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Speculation has it that twice in the pre-Han times Chinese culture was
influenced by Western Asiatic civilization.! Fresh ground needs to be broken
and materials unearthed before this assertion can draw more attentive ears.
Late in the T’ang dynasty (A.D. 618-906); however, clear evidence shows
that Middle Easterners (a loose term used primarily to signify the Arabs,
Persians and Afghans) often traveled to and sojourned in China. Things
Persian and Arabic have been in vogue and adopted by the Chinese. Culinary
and edible items such as rice meal prepared with sesame (Sesamum orientale)
HAREER > baked bread and western pastry #i#f,> Persian dates (Phoenix
dactylifera) s 87 28,%  grapes (Vitis vinifera) 3 % 5 spinach (Spinacia
oleracera)3 35 % cassia pods (Gleditschia sinensis)iz HiE2 3,7 olives
(Olea Europaea) P& i or its modern name#§#%,2 almonds (Prunus
amygdalus)ﬁjglg,9 and numerous others have been recorded and served
by the T’ang Chinese. Sources of these items spread from Russian Turkestan
Fergana % %3, Persia, Syria (or Byzantium Empire in Asia Minor) 4k,
Armenia, Palinga @ #kim 1! to Baluchistan {£ 3% 37 (East Iran and south-
western Pakistan). As food is, for the most part, culturally oriented and
habitually conditioned, the prevalence of these culinary items illustrates
the extent of influence they exert on the social life of the T’ang people.
Indeed, many Middle Easterners went to China not only as travelers and
explorers, but as traders or fortune seekers. Among them were quite a few
Iranian merchants as noted by Edward H. Schafer.”? Yet Chinese historical
texts are grossly imprecise in distinguishing foreigners from beyond the
Western frontier. The term Augfj (Tartars or Mongols) appiles to practically
every foreigner from the West and elsewhere. In this haziness, some foreign
merchants #4#f in Schafer’s article may have unwittingly been categorized
as Iranians. Similarly, Chang Hsing-lang ‘ndiscriminately groups all the Au
from the West as Arabs, although he well knows that some are actually
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Persians and others of dubious nationality.’® As is now pointed out, the
hu in T’ang history include peoples from a wide range of areas: Japan,
Silla¥T§& , Koryo/s B8, Pakche H #, Southern Annam f53%, Cambodia
E R, Java EFI @5, India, Kirghiz#%F, Uighur, Syr-Tardush BE & FE,
tribal sites of T’ieh-le & ¥)(from east of Volga to River Irtysh in Siberia),
Tocharia (in Central Asia) I K %, Sogdia 58 /& , Parthia %2 |, Persia, Arabia,
Syria # % and other lands.™ Apparently, pinpointing the hu as Persians
or Arabs better focuses a historian’s map but does not help much in the
nebulous identification of these peoples. For clarity’s sake, only the obvious
Western Asiatic nationals from beyond the Chinese Turkestan are considered
here and in general they are called Middle Easterners though a majority of
them may be of Iranian stock. Whenever possible, names and ethnic identity
of these peoples will be specified.

The material gathered in this article is based on the T ai-p’ing kuang-chi
j(ZIS B&EC , a collection of miscellaneous records and tales compiled between
A.D. 977 and 978 and printed in 981. About one third of the materials
are of the T’ang dynasty; most others predate that time. Some of the Middle
Easterners found in this collection thus have an Islamic background while
others a pre-Islamic one. Their portrayals are therefore reflections of the
Chinese view of their manners, customs, mores and the general image they
inculcated on their host country. :

In the T’ang capital city, Ch’ang-an, there were two markets The
East Market was where most Chinese merchants and traders conducted their
business and the West Market together with its vicinity was where foreign
merchants had been segregated.15 Persian residence houses, Nestorian
churches and Zoroastrian temples too were also landmarks. Altogether
the city had two Persian and five Zoroastrian temples.'®

In the “Tale of Tu Tzu-ch’unkt F&,”Y Tu Tzu-ch’un, a spendthrift
who becomes bankrupt, is saved three times by an old Persian. Fach time
Tu Tzu-ch’un is invited to the Persian Hall in the West Market and is given
more money than he asks for. To fulfill his obligadion, Tu Tzu-ch’un goes
to a mountain to seek out the old man and to help him process an alchemical
elixir. Because of Tu Tzu-ch’un’s dereliction in the face of illusions, the
immortal quintessence fails to transmute. Tu Tzu-ch’un has sustained all
illusions of emotional temptations — happiness, anger, lament, fear, hatred,
desire — but love. The Persian thereby admonishes him that potential
immortals are hard to find and that Tu Tzu-ch’un, though once a prospective
candidate, still has to succumb to the world of sensuality. Unlike many
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other Middle Easterners who are merchants, this Persian is a priest. He
wins the heart of Tu Tzu-ch’un through his generosity. Besides, he communi-
cates well with Tu Tzu-ch’un in helping the latter, a prodigal son, to repossess
his worldly fortune. But fortune is only a bait to hook Tu Tzu-ch’un on
the path of immortality.

The quest for immortality, of course, has a long tradition in Chinese
writings. The Persian therefore conducts himself like ages of Taoist priests
who enchant others with the opportunity of achieving immortality. In this
sense, the Persian priest is Sinicized. Ironically, in his reprimanding Tu
Tzu-ch’un’s failure to resist the lure of human emotion, he, too, cannot
control his anger. Seeing the busting of his elixir refinement, he grasps
Tu Tzu-ch’un’s hair and soaks the latter in a cistern of water. Having been
patiently waiting for Tu Tzu-ch’un’s cooperation for so many years, he
finally exposes his restive desire. He dramatizes this agony and yearning
when he scrubs the brass pillar of the medicinal stove in an attempt to secure
some possible remnant elixir. Such parsimonious act stands him in strong
contrast to his former generosity, lavishing Tu Tzu-ch’un with money. Yet,
despite the dramatic change in attitude, what this Sinicized Persian priest
does gives the impression that ultimately all human efforts toward tran-
scendence can be vain. Naturally, there are other Middle East priests who
exercise control of illusions and magic too. But they do not seem as Chinese
as this one.

In other stories, two separate Zoroastrian temple chiefs, one in Ho-nan
B, the other in Liang-chou M, ® perform magic after they have
prayed. The former stabs a knife through his abdomen and it comes out
of his back. Despite the bleeding, at the chief’s own spitting out of water
and reciting charms he regains his normal condition. The latter hammers
a nail from his forehead through to the armpit. He then sets out to travel
as fast as flying, covering instantaneously hundreds of miles. On his return
he pulls out the nail and is restored in no time.

What we see here are fantastic deeds. While the old Persian acts with
civilized composure and even speaks a language that appeals to the Chinese
mind, the other two patriarchs fascinate the senses through their magic and
violent shows. In the Tai-p’ing kuang-chi the first tale is categorized as
“Immortals” and the latter two “Illusions.” This reveals the extent of
acceptability to the T’ang Chinese. If the Tu Tzu-ch’un story is a meta-
physical one and thus more refined in taste, the stories of the Zoroastrian
patriarchs evidently are deemed physical and mundane. One reason why
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the Persian priest appears civilized is that he acts like indigenous Chinese
Taoist priests whose ordeals are to cultivate the spirit and things spiritual.
Tasks should be conducted calmly and ritualistically though the supernatural
may be conjured. Practices of violent acts and thoughts are deemed below
par if not heretical. In contrast, the Zoroastrians’ traumatic feats remind
one of the acts and deeds in the Arabian Nights in that often horrendous
actions are taken to achieve a goal. What goals these Zoroastrians may
have are not disclosed. A probable conjecture will be that the protagonists-
want to manifest supernatural power and that some of their immediate
concerns are to stay uninjured at vulnerable moments. Uncouth and
stunning, the protagonists” actions render the semblance of Zoroastrianism
more like a cult than religion. The appeal to magic of muscular strength
and bizarre phenomena definitely reminds a Chinese of the unrefined
stereotype image of “barbarians from the West.” When the narrator mentions
that the Zoroastrians kill pigs and sheep to feast their god in the Ho-nan
temple, one can be quite sure that these Middle Easterners are non-Islamic
Persians rather than Arabs and Jews who shun pork.

Other down to earth roles of Middle Easterners in the T’ang tales are
merchants and fortune seekers. Many are dealers of peatls and jewelry.
This typological image is in keeping with that of the recent Kuwaiti Arabs
peddling mother-of-pearls in London before their country developed their
petroleum production. Oftentimes these dealers do not bargain, but buy
at whatever price they are told to pay. Some are merchants by trade, others
seekers of valuables or self-styled emissaries traveling to restore a lost national
treasure. One example is the case of the District Defender (military
commandant) of Lo-yang, a metropolis where a large number of Middle
Easterners take abode. He is given five tales of cockscomb-colored gold.
His nephew bids him to sell it to a dealer for an exorbitant price. Upon
seeing the special gold the dealer bows in thanks and says that Western
Tartar merchants are particularly interested in this kind of gold and price
is no object to them.” There is no appearance of Mid-Easterners in the
story. However, through reportage one is informed of their likes, disposition
and value judgment. Still, the story contains a racial enigma because the
reason why the Mid-Easterners favor the cockscomb-colored gold is not
explained. Nevertheless, the tale conveys the notion that Mid-Easterners

- are fond of exotica which is a legitimate motive.

In line with the exotic pursuit, Middle Easterners seem to be ubiquitous
just for the search of it though customarily they appear at several strategic
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cities. It happens that the Accessory Clerk of Chii-jung 457 %% vOmits a thing
like a shoe sole after digesting a hundred catties of fish. The County
Magistrate orders a petty officer to put it up for sale in Yang-chou, another
metropolis with a sizable number of Middle Easterners. There a Middle
Easterner appears, claiming the thing is a dissolver of fish and that it can
also dissolve polyps in the stomach. After pleading, he follows the petty
officer to the magistrate’s home begging to buy at least half the dissolver so
that he can bring it back to his country to cure his prince’s stomach tumor.?!
This Mid-Easterner is portrayed as someone who comes to China in search
of a miraculous cure-all. His country has previously offered an award of
a thousand pieces of gold to anyone who can eliminate the prince’s stomach
polyp. This man is unmistakably one of the many driven to China to harvest
a windfall. While the Chinese physicians and sorcerers cannot tell what
that vomitted substance is, he recognizes what it is and how it works. He
is no ordinary adventurer but a knowledgeable man who also has a lofty
goal. Such portrayal of the adventurer is.in keeping with the Chinese
convention of herbal physicians who are often explorers in mountains and
inland terrains in search of some known or unknown life-saving substance.
Likewise, there is another Mid-Easterner who comes to buy a blue tint
pearl from a Buddhist temple. The pearl was once a tribute paid by a Western
country. It functions to turn a pool of mud into water so that treasures in
the mud appear apparent. He stores the pearl by inserting it into his leg
but is ultimately forced to surrender it to the court of Empress Wu Tse-
t’ien. 22
In the above two stories, Middle Easterners are shown to be not mere

treasure hunters but dedicated archaeologists who know the value of their
pursuit and who are determined teo restore art objects from oblivion and
waste. In the story of the mud-transforming pearl, the treasure marks an
era of diplomatic relationship between China and Middle Eastern countries
at the time of Wu Tse-t’ien. Subtly, the treasure reflects the megalomaniac
mentality of the empress who sees tributes from foreign countries as
disposable rather than treasurable. ‘Apparently, such an unconscious decision
is made known to the tribute offerers who make plans to go back to China
to redeem their precious items. Truly, the tribute though miraculous, is
repeatedly being neglected. As the story notes, after the empress repossessed
the pearl, it is cherished only until the time of Emperor Hsiian Tsung;
thereafter it is lost to the court again. In a way such a social trend reveals
that the original proprietors are not being taken seriously. The fact that
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soon these Middle Easterners can buy back or acquire the treasure indicates
‘that they pose no threat whatsoever to the Chinese. But even then these
people develop a unique method of searching and safekeeping the treasure
by inserting it into parts of their body. Such a method is unknown to the
Chinese. It may‘ be said that these Middle Easterners are cautious, discreet,
shrewd and persevering in acquiring miraculous treasure.

Another discerning Persian on his trip to Fu-feng 3:J& buys a stone
lain at his host’s front door. He breaks up the stone to obtain an inch-wide
pearl which he inserts into his armpit for safekeeping. However, on his
homebound voyage, the sea turns rough. The Persian has to gouge out his
pearl which immediately is grabbed away by a sea deity coming up from
below the water.?> This and the blue tint pearl story again recall the Arabian
Nights with their exotic and fantastic episodes. Nothing seems impossible
and no uncanny event is too strange. The human characters scheme to
procure the treasures yet they do not victimize others, nor do they exploit
the ignorance of the owners of the treasure. In their acquisition of valuable
pearls the Middle Easterners attempt to trade fairly, though they know
they still come out with a bargain.

If the above portrayals reflect how Middle Easterners strive only to
have their labors lost, others have better luck. A Chinese creditor traveling
to Yang-chou takes abode in an inn. He casually mentions to the Tartars
gambling treasures at the inn a pearl he found on the crown of Emperor
Wu of the Chou located at the back of a temple. These foreigners volunteer
to pay the debt others owe the Chinese scholar and ask him to hasten away
and bring’ the pearl back. Upon his return, the Tartars pay him 50 times
the money he asks for and invite him to go aboard their ship to witness
the value of the pearl. Once in the East Sea, they meet an emir who is
simmering milk** in a silver saucepan. He then puts the pearl in a gold
vase and places the vase in the simmering milk. Seven days later, two old
men and a train of followers come to the ship bringing valuables and jewelry
to ransom the pearl. The emir declines the offer. Some days later, hoards
of exquisite goods are brought forth but the emir again rejects them.

After more than thirty days, all gift bearers leave the ship
to return. Two dragon girls, with fair complexion and comely
looks, come up to throw themselves into the vase. They melt
with the pearl to form an ointment.

The scholar asks, “Who are they that just came as ransom?”’
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The emir answers, “This pearl is a great treasure. It should
have two dragon girls to serve as guardians. The dragons cherish
their daughters, so, they send in all the valuables to ransom
the pearl instead. But I merely intend to transcend this world.
What do I care for worldly riches?”

Having said that, he rubs the ointment on his feet and
walks on the sea, leaving the ship behind.

The Middle Easterners separately claim, “We all contributed
to buy this pearl. Why should you monopolize the benefits?
After your honor’s departure, how are we to return?”

- The emir bids them paint their ship with the simmered milk,
so that they will have a fair wind homebound.

Things happen just as the emir said. The emir is then lost
from sight.

BE=84H - A K AL » MANE - BARRED » %id
BB TABFERMAAL 2HS: KBREKE - AF W EE
Bfe 1 » WO ER IR - RECKEH » EEMEZER | ADES
B ST KL - 8T 3 o EAIAS LB Bk o MRBEERN ? Mk
BE  REZHE IVSDTNRB 2 » ERERER - HFUEE -
AHER@PTZ

Here are several things of interest to our understanding of these Mid- -
Easterners. First, they develop a mutual trust with the Chinese scholar
by paying the debt due him to save him his trip to Yang-chou. They do
not plot to ambush and rob him of the pearl, but patiently wait for his
return while their donation to compensate his debt is at stake. Second,
upon being asked to purchase the pearl, they laugh and offer to multiply
many times the suggested price. This laughter reflects a good-humored
appreciation of the pearl’s value and their abstention from tricks in order
to obtain it. These Middle Easterners are honest people. They even claim
at the outset that they have long known China was in possession of the pearl.
They want to ransom it back, but will not do so with foul means. Third,
while these people gamble in public, though most likely for entertainment,
they must not have violated their moral code or religious doctrine. Islamic
law simply bans gambling. These people, therefore, are most probably
non-Islamic or live in the pre-Islamic age in view of the fact that they behave
in other matters conscientiously honest. Fourth, their having easy access
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to board and sail a ship indicates that they must either be Arabic or Persian
merchants who come to the Yang-chou area by sea. Manchurian or
Mongolian Tartars rarely engage in business, nor do they go to South China
to develop trade.?® Fifth, the pearl is allowed to reveal the full play of its
magical power. In “The Tale of Tu Tzu-ch’un” the old Persian needs to
boil a 9-foot cistern under a violet flame to refine his elixir. The emir here
simmers the pearl over milk to obtain a miraculous result. In both cases,
boiling is a necessary procedure, as it is in alchemy. While the dragon gil
is 2 common Chinese motif as in other T’ang romances, e.g. “Liu I chuan
Wy ,” the use of milk as a catalyst is definitely a foreign one. After
all, Chinese, especially Southern Chinese, usually do not drink milk. But it
is a staple for Middle Easterners. The eliciting of the magical effects of
the pearl certainly carries an exotic ring to it. The whereabouts of the
emir as well as his fellow clansmen, too, renders the story even more
enchanting. © On the one hand, the emir has already decided to forsake
‘mundane riches to seek to transcend this world. This intention coupled
with his being lost without a trace, place the story firmly in the category
of Taoist literary writings. Open-ended stories often leave their readers
with a sense of nostalgia, reminiscence and unoppressive melancholy. While
many other tales notably in the “Immortals” section of the Tai-p’ing
kuang-chi may exemplify this, this technique is one lyrical convention that
elevates the story to a higher level of narrative skill. Even if the content
of the story is deemed fantastic, at least this poetic device merits closer
attention to the story. On the other hand, the story betrays the patriarchic
social system of the people. The emir, who simmers the pearl to obtain
its magic, takes the first and best share of the miraculous results. But he is
not a heartless tribal chief, so he sees that his fellow tribesmen enjoy some
of the remaining good and return home safely. There is a certain degree of
egalitarianism here once the social and political dominance of the superior
is recognized.

Similar miraculous pearls abound at this time. One is officially
demanded by a foreign government and in fact since the pearl was placed
in the mouth of a deceased Persian it had preserved the body to look
as if it were alive.?”  Another pearl stored in a Ch’ang-an temple is up for
sale in the tenth year of the K’ai-yiian era (A.D. 722). It attracts the interest
of a noble Arab. Through interpretation he understands that the “Water-
inducing Pear]” is priced at one billion.”® He can merely counter with an
offer of 40 million because he has lived in China for a long time and has
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depleted part of his wealth. The Chinese abbot agrees to settle the deal
at 40 million. The delighted Arab then explains that the pearl is an Arabian
national treasure. It was presented to the Chinese court in the early
Chen-kuang £ # era (A.D. 627-49). However, back home, the Arabs think
of that pearl so often that an announcement has been made: whoever returns
it will be offered the prime ministership. The entire country has been
launched to search for it for seventy to eighty years. This pearl if buried
two feet underground will immediately pop up with a spring serving
thousands of soldiers during military deployment. They test the pearl and
it works.

This time, we see someone who claims himself to be an Arab. He does
not question the value of the pearl, and in his sincerity he relates the pearl’s
background and even shows how efficacious it is. Apparently, deep trust
and good faith business dealings are the accustomed practice between the
Chinese and Arabs. The language barrier in this incident does not arouse
the slightest misgiving. This candid relationship also applies to that between
the Chinese and Persians in other tales. Li MienZ #,?° a District Defender
provides shelter to a sick old Persian in the K’ai-yiian era (A.D. 713-41).
The Persian is of royal blood. He comes as a merchant for more than 20
years in quest of a lost national dowage pearl. His country has promised
whoever brings the pearl back will be enfeoffed with a hereditary dukedom
or the prime ministership. At his death-bed, the merchant scrubs out the
pearl from his buttock and offers it to Li Mien who places it in the mouth
of the Persian and buries him properly. Later, Li Mien meets a young Persian
who looks much like the deceased one. The young man turns out to be
the old man’s son coming from Persia to seek out his father. Having been
told the burial site the young Persian excavates the tomb to take back the
pearl and departs from China.

To put the story in historical perspective may shed light on under-
standing the behavior of the Persians. In the K’ai-yiian era, Sasanid Persia
had been subjugated by the Arabs, having first exhausted its military might
in recent clashes with Byzantines. FEarlier, when other newly expanded
provinces were sequentially consolidated, major cities such as Basra in Iraq
(in A.D. 635-36), Cairo (in 641 or 642) and the Byzantine Africa (in A.D.
670) were founded, the Muslims started to exercise a secure hand on the
whole of the Iranian possessions.ao Many Persians, for fear of persecution
and rebellion of their once Semitic-speaking subjects fled east to China.
Among them were probably numerous members of the royal house and



268 TAMKANG REVIEW, Vol. XVIII, Nos. 1, 2, 3, 4

aristocracy.31 Indeed, upon the overthrowing of the Sasanid, its young
sovereign Isdigerd was killed on his way to escape. His pedigreed son, Firuz
B P& Hfr, took refuge in China in the Hsien-heng 5 era (670-74) and
eventually died in Ch’ang-an. Firuz’s son, Narses Jg /& #f, too, subsequently
passed away in Ch’ang-an in the second year of the Ching-lung & &€ era
(708).32 Thus, a former royal Persian"coming to China as a merchant is no
big surprise. Besides, in this Islamic age, beginning with the Umayyad Caliphs
(661-750),

Arabic literature with the other appurtenances of civilized life
slowly developed.... The rich merchant, who travels far by
land and sea in pursuit of gain, and the qadi (judge) or fagih
(cannon lawyer) skilled in the religious sciences, holding high
office in the state or communicating his knowledge by teaching,
become the ideal type, rather than the ghazi (raider) of the early
days or the mujahid (fighter for faith, cf. jihad).>

Merchants, seeking legal profits, particularly a lost national treasure,
therefore are dignified personages and in fact they render commendable
service to their country. This, of course, is a far cry from the Chinese
norm which traditionally classifies all walks of life into four categories in
descending order: scholars, farmers, laborers and merchants. Because of
the Middle Easterners’ different estimation of the merchant class, even a
former tycoon, in his taking refuge in China, is contented to be a pastry
seller. But like many other fortune-seekers he inserts a miraculous pearl
in his left arm in order to keep it safely.> Sometimes, the merchants may
be unwittingly offended if the lost treasure of their nation is sold back to
them at an indecently low price of a mere million.® This time, the treasure
being a precious stone, which stands out among all other prized items, is
rediscovered by the Middle Eastern merchants at an annual gathering
sometime after the Turkish An Rokshan’s %% ilj rebellion in China. At
the gathering, the merchants compete with one another over the treasures
they have on hand. The stone has been lost for over 30 years during a
national disruption (presumably the Islamic conquest of the Sasanians)
and the Middle Eastern king offers the prime ministership for any citizen
who redeems the stone. This story, like “The Tale of Li Mien,” or “The
Tale of Water-inducing Pearl” lures the Persians to restore the national
treasure with big promises. Despite the lapse of time, the Pefsians séemingly v
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all remember their obligation as well as privilege aside from their daily
business dealings. In general, treasures from the Middle Eastern countries
are mostly pearls, and these countries may span across most parts of the
Asiatic continent from Arabia to the Kashmir [ 2. % Occasionally, there
may be an informed Ch’ang-an Tartar merchant offering to buy a pearl
for no more than what it is worth with good explanation.3” Middle Eastern-
ers are thus seen as gemologists both in the sense of being connoisseurs
and appraisers. While Chinese are jade specialists, Middle Easterners are
without doubt pearl specialists. Obviously, there are also discreet buyers
who settle the pearl or precious stone at an agreed upon price but remain
silent as to how valuable or efficacious the treasure actually is.® These
pearl purchasers may well be considered less than honest in their transaction.

Other Middle Eastern contacts with China are not limited to those of
merchants and adventurers. One story notes that in the first year of the
Yung-ning era of Emperor Chang of the HanZ 7% 7k B T4 (A.D. 120),
Chaldeafft 37 sent an auspicious bird#B#&8 as a tribute. The bird was seven
feet tall and understood human speech.® Originally in the southern part
of Babylonia, Chaldea was a state that occupied the land on the Euphrates
River adjacent to the Persian Gulf. Its people were Semitic. The Chaldean
(Neo-Babylonian) Empire fell when the Persians captured Babylon in 539
B.C. The descendants of these Semitic speaking Chaldeans most probably
helped cause the Persians to flee to China when the Islamic Arabs took
reign of the land. Dynastic Chinese histories such as Shih chi, Han shu
and Hou Han shu carry some brief entries concerning the Chaldean kingdom,-
mentioning that it is located west of Parthia and that the country produced
big birds. The two T ang dynastic histories, T'ang shu and Hsin T'ang shu,
de not mention Chaldea though they list other countries including Parthia.
What makes a good postulation here is that Semitic peoples, including the
Arabs in the T’ang dynasty, have long intrigued the Chinese in one way or
another. Auspicious birds, in particular, relate well to the Chinese mind.
Thus even though Chaldea is no longer extant by the T’ang era, its historical
significance still comes alive in the T’ang text. Besides, Chinese writers may
think it gratifying to note that there once was a friendly Semitic state that
paid tribute to the Middle Kingdom.

If the big bird is exotic, the Persian fleet with their mail-carrier pigeons
too are enticing. These birds take the Chinese mind to a land it may
otherwise not bother to visit. The Chinese are not known as a people of
wide travels and exploration, but still now and then they are captivated by
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the desire to roam overseas in search of the supernatural.

Cheng Fu-li, the Assistant Minister of Court of Judicial Review,
once said, “Most Persian ships nurture pigeons on board. Pigeons
can fly thousands of miles. The seamen often release one to

return home as a safe arrival announcer.”®
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A similar account is also noted by Li Chao Z=E& in T'ang Kuo-shih pu B
S Fwhen he served as the Left Bureau Director of the Department of
State Affairsfij &7 5] 8. Such being the case, the long range flight
pigeon is verifiable and true to history. In fact, Li Chao’s book tabulates
events generally taken place during the K’ai-yiian to Ch’ang-ch’ing & B eras
(A.D. 713-824). Persian ships, ie., ships sailing from the Persian Gulf,®
are said to come every year to Annam ZZEg and Canton and that pigeons
set free by the seamen can return home by flying thousands of miles.®
Among other officials Chang Chiu-ling 7% J1 &8 (673-740), a prime minister,
has previously used pigeons to transmit messages, the method of which he
learned from the Persian vessels. Much as they admire the Persians and
Arabs with shiploads of precious goods, the Chinese officials must have
faintly recalled the P’eng bird in Chuaeng-tzu that traverses thousands of
miles and is virtually untrammeled by space. In that connection the Chinese
see some of their dream visions in the practice of the foreigners who breed
pigeons. Besides admiration, there probably is'a great deal of empathy.
Arabs and Persians then, especially those coming by the sea route, are not
merely regarded as seasonal merchants but as people whose realms tickle
the fantastic imagination and beacons impulsive rich merchants to set forth
to journey_.44 ‘

Of these Middle Easterners, most are males. Females are often portrayed
as dependent daughters of sick merchants and are either stranded in China
or are eventually married away after the death of their parent.® There
is, however, one female figure who plays an active role in the T'ai-p’ing
kuang-chi. She is the young daughter of a Persian emperor who intends
to build a city at Tocharia to celebrate his merits of reigning a thousand-state
empire. But the city wall keeps on collapsing. The princess finally suggests
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that the emperor proceed with construction within the bounds of her
footsteps. She cuts her little finger and asks the masons to follow her blood
drips to start the construction. When the city is finished she transforms
herself into a sea nymph.*® While the tale has the ring of a sacrificial ritual,
it is the one unique story that concludes with a pathetic and mystical ending.
Like many Chinese stories that sermonize on filial piety, this one too
illustrates that convention. It is the story of a daughter who perceives that
the father’s vainglory and eagerness will not be placated until the city is
built. In the emporer’s mind, if the city wall can not be erected he must
not be a virtuous king and is not approved by Heaven. The princess therefore
sacrifices her life to deliver her father from his vainglory as well as his
battle-ridden empire. In victimizing herself to uphold filial piety, the princess
gives the story a strong Chinese flavor. Yet, in the sense that the Persian
emperor is redeemed by blood, the story frames a Middle Eastern passion
and a still broader context.¥  After the deliverance the transformed sea
nymph dwells in a crystal clear sea which still exists, so the story goes,
below the city castle. This sounds like other folkloristic motifs of transfor-
mation and self-sacrifice™® except that the Persian princess is by no means
tragic and she evokes no less adoration and memory in the ages to come.

By gleaning through some 6000 anecdotes and tales of the T'wi-p’ing
kuang-chi, we have been able to gather some vignettes of Middle Easterners
in the T’ang. Many of these texts are fictional accounts and some are historic
narratives. Since T'@i-p’ing kuang-chi is eclectic in nature, there is already
a built-in random sampling of data. As has been seen, while the images of
Middle Easterners signify a different civilization, the Islamic culture does
not play a key role in these instances because a large portion of the Middle
Easterners’ activities has been those of the Sasanian Persians (A.D. 226-642).
Besides, the Chinese record and portray them not through the eye of an
imperial traveler or colonizer, but as a host who is interested in a foreign
culture. The sole purpose for doing that may possibly be to gratify an
intellectual curiosity and for recreational entertainment in conversation,
discourse and story-telling. T’ang China has been noted for its accommoda-
tion to various religious persuasions, missionaries, emissaries, foreign students,
and merchants from all parts of the known world. A taste for foreign
luxuries, valuable merchandise and marvels is widespread at court and among
the average citizenry. It seems, to a large extent, the Middle Easterners
fulfill that expectation. Among them, Persians and Arabs are considered
to be the Au from major Western Asiatic powers by this time.  Thus, their
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appearance at many of the metropolises may draw the Chinese’s special
attention even in tales. Indeed, Sasanians after the fourth century made
greater use of the sea route while maintaining the overland trade routes.
After the middle of the eighth century, Muslim traders replaced their
pre-Islamic Persian and Arabic predecessors to establish direct contact
between the Abbasid caliphate (750-1258) in Baghdad and the T’ang court.®
As when merchants from the Persian gulf arrive with shiploads of goods,
their curios enable them to make a fortune; many of them who opt to settle
down can therefore afford to live royally and spend money lavishly.50 There
is no doubt that these people signify wealth wherever they go as in the
many tales above. They also give the Chinese the impression that they are
often associated with pearls of marvelous nature.

When the Middle Easterners are not merchants, they may have special
talents, magical power or are in control of a talisman. Their acts may be
fantastic but rarely sensational. Regardless of which type of person, they
are generally accepted by the Chinese. But more often than not they have
no names in the tales. Perhaps that is because, despite their wealth, Middle
Easterners have not achieved social prominence yet. It may also be that
culturally they have not been sufficiently Sinicized, or their indigenous
names are simply toe difficult for the Chinese tongue to pronounce.
Whatever the reason is, perhaps Middle Easterners are so numerous and their
stay so common in the metropolises that the narrators do not bother to de-
scribe their physique despite their Caucasian looks which are quite different
from that of the Chinese Mongoloid. These foreign guests may have voyaged
over high seas or traversed deserts, inhospitable terrain and snow-capped
mountains, but their goals for coming to China must probably be alike.
For that matter, they present a similar impression to the Chinese and there
simply are not many different types. In the order of their appearance in
T'ai-p’ing kuang-chi, these Middle Easterners are grouped primarily under
the following categories: immortals fif {ilj, magic and illusions ¢J7iE,
medicine B, spirits and supernaturalism £ 8, treasuresgf, miscellaneous
treasures 28 , and birds and fowls & E. Sometimes the Mid-Easterners
are the protagonists; other times they serve the mere purpose of a passing
remark. If a Chinese is to travel to the Middle East, his chronicle and
description of the local dwellers may perhaps be more diversified and
somewhat more concrete. Facts and fiction duly considered, since there
are no significant military, religious or economic conflicts between the
Chinese and the Middle Easterners, the Tang tales together with the Chinese
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historical records do not forge a Saracen image,51 rather they seem to
perpetuate a relatively frank communal perception of the Middle Eastern
nationals.
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