 2018 revealed even more Christian gravestones of various shapes
and sizes, with various motifs of crosses. Moreover, the archeologists uncovered burials with
skeletons of adults, subadults and infant babies. Future analysis will reveal the ethnic origins
of the bodies or of the genetically related or unrelated individuals, their ethnicity and possible
kinship ties, which could present us an overall view on the ethnic diversity of the East Syriac

Christian community of Ilibalyk city.
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Appendix 1
Table 3. The Central Asian East Syriac Christian gravestones with Christian crosses and Syriac/Turkic inscriptions.

Samples | Find | Hibalyk, Ili Valley, | Chu Almalyq, Xinjiang, China**® | Inner Mongolia'*, China Quanzhou (Zaitun),
of sites | Kazakhstan Valley,Kyrgyzstan'’ Fujian, China
Crosses

Calvary cross

Y7 From the Kyrgyzstan AOS Archeology Museum storage; Kyrgyzstan History Museum storage; ®onzb! apxeonoro-apxutekTypHoro myses «bamras bypanay; Tashkent History Museum
Saint-Petersburg museum.

Chwolson 1897, Slutsky 1889,1891, Pantusov 1873,1887,1907.

8 B o J. A. Penmmrun Llentpansnoit Asun u AsepOaiimkana. Tom |V. Uynamsm u xpuctuancrso. Camapkang: MULIAY, 2018.

149 Halbertsma, Tjalling, Jian Wei, and %, '%%. "Some Field Notes And Images Of Stone Material From Graves Of The Church Of The East In Inner Mongolia, China." Monumenta Serica 53,
no. 1 (2005): 113-244.
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13
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“Pearl-tipped”
Crosses with/
and without a
base

(The stone stored in
Penjikent, Tajikistan,
presumably from Chu
Valley)
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Maltese type
cross on an altar

50
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“Pearl-tipped”
Cross with
engraved cross
at the end of
vertical dash of
the main cross

Checkered cross

Patriarchal cross
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Maltese
Cross

Description:

type

Flared with a

prong on
bottom

the

51

(with altar)




93

Maltese type
cross with the
expanded

bottom arm, and
with one step or
circle at the base
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type | 6

Maltese
Cross 2

Or cross Patee
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Simple Cross
with flared arms

Latin cross

Description:
cross with
unequal arms
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Simple/Greek
Cross

Description:
cross with equal
arms

40
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‘Petal’ cross
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‘Petal cross’
with
anthropomorphi

¢ images (could
be interpreted as
angels(citation)
and six steps at
the botom (altar
is very similar to
zaraostrian  fire
altar)

Maltese  cross
with the ring in
the center and
the Greek cross
inside the ring
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Mix of Maltese
type cross and
Petal cross with
one dash at the
bottom

Maltese  cross
with four dots
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Cross with two
dots and Lotus




68
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Appendix 2

Figure 1 Ossuary with Christian symbols, Afrasiab settlement, Samarkand Museum,
Uzbekistan

Figure 2 Ossuary with Christian symbols, Afrasiab settlement, Samarkand Museum,
Uzbekistan
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Figure 3 Ossuary with skulls and Christian symbols, Afrasiab settlement, Samarkand
Museum, Uzbekistan

Figure 4 Ossuary with Christian symbols, Afrasiab settlement, Samarkand Museum,
Uzbekistan
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1 Location of llibalyk
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