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Sogd was a region located between Iran and China. Over time, the Sogdians
established settlements as a result of trade and commerce along the so-called Silk
Roads. They entered China at the end of the third century B.C. This connection,
and the settlement of groups of them in the northern and western regions of China,
has attracted the attention of Chinese historians. In their accounts, they have
mentioned various aspects of Sogdian life, including culture and religion. The
burial and mourning rites of the Sogdians, which were influenced by their
religious life, are among the topics discussed in these sources. The aim of this
research is, on the one hand, to verify the reports of these sources and, on the other
hand, to find out what these rituals are and how they are performed. The Chinese
historiographies used in this study are diverse and belong to the period from the
4th to the 11th century AD. Their accounts are often brief. Examination and
analysis of the data from these sources shows that their contents are generally
valid and that the funeral rituals of the Sogdians are diverse and, with a few
concessions, in line with Zoroastrian traditions. Sogdian funeral customs are also
very similar to those of other Iranian peoples and traditions.
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1. Introduction

Sogd was a region along the Zaraf$an River, situated between the Amii Darya to the north and
the Syr Darya to the south, sometimes extending as far as Ca¢ and Osrusana. Geographically,
this region lies between Iran and China. The Sogdians entered China by trading along the Silk
Road during the Han Dynasty (206 BC-220 AD) and gradually established settlements in
China. These settlements have survived, particularly in the northern (Gansu) and western
(Xinjiang) regions of China. The Sogdian trade network played a crucial role in Eurasian
intercontinental communication from the second century BC to the eighth or ninth century
AD. The Sogdians were considered Iranian in both race and language. While their primary
religion was Zoroastrianism, their extensive travel and trade exposed them to, and sometimes
led them to adopt, other religions.

One significant aspect of their religious life was their burial practices and the treatment of
the dead and the mourning for them, which this paper aims to examine based on Chinese
historiographical reports. Due to their proximity to the Sogdians in the west and the presence
of Sogdian immigrants in China, Chinese historiographies have documented various accounts
of their customs and traditions. The significance of the current research lies in its ability to not
only verify this group of sources but also to complement other existing sources on the topic.
While the subject of this article has generally been explored within the context of the social
life of the Sogdians in China, the specific details have not been extensively studied. For
instance, the works of Lu Qingfu (1986), Rong Xinjiang (1999), Chen Haitao (2019), and Sun
Wujun (2021) provide general information on the burial and mourning customs of the
Sogdians.

The innovation of this article is its focus on Sogdian burial and mourning practices based
on Chinese sources, examining their details and reconciling them with other surviving
sources. This article employs the library research method, involving the systematic study of
surviving Chinese historiographies, including Hou han shii, Nan qi shii, Sui shii, Zhou Shd,
Da Tiang X1 Yu Ji, Tong Dian, Xin Tang sht, and Z1 Zhi Tong Jiang, which date from the
fourth to the eleventh century.

The amount of information these sources provide on our research topic varies, ranging
from very brief to highly detailed. Chinese historians' accounts of Sogdian burial and
mourning practices can be categorized into two groups: information about the inhabitants of
different parts of the Sogdian region and material about the Sogdians living in China. These
sources describe Sogdian burial traditions in three ways:

1. Burning the bodies and then placing the remaining bones in containers/astodans.

2. Placing the corpses on heights or in forests and then burying the bones.

3. Placing the corpses in a special area, such as a dakma outside the city, where animals like
dogs would tear them apart before the bones were buried.

Regarding the burial of bones, sources mention the use of gold, stone, and ceramic containers
(astodans), which likely corresponded to the rank and financial status of individuals, as well
as pits used for this purpose. Sui shii's account of the state of Shi describes a golden astudan
in which the remains of the king's parents were placed on a bed in a special room, reminiscent
of the Parthian tradition of Nisa.

Another aspect of Sogdian ritual is the commemoration of the dead, which refers to certain
dates in the year when gifts were given to the souls of the deceased and sacrifices were made.
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These themes and rituals can be adapted to Zoroastrian traditions, except for the cremation of

corpses, which seems to be linked to ancient Aryan traditions still observed in India.

In discussing mourning, Chinese sources refer to Sogdian customs and rites such as
wailing, lamenting, scratching the face and ears, cutting hair, and tearing clothes. These
practices are consistent with other archaeological and historical sources. What is remarkable
in this case, of course, is the lack of attention paid to the official Zoroastrian religious
recommendations, which, despite the prohibition of mourning, were carried out vigorously
observed among the Sogdians as well as other Iranian peoples.
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