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What We Can Learn from One Hundred Years
of Studying Niya (Summary)

Valerie Hansen

(History Department, Yale University)

Since Sven Hedin’s 1900 discovery of the site of Loulan in Xinjiang, northwest
China, and Aure] Stein’s arrival at Niya in 1901, both Western and Chinese schol-
ars have been poring over the materials from the three important sites of Niya,
Loulan, and Miran. Although from different locations, the artifacts found at these
sites show clear cultural similarities. The site that Aurel Stein excavated at Niya
turned out to be the city of Jingjue as it was called in Chinese, or Kroraina in
Gandhari, the Indic language used in the kingdom of Shanshan during the third and
fourth centuries A.D. Although the artifacts found at Niya and Loulan are not as
stunning as those found at other Silk Road sites, the unique combination of docu-
ments and artifacts found at Niya has excited the interest of many scholars.

As soon as Aurel Stein saw the first documents written in the Kharosthi script,
he grasped their enormous significance. Why did the local people use an Indic
script to write documents? Who were the indigenous residents of the site? Did they
believe in Buddhism? These are very basic questions, but even now, one hundred
years after Stein arrived at Niya, scholars have yet to reach a consensus about them.
This paper proposes some tentative answers—in the hope of better understanding the
history of cultural interactions and mixing that occurred on the border of India and
China.

How Can We Explain the Presence of the Kharosthi Documents?

Although earlier researchers have assumed that the Kharosthi documents indicat-
ed that the Kushan empire conquered the southern Silk Road (from Niya to Loulan),
there is no clear evidence showing that the very weak Kushan empire ever controlled
the southern Silk Road.- Rather, the Kharosthi documents and wood carvings with
Indian motifs (Fig. 1 and 2} point to a Iarge-scale migration from the Gandhara re-
gion of northwest India. Both the Niya and Loulan sites also produced Chi-
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nese-language documents. The Niya documents, numbering no more than twenty,
are linked to the practice of gift-exchange within the ruler’s immediate family, proba-
bly at the time of Chinese New Year; the Loulan documents record the day-to-day
transactions of the Chinese garrison stationed there.

The Kharosthi documents reveal that the Chinese presence at Niya was limited.
One court case involving the price of silk instructs the plaintiffs to wait for the time
when Chinese traders will arrive—a clear indication of their seasonal presence. The
Kharosthi documents contain many transcribed personal names of rulers and officials.
Thomas Burrow demonstrated in 1935 that these names showed clear Tocharian lin-
guistic markers, and he suggested that the ruling stratum at Niya continued to be
Tocharian-speakers, even after the migrants from Gandhdra had settled in the region.

The documentary evidence from Niya cautions us against leaping to the conclu-
sion that a given archeological settlement—no matter how small-—was occupied by
only a single people with a uniform culture. The small town of Niya, where less
than two hundred dwellings have been found to date, was home to hill people and
Khotanese refugees, in addition to the Tocharian speaking locals, the

Gandhar-speaking immigrants, and the occasional Chinese traders. The only word
for such a community is multi-cultural.

Material Life at Niya Before the Immigrants Arrived

Evidence from graves, some excavated by Sven Hedin and his collaborator, the
professional archeologist Folke Bergman, in the 1920s and 1930s, and some exca-
vated by the joint Sino-Japanese expedition in the 1990s, shows that the people of
Niya and Loulan buried their dead with figurines of spouses (Fig. 4) and provisions
for the afterlife. Bergman found some statues in a graveyard that may depict gods

worshipped by the local people before the arrival of the immigrants from Gandhara
(Fig. 3).

What the Kharosthi Documents Reveal About Religious Life

The Kharosthi documents provide a few tantalizing mentions of local religious
practices along with much more information about the local Buddhist community.
Two documents mention witches, while another gives official authorization for an of-
fering to be made to a deity presiding over a bridge. Members of the Buddhist com-
munity at Niya, called sramana in the texts, owned both slaves and land. They had
families, and they adopted children and put their own children up for adoption.
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They met on certain festivals, when they were supposed to wear their robes, but they
lived at home with their families. The local officials treated them as a separate legal

group, and they were authorized to adjudicate their own disputes.

Above-ground Religious Life A . .

A large Buddhist stipa towered above the Niya site, prompting Stein to call the
town a “Buddhist kingdom. ” Although Stein found no other Buddhist ruins, the
Sino;Japanese expedition uncovered an unusual square Buddhist hall (Fig.5) with

Buddhist wall paintings (Fig. 6).

The Beauty of the Miran Site ‘
Stein did, however, discover the extraordinary Buddhist complex of Miran,
which lay halfway between Niya and Loulan. He was particularly strucl.c by 1.he. vo-
tive offering of a picture of a sacred lake and flowers (Fig.7) he found in t.he cu-c'u}-1
lar path around the central stipa at the M3 Buddhist ruin. Cloth offerings w.n
Kharosthi inscriptions voicing the wishes of their donors for the health and v'Jell-bel'ng
of their family members made it possible for Stein to demonstrate that the Miran ruu-15
dated from the same period as the Kharosthi documents from Niya. At M3 S!eu:1
found paintings of angels with distinctly Western features (Fi:g. 8), .ax?d he dls(c;.ver;)
why they seemed so Western when he excavated the Buddhist bulldm.g IYIS 151\./1 g
with its wall paintings (Fig. 10). An artist named Titus signe(.i the paintings at W,
Jeading Stein to speculate that Titus had come directly .to Miran from l?ome. _ fe
might more cautiously conclude that Titus’s paintings at M1ran.show the exxster;ce of a
cultural sphere that extended all the way from Rome to Niya in the east and aylun;;
Egypt, in the south. Paintings excavated from Fayum (Fig. 11) show strong styus

similarities to those from Niya.

ion: What We Can Learn from Niya .
Concits:::de perfect sense for Aurel Stein to conclude at the beginning of the twent;—
eth century that the Kushan empire had ruled Niya directly, that only one-peop e
lived in the site, and that everyone was Buddhist. Now that t%xe Kharosithl dc.>cu-
ments have been deciphered and translated (by Burrow into English and Lin Meicun
into Chinese) we realize how much more complex Niya society was. Al.thou“gh hoTne
to several hundred people, Niya was a multi-cultural, multi-li.ngual society in w;x‘ch
people who spoke different languages lived together. The indigenous people of Niya
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spoke Tocharian but had no written language. When the immigrants from northwest
India arrived, they quickly adopted the Kharostht script for the administrative docu-
ments.  Although much material evidence of Buddhism survives, we cannot conclude
that the residents of Niya all shared the same religious beliefs. The indigenous
Tocharian speakers, the immigrants from India, the itinerant Chinese traders, the
elusive hill people, and the Khotanese refugees must have all had their own religious
practices. As they interacted with each other at Niya, we can assume they adopted
certain religious practices from their neighbors while retaining some of their own tra-
ditions.

What can Niya teach us? To abandon our old-fashioned and simplistic models
of conquest and control in which one people completely eradicate the religious prac-
tices, language, and customs of others. Instead, remember Niya. There, in the
third and fourth centuries, at leas; five different communities, each with its own lan-
guage, coexisted as they lived in the one of the world’s earliest documented mul-

ti-cultural societies.




