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The city of Kashghar was situated at the convergence of Chinese communication routes that
crossed the northern and southern parts of the Taklamakan Desert. This city served as the
gateway for caravans traveling on the historical roads connecting Transoxiana, Sindh and the
central plateau of Iran to China. This route has been known as the Silk Road from 19th
century. The access routes from the western regions to the capital of China branched off from
the city to the northern and southern edges of the Taklamakan, eventually these routes leaded
to ancient Chinese capital, Chang’an (£%), or Xi’an (#%), referred to in Islamic texts as
Khamdan (Js3). The northern route passed through the city of Turfan, while the southern

route traversed Khotan and then, being on a single route that went to the imperial capital of
China. Due to Kashghar’s pivotal role in the exchanges between China and the Islamic world,
early Islamic texts referred to it as the border of Islam (pM.¥s). Even in the pre-Islamic

period, cultural and commercial interactions between Iran and China along this corridor carried
out through the mediation of one of the oldest Iranian peoples—the Sogdians. This mediating
role continued into the Islamic period and the Sogdians assumed a crucial role in facilitating
cultural and economic exchanges between China and the Muslim world. Some Sogdians even
settled along this route, serving as cultural intermediaries.The strategic importance of access
routes to Kashghar as the gateway to China for Muslims led to this ancient road being
introduced in various geographical, historical, and literary texts of the Islamic world. In other
words, the toponyms along the route from Kashghar to the Chinese capital has been noted in
Islamic sources from the early Islamic centuries to the 10th century AH (16th century CE).
Despite numerous studies on the cities along this route, no dedicated research has yet focused
on the transcription and phonetic transformations of their names based on manuscript versions
of Islamic texts. The significance of this issue has prompted the present article to investigate
the representation of caravan stations in northern China—from Kashghar to Chang’an—as a
historical problem worthy of detailed examination. This study, while engaging with prior
research on the subject, identifies and analyses the toponyms based on the oldest or most
authoritative manuscript sources of Islamic texts and reconstructs the geographical conception
of Muslim authors of this route.
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1. Introduction

The geographical region of Sogdia (Sugd), which included the routes between Iran and China
in the pre-Islamic period, provided the opportunity for merchants from that region to act as
intermediaries in trade between the two realms. During the Tang Dynasty (618-907 AD), with
the expansion of land and sea trade between Iran and China, the Sogdians were able to play a
major role in trade between the two countries. The available evidence indicates the presence
of the Sogdians in trade between Transoxiana and the northern cities of China. Sogdian
colonies were formed from the Han Dynasty (202 BC-220 AD) onwards around the Tarim
Oasis on both sides of the Taklamakan Desert in the cities of Khotan, Turfan, Dunhuang and
Gansu. Rong Xinjiang (2009: 148) believes that the establishment of Sogdian colonies in
cities on both sides of the Taklamakan Desert on the main route on the land route between
China and Iran began in the third century BC. This process continued in the Islamic period,
and the city of Kashgar, as the settlement place of some Sogdians in the Iranian-Chinese
borderlands, became so important that it is mentioned in some Islamic texts as “Sigr al-
Islam”. In one of the ancient Chinese paintings (dated 1086 AD/479 AH), the image of a
Sogdian merchant next to a horse is well depicted, indicating that the Sogdians were known to
the Chinese as famous Iranian merchants.

The extensive and long-term contact between the Sogdians and the Chinese led to many
Chinese place names entering Persian and Arabic texts after Islam through Sogdian texts or
through the pronunciation of Sogdian names. In fact, the names of many cities along the
Iranian-Chinese land route are derived from their Sogdian/Iranian pronunciation. The most
important part of the route from Kashgar to Chang'an, the ancient capital of China, was within
the Tarim Oasis. The important cities on this route to the capital of China before the Yuan
Dynasty (1271-1368 AD) were Kasgar, Kuc¢a, Turfan, Hutan, Sukugt, Hagt, Hamgu, Bagsur
or Langii, Qamul/Qamiil, and finally Hamdan or Chang'an or Xi'an. The names of these cities
are mentioned in Islamic texts with various pronunciations, and the present study seeks to
identify and evaluate the place names of these cities based on Iranian and Islamic texts up to
the beginning of the 10th century AH/16th century AD.

2. Literature Review:

The publication of Marco Polo's Travelogue in Europe drew the attention of orientalists to the
subject of Chinese trade routes. In order to answer their fundamental questions about the
place names mentioned in this travelogue, orientalists tried to identify and introduce Persian
and Arabic geographical texts; texts that contained erly knowledge of the land and sea routes
between the East and the West. Portuguese, Spanish and Italian missionaries were also among
the first people who founded the study of “Sinology”. Matteo Ricci (1552-1610 AD) was an
Italian missionary and one of the first European Sinologists. Giovani Battista Ramusio (1485-
1557 AD) was the first to critically publish travelogues in the 16" century by comparing their
manuscripts, thus creating a suitable basis for research related to China. In 1866, the Scottish
orientalist Henry Yule (1820-1889) entered a new phase in Sinological research related to the
historical geography of the Silk Road route by writing Cathay and the way thither. In 1890,
following the publication of a journal entitled “T'oung Pao”, the first journal of Sinology and
Southeast Asian studies was established. Another of the most famous European Sinologists is
Paul Pelliot (1878-1945). In 1906, this French Sinologist, at the head of an expedition
consisting of archaeologists and photographers, began an exploratory journey along the
Marco Polo route from eastern Russia, from Tashkent to Xinjiang province, and from there to
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the ancient capital of China. After Henry Yule and Paul Pelliot, studies related to the
geography of the land and sea Silk Road have continued since the 1980s with increasing
scientific efforts from universities in Europe, Southeast Asia, China, Korea, and Japan.
Among contemporary European researchers in this field, can mention Ralph Kauz, German
Sinologist and Iranologist and professor at the University of Bonn, as well as Roderich Ptak,
Sinologist and professor at the University of Munich. Among the Chinese professors who
have published numerous articles and books on the history and geography of the Silk Road,
Rong Xinjiang, professor of history at Peking University, has made a major and undeniable
contribution. Ms. Wang I Dan, professor of Persian at Peking University and head of the
Center for Iranian Cultural Studies at that university, has written a useful study with the
publication of the book Tarih-i Cin az Gami ‘ al-Tavarth-i H'agah Rasid al-Din Fazlullah.

3. Conclusion:

The route between Iran and China extended from Kashgar to the ancient capital of China in
two northern and southern routes. The Sogdians, by settling in the cities and settlements of
these regions, played a mediating role in the economic and cultural developments of Iran and
China. The place names of the cities on this road were also transferred to other regions
through Sogdian written and narrative sources. These place names are mentioned in various
Islamic sources, including geographical, historical, literary texts, and inscriptions, and
sometimes the climatic characteristics and geographical location of these settlements are
described. Examining and identifying these texts can lead to a better understanding of the
geographical perception of Muslims of the social and economic position of the cities located
on this route. On the other hand, this information also introduces the extent of Muslims'
knowledge of other nations of the East. In the present study, the authors attempted to identify
and evaluate the understanding of Iranian and Muslim writers of some place names of the
trade route between Kashgar and Chang'an based on classic Islamic texts.
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