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Abstract

Manichaeism, as a global dualistic religion founded by the prophet Mani in the 3rd century
CE, synthesized elements of major religious traditions, including Christianity, Zoroastrianism,
Buddhism, Judaism, and ancient Mesopotamian beliefs. It presented a cosmology defined
by the eternal struggle between the world of light and the world of darkness. Following
Mani’s death during the reign of Bahram I, and the subsequent persecution of Manichaeans
in the Sasanian Empire, the religion spread eastward beyond Iran’s borders. Evidence of
Manichaeism’s expansion can be traced in the manuscripts of Central Asia and China’s
Tang Dynasty records. This study investigates the trajectory of Manichaeism’s Eastward
spread, particularly in ancient eastern Iran, Central Asia, and China, through an analysis of
archaeological findings and historical texts. It also examines the religious, artistic, and cultural
legacy of Manichaeism in regions such as Turfan and Fujian, and investigates the role of
Uyghur patronage in its development.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Manichaeism, founded in the 3rd century CE by the Persian prophet Mani, presented
itself not as a regional or ethnic religion but as a universal doctrine that unified
and completed the teachings of prior major world religions, namely Christianity,
Zoroastrianism, and Buddhism. Mani saw himself as the last prophet in a lineage
that included Zoroaster, Buddha, and Jesus, and he sought to offer a comprehensive
spiritual system that addressed the cosmological dualism of good and evil. This
universalist approach helped the faith initially attract followers across diverse
regions.

However, following Mani’s death under persecution by the Sasanian ruler Bahram
I (r. 271-274 CE), the religion faced severe repression in Iran. Consequently,
Manichaecan communities began migrating eastward, eventually reaching
Central Asia and China. This geographical movement played a critical role in the
transformation and preservation of Manichaean doctrine and culture. An important
turning point was the conversion of the Uyghur Khaganate in the 8th century CE,
which provided significant institutional support for Manichaean communities. For
70 years, the Uyghurs protected and patronized the Manichaeans, who cultivated
the production of thousands of manuscripts and artworks.

Despite being suppressed in the West, Manichaeism managed to survive and even
thrive in the East. By the 6th century CE, Manichaeism had entered China, although
its history remained obscure until the early 20th century, when authentic Chinese
Manichaean texts were discovered at the Dunhuang cave site, also known as the
“Caves of the Thousand Buddhas.”

Chinese historical annals and Uyghur-influenced manuscripts from Turfan, as
well as findings in Fujian province, provide valuable insight into the religion’s
transformation and integration into local cultures. Notably, Chinese Manichaeism
retained the main dualistic principles while incorporating Chinese cosmology and
artistic traditions. The presence of Manichaecan communities in China persisted into
the Song Dynasty, despite state repression.

This study explores the religious, historical, and artistic dimensions of Manichaeism’s
eastward journey, focusing on how it spread from eastern Iran into Central Asia
and China. Drawing on archaeological findings, historical texts, and the work of
scholars such as Samuel Lieu and Werner Sundermann, the present study seeks to
reconstruct the evolution and impact of Manichaeism in the ancient East.
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Methodology
Materials and Methodology

The present study uses a multidisciplinary approach combining historical analysis,
archaeological evidence, and art-historical interpretation to investigate the spread
of Manichaeism into Eastern Iran, Central Asia, and China. The methodology
involves the examination of primary sources, field reports from archaeological
expeditions, and secondary academic literature written by prominent scholars in
Manichaean studies.

This study is based on textual and visual materials discovered in Turfan (Xinjiang
province) and Fujian (southeastern China). The Turfan texts, written in various
languages including Middle Persian, Parthian, Sogdian, Uyghur, and Chinese,
represent a diverse and multicultural Manichacan community. These texts date
primarily to the 8th-10th centuries CE and include religious scriptures, hymns,
ritual texts, and theological treatises.

The Chinese texts from Dunhuang and Fujian include translations and adaptations
of Manichaean scriptures. Among these, three Chinese Manichaean texts found in
Dunhuang are especially important, since they were compiled before the end of
the 9th century CE. These texts tell readers how Manichaean thought adapted to
Chinese culture under enduring state suppression.

The first major Manichaean artifacts in China were unearthed by the German Turfan
expeditions led by Albert von Le Coq in the early 1900s. His work, particularly his
1913 publication “Chotscho’, documented wall paintings and texts found in the
ruins of Manichaean temples near Turfan. These artifacts were later transported
to German museums, where they remain essential sources for understanding
Manichaean art and religious practice. Subsequent research by scholars like Hans-
Joachim Klimkeit and Susanne Gulacsi has provided deeper insight into the artistic
and symbolic features of these visual materials. Klimkeit’s “Manichacan Art and
Culture” and Gulécsi’s “Manichaean Visual Culture” are prominent works that help
the interpretation of these artifacts. Both studies illustrate how Manichaeism used
a rich visual language to convey its dualistic cosmology and religious narratives.
In addition to physical evidence, this study draws on Chinese dynastic histories,
including Tang and Song annals, which record the presence of Manichaeans and the
state’s responses to their activities. These sources help contextualize Manichaean
communities within the broader socio-political dynamics of medieval China. The
records from the Fang La Rebellion (1120s CE), for example, indicate the continued
existence of Manichaean sects in southern China and the persecution they faced.
Additional textual evidence includes the seal of Mani, the only known artistic artifact to
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survive from the western Manichaean tradition (now held at the Bibliothéque nationale
de France), and other scattered references in Syriac, Greek, and Arabic sources.

Comparative Methodology

The comparative methodology used in the present study contributes to an analysis
of Manichaeism across different cultural and linguistic regions. It highlights both
continuities and transformations in doctrine, ritual practice, and artistic expression
as the religion spread eastward.

Scholars such as Samuel N.C. Lieu, who authored “Manichaeism in China” (2002)
and “Manichaeism in Central Asia and China’ (2011), provides authoritative
syntheses that shape this study’s analytical framework. Likewise, Werner
Sundermann’s work, especially his in-depth studies of Manichaean theology, offers
a foundation for understanding how the religion adapted to local contexts while
preserving a coherent cosmological framework.

This combination of textual, archaeological, and comparative methods provides a
comprehensive understanding of the expansion and evolution of Manichaeism in
the East, particularly in its artistic, theological, and sociopolitical dimensions.

Results

The eastward journey of Manichaeism from the Persian heartland to Central Asia
and China represents one of the most remarkable religious transformations of
late antiquity and the early medieval period. Despite facing severe repression in
its birthplace, the religion found fertile ground in the East, particularly under the
protection of the Uyghur Khaganate. During their 70-year patronage, Manichaean
scholars and artists produced a rich corpus of theological and artistic works that
preserved Mani’s teachings for future generations.

In China, Manichaeism underwent a unique process of adaptation, integrating with
local traditions while preserving its main dualistic cosmology. The discovery of
Chinese-language Manichaean texts and the visual artifacts of Turfan and Fujian
bear witness to the religion’s resilience and creativity in foreign cultural landscapes.
Through the combined efforts of archaeologists, historians, and art historians, we
now have a more nuanced understanding of Manichaean beliefs, practices, and
iconography. The fact that Manichaeism endured in China into at least the Song
Dynasty, even under persecution, underscores its profound cultural and spiritual
appeal.

In sum, investigating Manichaeism’s eastward journey sheds light on how religions
spread, how cultural exchange takes place, and how spiritual traditions cross
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political and geographic borders.
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