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Why is the Presence of Greeks in Ancient 
China a Difficult Possibility to Accept
In 2013, a paper published in the Bulletin of the School of 
Oriental and African Studies[1] proposed that Greek artistic 
characteristics	may	 have	 influenced	 the	 production	 of	 the	
terracotta army in China. This theory went largely unnoticed 
until 3 years later when several reports published by the 
Independent,[2] the BBC[3] and other online media quoted it as 
a	possibility.	The	high‑profile	exposure	of	this	idea	caused	an	
immediate backlash.[4] It was clear that in the era of political 
correctness some Western scholars felt it necessary to refute 
such a hypothesis[5,6] because they felt that the mentioning of 
Greek	 influence	could	 lead	 to	viewing	 the	achievements	of	
other civilizations through the “Greek lens.”

After the renowned Chinese archeologist Li Xiuzhen (李秀珍) 
stated that “the terracotta warriors may be inspired by Western 
culture but were uniquely made by the Chinese,”[7]	reflecting	
the	official	Chinese	stance	on	the	matter,	the	discussion	largely	
died down.

Ideally, the achievements of every civilization should be 
viewed independently. However, at various stages in ancient 
times, the exchange of ideas, art, music, knowledge, and even 
technology occurred freely. This raises the question of whether 
a line can be drawn in cases where civilizations intimately 
interacted	and	mutually	influenced	one	another.

Historically, several Greek states existed in central Asia 
for centuries. In these places, Greek and Asian culture and 
religion fused together to create an amalgam of syncretism 
and the blending of philosophies and cosmotheories.[8,9] 
This facilitated communication between the East and West 
in ways that still impact on contemporary local populations. 
However, the presence of Greek populations in central Asia 
and South Asia should not be viewed through the lens of 
the	horrors	inflicted	by	Western	Europeans	during	the	Age	
of Exploration and European colonialism in their attempts 
to exploit China and the Far East, causing war and famine, 
and creating havoc.
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I propose that Hellenistic and Greco-Roman communication 
with China represents a separate historical phenomenon based 
mainly on the trade and exchange of art, ideas, and knowledge.

Etymology of Historical European Names 
for China and their Importance
To understand how the ancient Greeks viewed the Chinese, 
it	 is	 important	to	first	explore	the	etymology	of	the	various	
Greek names for China.

References to China first appeared in Greek literature 
around the 5th century BC, using the name Seres (Σῆρες) 
and Serica (Σηρική).	Etymologically,	Klaproth[10] traces the 
word Serica to the Chinese character 丝 (si) for silk. The 
difference	between	 the	 pinyin	 pronunciation	of	丝 and the 
Hellenized	word	σήρ	(silk)	was	described	by	Yule[11] in 1866 as 
a variant which was possibly derived from other neighboring 
languages/dialects: “The Chinese See and Szu, Silk, is found 
in the Korean language or dialect in the form Sir, in Mongol 
Sirkek, in Manchu Sirghé. Klaproth supposes this word to 
have given rise to the, Greek σήρ, the silk-worm, and Σήρες, 
the people furnishing silk, and hence Sericum, silk.(Mem. rel. 
l’Asie, iii, 265.).”

Thus, China appears to have been known to the Greeks by its 
most famous product, silk, rather than the name of its people.

This situation radically changed around the 2nd century BC, 
when	China	became	identified	with	the	term	Sinae	(Σῖνα), or 
Thinae (Θῖνα).[12]	Although	 the	 pronunciation	 differs	 from	
that	in	Chinese,	etymologically	it	may	indicate	the	unification	
of China under the Qin dynasty and the subsequent naming 
of China as the land of the Qin. The English geographic term 
“China” is considered to derive from the same root, but with 
an alternate spelling.

The Greco-Roman historian Theophylactus Simocatta 
(c.7th century AD)[13] uses the term Taugast (Ταυγάστ). This 
term, although not phonetically accurate, originates from the 
Chinese characters 拓跋 (tuo ba), pertaining to the Northern 
Wei dynasty (386 AD–535 AD) of the Three-Kingdom period. 
Theophylactus, who was perhaps the last great historian of late 
antiquity describes the Emperor of Taugast as being “The son 
of the God,” carrying the title “Ταισάν” – (taissan-perhaps 
太上). Theophylactus writes: “The ‘Taugastian’ Emperor 
is never overthrown and his title is hereditary. Chinese 
society has its own religion, Gods, and statues. The laws are 
righteous, and the society lives harmoniously. The (Chinese) 
morals follow the letter of the law. The (Taugastian) men 
never wear gold in public, although gold and silver is plentiful 
due to trading.”[13] He also claims that Taugast is divided 
in two by a river, which is likely to refer to the Yellow 
River. In addition to describing the riches of the Taugastian, 

Theophylactus describes other important observations and 
historical anecdotes involving Alexander the Great and he 
briefly	mentions	 silk	 and	 sericulture.	However,	 the	 name	
Taugast soon became politically obsolete, and was not used 
in literature thereafter.

Greek and the Greco‑Roman Worlds Look 
Eastwards
In surviving early Greek literature, a number of Far East 
tribes were mentioned by Alcman.[14] (c.7th century BC) 
and Herodotus[15] (c.484 BC–c.425 BC). However, the 
Issedones	(Ἰσσηδόνες)	were	a	specific	ethnic	group	that	was	
historically discussed in relation to China. This discussion began 
relatively late in the historical record, after Ptolemy[16] (c. AD 
100–c.	170)	mentioned	“Issedon	Serica”	(Ἰσσηδών Σηρική)	
and	“Issedon	Scythica”	 (Ἰσσηδών Σκυθική).	According	 to	
Herodotus, the Issedones practiced customary cannibalism, 
eating the bodies of the dead.[15] However, because of a lack 
of	 sufficient	 evidence,	 it	 is	 historically	 challenging	 to	draw	
reasonable conclusions regarding the association of the 
Issedones with China and Chinese culture. In 1955, Phillips[17] 
suggested that the river Isset, located over the Sverdlovsk Pass 
East of the Urals, is the region referred to as Issedon. In addition, 
according to the same author: “The ritual cannibalism of the 
Issedones, compared to similar customs in medieval Tibet, was 
also found anciently among the Massagetae and Scythians, and 
is known in modern times among people in northern Asia from 
the Samoyeds to the Ainu.”[17] This further suggested that China 
was heard of, but still not understood, during the time of Alcman.

China	was	first	mentioned	in	western	literature	in	the	writings	
of Ctesias the Cnidian (5th century BC). Ctesias was a doctor, 
and according to Galen[18] he was a member of the family of 
the Asclepiads. Ctesias is known to have served as an imperial 
physician in the court of the Persian emperor Artaxerxes 
II Mnemon (435 BC or 445 BC–c. 358 BC). The extent to 
which Ctesias traveled around Asia is unclear, but he wrote 
extensively about Persia (Persica/Περσικά) and India (Indica/
Ἰνδικά). Ctesias’ books survived in a fragmentary form, 
mostly as descriptions of the topics he covered, and in ancient 
commentaries.

Ctesias was neither a historian nor a cartographer, and he was 
most likely to include (as Herodotus did) the “sensational” 
inaccuracies in his writings based on stories he heard during 
his time in the Persian court. Therefore, he was a controversial 
figure,	 both	 in	 ancient	 and	modern	 times.	Lucian[19] writes 
that Ctesias and Herodotus were both condemned to eternal 
punishment for their falsehoods. However, before Alexander 
the Great, it is possible that Ctesias’ work was the only source 
of information about India that reached the civilized parts of 
ancient Europe.
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Ctesias’ Indica first contains the name “Σῆραι” (Seris), 
which is the earliest mention of China in Greek literature. 
However, because his original writings have been lost and 
only some of their fragments collected by Patriarch Photius 
have survived, the authenticity of any texts attributed to him 
may be disputable. Nevertheless, it is plausible that Ctesias 
did indeed obtain information about China during his time 
in Persia. Because the sphere of influence of the highly 
sophisticated Persian Empire extended far into central Asia, 
the complete absence of basic knowledge about neighboring 
countries seems unlikely.

The expedition of Alexander the Great (356 BC-323 BC) 
opened up central Asia to the Hellenistic world. Alexander 
built infrastructure and established important cities during 
his campaign, and maintained a strong Greek presence in 
Central Asia. This allowed communication between areas 
that are today located in modern Tajikistan, Afghanistan, and 
Chinese Xinjiang with the rest of the world, yielding accurate 
information about the East.

After the death of Alexander the Great in 323 BC, central Asia 
came under the Seleucid Empire, which lasted from 312 BC to 
63 BC. The Seleucids strongly promoted the Hellenization of 
the urban centers across the empire, eventually leading to the 
fusion of civilizations with Greek characteristics. However, 
around 250 BC, Diodotus I (c. 285 BC–c. 239 BC) and his son 
Diodotus II (c. 252 BC–c. 223 BC), Satraps of the easternmost 
provinces, broke away and established what became known as 
the Greco-Bactrian Kingdom in the north. Demetrius I (reign 
c. 200 BC–c. 180 BC) established the Greco-Indian Kingdom 
in the south.

Even after the Greeks were no longer a political entity in 
those parts of the world, a large Greek population still thrived 
independently in the Far East for many centuries.

Strabo (c. 63 BC–c. 24 AD)[20] describes Bactria as follows:

“Some parts of Bactria lie along Aria to the north, but the greater 
part stretches beyond (Aria) to the east. It is an extensive country 
and produces everything except oil. The Greeks who occasioned 
its revolt became so powerful by means of the fertility and 
advantages of the country, that they became masters of Ariana 
and India, according to Apollodorus of Artamita. Their chiefs, 
particularly Menander, (if he really crossed the Hypanis to 
the east and reached Isamus,) conquered more nations than 
Alexander. These conquests were achieved partly by Menander, 
partly by Demetrius, son of Euthydemus, King of the Bactrians. 
They got possession not only of Pattalene, but of the kingdoms 
of Saraostus, and Sigerdis, which constitute the remainder of the 
coast. Apollodorus in short says that Bactriana is the ornament 
of all Ariana. They extended their empire even as far as the 
Seres (i.e., China) and Phryni.”

Thus, according to Strabo, the ancient Hellenistic world and 
the	Greco‑Bactrian	Kingdom’s	influence	and	trade	reached	as	
far as ancient China.

The earliest attempts to develop a world map were made in 
the 3rd century BC, visually describing the geography of the 
various ancient realms.

The earliest extant world map was created by Eratosthenes of 
Cyrene (c. 276 BC–c. 195/194 BC). Eratosthenes accurately 
calculated the circumference of the earth and the tilt of its axis, 
and is regarded as the originator of geography and cartography. 
The world according to his “Geography” reaches as far as 
Bactria and the island of Taprobane (Ταπροβανῆ),	which	is	
the area of modern Sri Lanka in the Indian Ocean.

Several decades later, Posidonius of Rhodes (c. 135 BCE–c. 51 
BCE) created a map (reconstructed by Petrus Bertius in 1630)[21] 
that included “Seres” (the land of silk) and “Sinae” (literally the 
country	of	the	Qin)	for	the	first	time,	signifying	that	the	Greeks	
had known about and/or had contact with China.

Two centuries later, Ptolemy’s Geographia[16] again placed 
China at the far east border of the world, naming the region 
“Serica” and “Sinae” [Figure 1]. According to Ptolemy, Serica 
was located beyond the island of Taprobane. His book and the 
various	maps	assembled	from	his	writings	confirm	a	continuous	
relationship between the Hellenistic and Chinese worlds. 
Ptolemy’s writings and calculations remained authoritative 
until well into the 15th century.

During the 1st century AD, a maritime route to China was 
drawn in the Hellenistic manuscript entitled the Periplus of 
the Erythraean Sea[12]	(Περίπλους	τῆς	Ἐρυθράς	Θαλάσσης).	
This book was written by a Hellenistic Greek who had traveled 
across the east coast of Africa and India and described trade 
as far as China (Θῖναι). The Periplus	was	an	influential	book	
that allowed the Roman Empire to open sea trade routes and 
establish ports as far as Vietnam.

In the 6th century, Cosmas Indicopleustis (Κοσμᾶς 
Ἰνδικοπλεύστης), a Greek merchant from Alexandria (and 
later a monk), published a manuscript entitled Topographia 
Christiana (Χριστιανικὴ	Τοπογραφία)[22] [Figure 2]. 
Although Cosmas only traveled as far as Sri Lanka (Taprobane), 
his	book	confirms	that	 the	maritime	routes	described	in	the	
Periplus of the Erythraean Sea had indeed been opened up and 
remained popular among traders. In Topographia Christiana, 
China is mentioned as Tzinitza (Τζινίτζα). Cosmas describes 
the location of China as follows: “The Indian philosophers, 
the Brahmans, claim that if you (imagine) a straight line 
commencing from China passing through to Persia and 
reaching	the	(Greco‑)	Roman	empire	(Ῥωμανία), it will cut 
through the middle of the (known) world. And they claim (the 
Brahmans) that this is true.”[22] He also mentions a network of 
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trade routes and the products that China (by name) and other 
unnamed areas exported to the Greco-Roman (Byzantine) 
empire: “from the inner lands that include China and other 
trade routes, comes the silk, aloe, the buds of the clove tree, the 
cloves, sandalwood, and whatever each country produces.”[22]

The “Periplus of the Erythraean Sea” and the works of Ptolemy 
allowed the newly-emerging Roman Empire to greatly expand 
its	sphere	of	influence	and	knowledge	to	the	Far	East,	through	
the land and maritime trade routes of the Hellenistic world. 
These routes were kept busy even after the move of the Roman 
capital from Old Rome to the New Rome (Constantinople) 
in 330 AD, and the eventual formation of the Greco-Roman 
Empire. Thus, it is evident that the trade of silk, fragrances, 
and	medicine	flourished	for	more	than	1000	years.

After the plunder of Constantinople (1204 AD) by the 
Crusaders,	many	 official	maps	 and	 geography	 books	were	
seized and taken to western Europe. People in the Latin West 
stored these books in libraries, being unable to read Greek 
or understand the contents. It took almost two centuries 
to construct accurate translations and realize the wealth 
of knowledge that they had looted from the people of the 
Greek-East. Marco Polo’s travels also roused western interest 
for	 contacting	China.	While	 the	Renaissance	was	 finally	
stimulating western European scholarship, the Ottoman 
Empire was shutting down all of the ancient trading routes to 
China. The works of authors in the Greek-East and Ptolemy’s 
Geography, however, continued to inspire new maritime 
explorations and ultimately spawned the Age of Exploration. 
As	 the	 gaps	were	 filled,	 eventually	 the	 ancient	maps	 and	
traveling manuals became obsolete. However, their historical 
and	cultural	significance	is	still	apparent	today.

Finally, of all the surviving documents pillaged from 
Constantinople (New Rome), the Peutinger Table (Tabula 

Peutingeriana)	is	perhaps	the	only	official	state	chart	that	has	
remained from the ancient world. This document was based 
on the original depiction prepared during the reign of Roman 
Emperor Augustus (27 BC–14 AD). This map, which is now 
stored in the National Library of Austria,[23] shows China at 
the Far East, using the name “Sera Major” (Greater China).

Historical Chinese Names for the 
Hellenistic and Greco‑Roman World
Shi Ji (《史记》The Records of the Grand Historian),[24] and 
the Han Shu (《汉书》Book of Han)[25] mention the name Da 
Yuan (大宛) which in literal translation means “Great Ionians.” 
Yuan is a direct Chinese transliteration of the word Yona or 
“Ιων,” which was used to designate the Greeks throughout 
Asia. Thus, for the Chinese, Da Yuan was considered to be 
the descendants of the Greeks of Fergana. The Greco-Bactrian 
Kingdom was designated as the name Da Xia (大夏) in The 
Records of the Grand Historian.

In addition, the name Li Xuan (黎靬) was also found in the 
The Records of the Grand Historian. Although alternative 
explanations have been suggested, Li Xuan appears to be a 
Chinese transliteration of Alexandria. At the time when the 
The Records of the Grand Historian was compiled, Alexandria 
of Egypt was the center of the Hellenistic world, one of the 
largest trade ports on the planet and a global hub of science, 
philosophy	and	finance.	If	the	Chinese	had	established	trade	
with the Greeks of Bactria and Fergana, they would likely have 
heard about Alexandria, at least by reputation.

The names Da Qin (大秦), Li Jian (犁鞬) and Hai Xi Guo 
(海西国) appear together in the Hou Han Shu (《后汉书》Book 
of Later Han)[26] as an equivalent to Rome. Book of Later Han 
describes an embassy of Emperor Antoninus Pius (大秦王安敦), 
reaching China from the south, via the maritime route described 

Figure 1 A world map drawn by Nicolaus Germanus based on 
a late‑13th century rediscovered Greek manuscript of Ptolemy’s 
2nd‑century Geography

Figure 2 World map created by Cosmas Indicopleustes. Vatican Library. 
The manuscript is likely to have come from the plunder of Constantinople
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in the “Periplus of the Erythraean Sea,” during the reign of the 
Emperor Huan of Han (汉桓帝 132 AD–168 AD). Rome at that 
time was described as Da Qin. It is unclear why the character 
Qin (秦) was used, except perhaps because it is suggestive of 
foreigners. In any case, although the Roman Emperor’s name 
was recorded phonetically, the name of his Empire was not.

The name Da Qin (大秦), without any additional geographic 
locators, was also used in the text of the Nestorian Stele. 
However, in this case, it is highly unlikely that it indicated the 
Old Rome in Italy. At the time of Nestorius (Νεστόριος; c. 
386–450), the capital of the Roman Empire had relocated to 
Constantinople (New Rome). Nestorius (who was born in Syria) 
held the title of Archbishop of Constantinople and New Rome, 
before his condemnation for heresy in 431 AD. Historically, 
even during Nestorius’ lifetime, Old Rome (“Roma Aeterna”, 
The Eternal City) had been left in ruins, caused by the attacks 
of the Visigoths in 410 AD. This disaster pushed the Latin West 
into what became known as the Middle Ages.

I propose that Da Qin at that time may have been a general 
term denoting the Greco-Roman (Byzantine) world, not 
referring	 specifically	 to	Old	Rome	 or	 another	 city	 on	 the	
Italian peninsula.

The word Fu Lin (拂菻) as an alternative to Da Qin appears in 
the Jiu Tang Shu (《旧唐书》Old Book of Tang).[27] The word 
Fu Lin may be a near transliteration of the word Polis (Πόλις), 
the short name for Constantinople (Κωνσταντινούπολις), the 
capital of the Greco-Roman (Byzantine) Empire. However, like 
Da Qin, this name may have been used to describe the entire 
Greco-Roman (Byzantine) Empire.

According to the Xin Tang Shu (《新唐书》New Book of 
Tang),[28] Fu Lin is the same as Da Qin, possibly indicating 
that it generally referred to the Roman Empire.

Ming Shu (《明书》Book of Ming)[29] also provided a summary 
of	the	name	changes	and	official	communications	between	the	
Greco‑Roman	world	in	different	periods.

Many names of non-Chinese cities are also found in the 
Chinese	historical	records,	but	their	accurate	identification	has	
largely been a matter of inconclusive and speculative debate. 
In the current study, the focus is mainly the major cities of the 
Greco-Roman empire that initiated ancient trade routes. Other 
important Kushan, Parthian/Persian, or Syrian cities, although 
significant	in	terms	of	the	politics,	conflicts,	and	history	of	the	
region, are outside the focus of this thesis.

China Looks Westwards to Greece and 
Rome
For cultural and/or geopolitical reasons, the Chinese were 
less eager to initiate westward explorations. Therefore, their 

expeditions began much later in history, and were related to 
the trade of military horses. According to Liu,[30] once the 
various nomadic tribes living in Central Asia learned to ride 
horses	and	fight	on	horseback,	 they	began	plundering	 rural	
areas of China. To counteract these attacks, the Chinese needed 
horses to maintain the balance of peace. After the 3rd century 
BC, the Yuezhi (月支) established themselves as a powerful 
confederacy on the steppes of Central Asia. During this time, 
the Chinese formed a symbiotic and harmonious relationship 
with the nomadic tribes, supplying each other with the materials 
they needed, including jade, warhorses, and silk. The Xiongnu  
(匈奴) lived to the East of the Yuezhi territory and were not 
on peaceful terms with either the Yuezhi or the Chinese. 
Eventually, they defeated the Yuezhi and pushed them towards 
Bactria,	creating	difficulties	for	the	Chinese.	During	the	Qin	
dynasty,	China	maintained	peace	through	the	efforts	of	General	
Meng Tian (蒙恬 c. 210 BC), who expanded the Great Wall 
to defend against the Xiongnu. However, the Xiongnu soon 
formed a confederation and became a threat to the Han dynasty, 
the dynasty that succeeded Qin dynasty. After the Han Emperor 
Gaozu (汉高祖 256/247 BC-195 BC) narrowly escaped 
capture in battle, a marriage treaty was signed to maintain 
peace. The Chinese kept supplying the Xiongnu with silk and 
other commodities, and the Xiongnu allowed the intermarriage 
of their chiefs with Chinese princesses and women of the 
Imperial Court. This treaty, however, was not considered to be 
a	dignified	way	to	keep	the	peace,	and	did	not	stop	the	Xiongnu	
from periodically pillaging Chinese settlements. According 
to The Records of the Grand Historian,[24] during the reign 
of Emperor Wu of the Han dynasty (汉武帝 141 BC-87 BC), 
the Chinese emperor decided to send ambassador Zhang Qian 
(张骞 d. 113 BC) to the Yuezhi to negotiate an alliance against 
the Xiongnu. This trip failed in its primary purpose, but was 
successful	for	a	different	reason:	Zhang	Qian	became	the	first	
Chinese	official	to	make	the	first	contact	with	other	countries,	
obtained accurate information about the world immediately 
outside the Great Wall, and directly contributed to the opening 
of the ancient Afro-Eurasian trade routes, which later became 
known as the Silk Roads.

Chinese Silk
The terms “Seres” and “Serica” indicate that China was well 
known throughout the Greek world for their production of silk 
centuries before the opening of the trade routes.

In late antiquity, when historical circumstances allowed 
the establishment of an extensive network of land and 
maritime Afro-Eurasian trade routes between China and 
Rome (before 330 AD), and later Constantinople (New 
Rome) (330 AD–1453 AD), Antioch and Alexandria, the 
rich and powerful could easily, though not cheaply, obtain 
this important material.
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I propose that evidence appears to suggest a correlation 
between the Greek letter “π,” which, in contrast to the Erasmian 
pronunciation, is traditionally pronounced as “pee,” and 
the Chinese character 匹 (pi), which is a near homophone. 
In addition to the similar pronunciation, there is a close 
resemblance in shape between the letter “π” and the character 
匹. This similarity is related to the basic agreement that opened 
the silk roads: The letter “π” represents the word πῆχυς (cubit) 
as a unit of length, while the character 匹 is still used in the 
Chinese language as a “measure word” for horses. Thus, it 
can be theorized that the silk trade was originally established 
between the Greek States in Central Asia and the Chinese on 
the premise of exchanging lengths (cubits) of silk cloth for 
Ferghana horses (大宛马/宛马 da yuan ma), otherwise known 
as “blood sweating horses” (汗血马 han xue ma) [Figure 3].

Because of its political and social importance as well as high 
market value, silk remained a crucial commodity for China, 
and was heavily guarded as a state and trade secret for many 
centuries. Nevertheless, the new overland and the maritime 
routes	allowed	communication,	influence,	and	the	exchange	
of	ideas	between	the	East	and	the	West	for	the	first	time.

Ancient Overland and Maritime 
Afro‑Eurasian trade Routes
As the above description demonstrates, both “overland” and 
“maritime” routes were established between China and Europe. 
From the perspective of Chinese traders, the overland routes 
were largely concerned with the trade of horses for silk. Where 
the silk would end up and whether it was transported to Europe 
or elsewhere was not their concern. The various intricacies of the 
horse trade are recorded in Yuan Zhen’s (元稹 779–831) “Yinshan 
Dao” (阴山道 Yin Mountain Route), a Tang dynasty poem which 
describes the worries of China about the production of silk, the 
horse exchange and the various stresses related to this trade.[31]

Territorially, these paths were controlled by various ancient 
ethnic groups, including the Kushans (Yuezhi), Turkic tribes, 

Russian tribes, Mongols, and the Parthians/Persians among 
various other cultures and civilizations. This made traveling 
to and from Europe a lengthy and perilous journey. Despite 
the dangers, this is the road that Marco Polo[32] and early 
Catholics and Franciscans[33] attempted to use for traveling 
to China.

During the 15th centuries that the overland caravan paths 
were kept open, a perceived westward movement of 
populations (i.e., the migration of the Yuezhi, the Xiongnu, and 
the Turkic tribes) allowed substantial exchange among various 
civilizations in terms of art, religion, and culture, something 
that	is	best	documented	in	the	archaeological	findings	in	the	
Tarim Basin and the Takla Makan desert.

The maritime routes to China were substantially faster and 
they adhered to the text of the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea 
described earlier. This is the same route used by the ancient 
Greeks, Romans, and later Persians to sail to Taprobane (Sri 
Lanka), and Vietnam, and by the Song dynasty to sail to 
Canton. When Michal Boym traveled to China from Rome, he 
took the same route because it was faster than Vasco da Gama’s 
much longer trip. Although canals linking the Mediterranean 
with the Red Sea existed even during ancient times, the opening 
of the Suez Canal ensured that the same route would keep 
flourishing	indefinitely	as	one	of	the	most	influential	maritime	
routes in history.

The trade routes to China allowed various religions to reach 
China through the Greco-Bactrian and the Yuezhi Kingdoms, 
e.g., Manichaeism (明教) from Persia, Nestorian Christianity 
(景教) from Byzantium and Syria, Zoroastrianism (祆教) 
from Persia, and Buddhism (佛教) from India. The presence 
of so many ancient religions, as well as the fusion of cultures 
and foreign trade, indicates a much more cosmopolitan 
ancient China than is typically perceived today. Various 
accounts in the Old Book of Tang, and the New Book of 
Tang	suggested	that	various	foreign	physicians	with	different	
religious backgrounds practiced what appears to be Greek 
medicine in China.

Nestorians and the Nestorian Stele
As mentioned above, the opening of trade routes permitted 
several western religions and their divisions to enter China. 
One such example, Nestorianism (景教), was vital to the work 
of Michal Boym. Nestorius (c. 386–450) was a Patriarch of 
Constantinople and New Rome and was considered a heretic. 
After his condemnation, his followers broke away from the 
Church and formed the “Church of the East,” eventually 
re-establishing itself in Persia.[34] From Persia, they expanded 
through missionary work to areas as far as India, China, and 
the Arabian Peninsula. In China, the Nestorians developed 
a	 large	 following	 group,	 and	 archeological	 findings	 have	Figure 3 Comparison between the letter “π” and the character 匹
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revealed churches and Nestorian worship as far as Beijing, 
Guangdong, and the North.

The Nestorian stele in Xi’an of Northwest China is considered to 
be the most important surviving relic from this time [Figure 4]. 
This relic was discovered in 1625 during construction close to 
Xi’an Fu, and a Christian Mandarin named Leo[35] understood 
the text and informed Rome of the discovery. The stele was 
copied and moved to a nearby Taoist temple.

However,	because	it	defied	their	preconceptions,	many	Western	
European scholars initially believed the stele to be a Jesuit 
forgery. The various intricacies of the stele were explored in 
depth by Salisbury,[36] including Abel Remusat’s commentary 
on why the stele was impossible to forge in imperial China.

Boym conducted a transliteration and a rudimentary translation 
of	this	stele,	and	this	collection	of	characters	formed	the	first	
Sino-Latin (French) Dictionary. Boym’s work on the stele was 
first	published	in	Kircher’s	China Illustrata. The full text was 
translated several times, but the translations by Holm[36] and 
Legge[37] are the most notable.

Boym also transliterated the pronunciation of the Chinese 
characters of the Xi’an Fu into the Cantonese dialect. Unable 
to make this connection even today, many Western scholars 
have developed theories about Boym’s pronunciation method. 
I plan to explore this topic in more detail in a future thesis.

The persecution of the three foreign religions (三夷教) occurred 
during the Tang dynasty, and a massacre in Guangzhou in 
878–879[38] almost completely eradicated foreign religions 
from China,[39,40] except for Buddhism and Islam. Although the 
Nestorians had largely recovered by the time of the Yuan dynasty, 
there is no historical evidence that any Christians persisted in 
China by the time the Jesuits arrived during the Ming dynasty.

When comparing the maritime and overland routes to China, it 
is obvious that the land routes were slow, and although Chinese 

goods were transported along them, they were not necessarily 
opened for the sole purpose of exporting/transporting silk to 
Europe. The quantity of European (Roman and Greco-Roman) 
coins[41] were found in south India, Vietnam, and Sri Lanka 
and this suggested that the maritime route was substantially 
more successful and popular than the overland routes. Using 
this route, silk, ivory, exotic animals, medicine, and fragrances 
were transported more quickly and safely to Constantinople 
and the rest of Europe via Alexandria and Antioch, as attested 
in the Topographia Christiana.

Greek Medicine in China
Research on Greek medicine in China is currently at an 
embryonic stage and is overshadowed by substantial research 
attention focused on the impact of Persian medicine and 
Arabic medicine, both of which arrived in the region many 
centuries later.

The current thesis focuses on three main topics in the hope 
that it will spark further discussion and research: cupping, the 
trade of bezoar in China, and possible theoretical exchanges 
between Greek and Chinese texts, as evident in early sources.

In recent years, particularly during Olympic sporting events, 
many athletes from various countries have appeared with 
cupping marks on their backs. This endorsement of the ancient 
Chinese medical technique has become a selling point for the 
efficacy	of	Chinese	medicine	abroad.	However,	few	Chinese	
practitioners understand that cupping entered China from the 
West, along with the establishment of the Afro-Eurasian land 
and maritime trading routes.

Historically, the earliest complete mention of cupping can be 
found in the writings of Hippocrates, and detailed illustrations 
of	cupping	vessels	first	appeared	on	the	Greek	coins	of	Astakos,	
Akarnania around 360 BC-330 BC[42,43] [Figure 5]. It can 
be hypothesized that cupping had become a popular Greek 
medical technique for centuries before it appeared on coins.

Several previous papers mention Papyrus Ebers[44,45] as 
evidence that the cupping treatment originated from Egypt. 
However, close examination of the translated text[46] reveals 
no strong indications supporting this notion. To the best of my 
knowledge,	archaeological	findings	in	Egypt	to	date	have	also	
failed to produce any cupping apparatus of that era to support 
such a hypothesis. Hopefully, future excavations might yield 
evidence for this theory, but it cannot currently be validated.

In	China,	cupping	was	first	documented	as	a	popular	medical	
procedure in Ge Hong (葛洪)’s Zhou Hou Bei Ji Fang (《肘

后备急方》Handbook of Prescriptions for Emergencies) Ge 
Hong (283 AD–343 AD) died in Luo Fu Shan, in Guangdong, 
a potential destination of the maritime trade routes described 
by Arrian. The many Greek glass objects[47] excavated across Figure 4 Nestorian stele in Xi’an (photograph from 1907) 
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China, particularly in the Xinjiang, Guangdong and Guangxi 
provinces of China, potentially supported the hypothesis that 
cupping arrived together with glass objects, probably during 
the Han dynasty (202 BC–220 AD).

An	influential	article	by	Hong,[48] describes how bezoar, an 
object first described in Greek medicine, was ultimately 
traded in China by the Persians. Historically, after Alexander’s 
campaign, ancient Persia became a Hellenistic Kingdom 
under	the	Seleucids	(312	BC–63	BC)	and	the	Greek	influence	
continued even during the Parthian Empire (247 BC–224 AD). 
Therefore, Greco-Persians and Persians were well versed in 
Greek medicine, and traded medical knowledge and goods 
with	China	even	centuries	after	the	Greek	influence	waned	in	
that part of the world.

Certain passages from the Huang Di Nei Jing (《黄帝内经》

Huangdi’s Internal Classic), a traditional Chinese medicine 
literature, appear to resemble the known Greek medical 
texts, and the most striking of these is given in the example 
below. However, more research is needed to compare ancient 
Greek and Chinese medical texts in detail, to extend current 
understandings of the direction of the exchanges and the 
impact of each system on each other in the late antiquity and 
medieval periods. The text in the example shown was written 
by Solon (630 BC-560 BC), and is entitled The Ten Ages of 
Man[49] [Figure 6]. The text survives in a fragmentary form. 
However, even in this state, it is strikingly similar to the text 
found in the chapter Discourse on the True Qi Endowed by 
Heaven in High Antiquity of the Huangdi’s Internal Classic. 
Further research may yield interesting conclusions regarding 
early interactions between Greek and Chinese people at the 
beginning of the establishment of the ancient Silk Roads.

Transmission of Disease Across the Silk 
Roads
In	addition	to	the	perceived	positive	effects	of	the	Silk	Roads,	
which included cross-cultural exchange, trade, exploration and 
knowledge, severe negative impacts also occurred. Of these 

negative	effects,	the	most	damaging	was	the	transmission	of	
disease and plague.

The first pandemic (541–542), named the “Justinian 
plague” (from the name of the Byzantine Emperor Justinian), 
ravaged the southern provinces of the Byzantine Empire, 
including Egypt, Syria, Palestine and Anatolia, bringing an end to 
late antiquity and facilitating the rise of Islam. Modern research 
confirms	that	the	Justinian	plague	was	caused	by	Yersinia	pestis	
and it was originated from China.[50-53] Although it is not possible 
to construct a fully accurate map of the transmission route, the 
fact	that	it	first	arrived	in	Alexandria	without	leaving	an	obvious	
overland disease trail behind suggested the transmission was 
spread via the maritime trade route. The Justinian plague 
wiped out populations of the areas occupying the southern 
provinces of the Greco-Roman (Byzantine) Empire (Egypt 
and Syria), reaching Constantinople in 542 and North Africa, 
Italy, Spain, and the French-German border by winter of 543.[54] 
In the aftermath, large areas of the Greco-Roman (Byzantine) 
Empire were left unpopulated, enabling the Arabs to move 
into	previously	Christian	areas,	affecting	the	terrain	in	a	way	
that	is	still	reflected	in	world	history	and	continues	to	create	
military,	political	and	cultural	friction,	even	fifteen	centuries	
later. Importantly, the Arabs inherited the infrastructure of 
these key maritime trade routes, which were then renamed the 
“Spice Route.”

The second pandemic is better known as the “black 
death”	(1343–1353).	Modern	genetic	research	has	confirmed	
earlier speculation that the black death originated from 
China.[55]	The	 black	 death	 first	 arrived	 in	Europe	 through	
Crimea, leaving an obvious overland trail of death recorded 
across the Silk Roads.

Figure 5 Astakos, Acarnania. 400‑344 BC. The flip side depicts a cupping 
vessel and tongs

Figure 6 The Ten Ages of Man by Solon (630 BC‑560 BC)
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The death toll of the second pandemic was extremely heavy 
in both Europe[56,57] and China.[58] The second pandemic 
heavily	influenced	art,	culture,	music,	literature,	medicine,	and	
religious practices, occurring towards the end of the Dark Ages. 
The Europe that came out in the aftermath was ready to move 
towards rebirth. This rebirth occurred almost a century later 
with the Renaissance and the Age of Exploration. Although 
these developments helped rebuild Europe, they also led to the 
worst kinds of imperialism, colonialism, and modern slavery 
practices.

Conclusions
The formation of the ancient Silk Roads led the “known world” 
to the earliest experiences of globalization. The available 
evidence suggests that people in the East and the West were 
aware of each other at least since the 6th century BC. Over the 
course of several centuries, these cultures were progressively 
brought together by mutual trade interests. The Chinese sought 
horses, while western populations developed a demand for silk, 
exotic animals, fragrances, medicine, and ivory. These trade 
routes facilitated all kinds of exchange, including cultural, 
medical, and religious communication between China and 
the western world.

The	first	pandemics	broke	out	as	a	result	of	these	interactions,	
and diseases were transmitted across the world much more 
quickly than would have been possible in the past.
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