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reweaving them into larger numbers of sheer garments that
were sometimes so light as to be transparent. Some Romans
fretted that see-through silk attire would lead to moral decay,
and others worried that hefty expenditures for luxury items
would ruin the imperial economy. In both cases, their anxi-
eties testified to the powerful attraction of imported silks and
spices for Roman consumers.

As it happened, long-distance trade did not cause moral
or economic problems for the Roman empire or any other
state in classical times. Indeed, it more likely stimulated rather
than threatened local economies. Yet long-distance trade did
not occur in a vacuum. Commercial exchanges encouraged
cultural and biological exchanges, some of which had large
implications for classical societies.

CULTURAL AND BIOLOGICAL
EXCHANGES ALONG THE SILK ROADS

The Silk Roads served as magnificent highways for merchants
and their commodities, but others also took advantage of the
opportunities they offered to travel in relative safety over long
distances. Merchants, missionaries, and other travelers car-
ried their beliefs, values, and religious convictions to distant
lands: Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity all traveled the

A mosaic of the second century ¢ £. depicts a
musician playing flutes and a dancer wearing
a thin and revealing silk garment

Silk Roads and attracted converts far
from their original homelands. Mean-
while, invisible travelers such as dis-
ease pathogens also crossed the Silk
Roads and touched off devastating
epidemics when they found fresh pop-
ulations to infect. Toward the end of
the classical era. epidemic disease
that was spread over the Silk Roads
caused dramatic demographic decline
especially in China and the .\1cdilc_r-
ranean basin and to a lesser extent in
other parts of Eurasia as well.

The Spread of Buddhism
and Hinduism

By the third century B.C.E., Buddhism

had become well established in north-

ern India, and with the sponsorship of
the emperor Ashoka it spread to Bactria and Ceylon. Buddhism
was particularly successful in attracting merchants as con-
verts. When they traveled, Buddhist merchants practiced their
religion among themselves and explained it to others. Gradu-
ally, Buddhism made its way along the Silk Roads to Iran,
central Asia, China, and southeast Asia.

Buddhism in Central Asia Buddhism first established a
presence in the oasis towns along the Silk Roads—notably
Merv, Bukhara, Samarkand, Kashgar, Khotan, Kuqa,
Turpan, and Dunhuang—where merchants and their cara-
vans found food, rest, lodging, and markets. The oases de-
pended heavily on trade for their prosperity, and they
allowed merchants to build monasteries and invite monks
and scribes into their communities. Because they hosted
travelers who came from different lands, spoke different
languages, and observed different religious practices, the
oasis towns became cosmopolitan centers. As early as the
second century B.C.E., many residents of the oases them-
selves adopted Buddhism, which was the most prominent
religion of Silk Roads merchants for almost a millennium,
from about 100 B.c.E. to 800 c.E.

From the oasis communities Buddhism spread to the
steppe lands of central Asia and to China. Nomadic peoples
from the steppes visited the oases regularly to trade animal
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products from their herds for grains and manufactured items.
They often found Buddhism intriguing, and in the carly
centuries C.E. they increasingly responded to its appeal. By
the fourth century c.k., they had sponsored the spread of
Buddhism throughout much of central Asia.

Buddhism in China By the first century B.C.E., Buddhism
had also established a foothold in China. The earliest
Buddhists in China were foreign merchants—Indians,
Parthians, and central Asian peoples—who practiced their
religion in the enclaves that Han dynasty officials allowed
them to inhabit in Chang’an and other major cities. For
several centuries Buddhism did not appeal very strongly to
native Chinese. Yet the presence of monasteries and mis-
sionaries offered Buddhism the potential to attract Chinese
converts. Beginning about the fifth century C.E., Chinese
began to respond enthusiastically to Buddhism, which
during the postclassical era became the most popular reli-
gion throughout all of east Asia. including Japan and Korea
as well as China.

Buddhism and Hinduism in Southeast
Asia As Buddhism spread north from India
into central Asia and China, both Buddhism
and Hinduism also began to attract a fol-
lowing in southeast Asia. Once again,
merchants traveling the Silk Roads—in
this case the sea lanes through the Indian
Ocean—played prominent roles in spread-
ing these religious traditions. Merchant
mariners regularly plied the waters be-
tween India and southeast Asia during
the late centuries B.c.E. By the first cen-
tury C.E., clear signs of Indian cultural
influence had appeared in southeast
Asia. In Java, Sumatra, and other
islands, as well as in the Malay
peninsula and territories in modern
Vietnam and Cambodia, rulers of
southeast Asian states called
themselves rajas (“kings™), in the
manner of Indian rulers, and
they adopted Sanskrit as a means
of written communication. Many
rulers converted to Buddhism,
and others promoted the Hindu
cults of Shiva and Vishnu. They
built walled cities around lavish
temples constructed in the
Indian style. They appointed
Buddhist or Hindu advisors, and
they sought to enhance their
authority by associating them-
selves with honored religious
traditions.

Early Buddhist sculpture in Bactria reflected the influence of
Mediterranean and Greek artistic st

from the first or second century c.e
and wears Medllerranean~style dress.
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The Formation of Classical Societies, ca. 500 a.c.£. to ca. 500

The Spread of Christianity
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officials. During the early centuries C.E.. Ko
launched a series of campaigns (0 stamp ou

since most Christians refused to observe the hat

honored emperors as divine beings. |'~“-“l‘l" rial
officials viewed Christians as irreligious b o
clined to participate in \l;\'lc-‘.npprmcd rehigio fies
They also considered Christianity a menac v bl
c;lux.c zealous missionaries ;lll.lg‘}\cxl nl'hcr reli ‘ Zener-
ated sometimes violent cunﬂlcl.» Neverthelc istian
missionaries took full advantage of the Roman nificent
network of roads and sea lanes, which enabled tf 10 carry
their message throughout the Roman empire and the Mediter.

ranean basin.

Christianity in the Mediterranean Basin During the
second and third centuries C.E., countless missionaries took
Paul of Tarsus as their example and worked zealously to
attract converts. One of the more famous was Gregory the
Wonderworker, a tireless missionary with a reputa-
tion for performing miracles, who popularized
Christianity in central Anatolia during the mid-
third century c.e. Contemporaries reported
that Gregory not only preached Christian doc-
trine but also expelled demons, moved boul-
ders, diverted a river in flood, and persuaded
observers that he had access to impressive
supernatural powers. Gregory and his fellow
missionaries helped to make Christianity
an enormously popular religion of salvation
in the Roman empire. By the late third cen-
tury C.E., in spite of continuing imperial
opposition, devout Christian communities
flourished throughout the Mediterranean
basin in Anatolia, Syria, Palestine, Egypt,
and north Africa as well as in Greece.
Italy, Spain, and Gaul.

Christianity in Southwest
Asia As Christianity became a
prominent source of religious
inspiration within the Roman em-
pire, its missionaries also traveled
the trade routes and found follow-
ers beyond the Mediterranean basin.
By the second century C.E., sizable
Christian communities flourished
throughout Mesopotamia and Iran,
and a few Christian churches hf‘d
appeared as far away as India.
Christians did not dominate east-
ern lands as they did the Romaf
empire, but they attracted la

yles. This seateg Buddha
bears Caucasian features
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numbers of converts in southwest Asia. Indeed beside Jews
3“fi Zomasmans. Christians constituted one of (hc ma'o}
religious communities in the region, and they rcm'linch\'O
even after the seventh century C.E., when the Iv.lamic‘ reli i(.)n
favored by Arab Muslim conquerors began l‘o displs : he
older religious communities. = NI

Christian communities in Mesopotamia and Iran deepl
influenced Christian practices in the Roman cr;pirc sz
demonslrale utter loyalty to their faith, Christians in s(;uth-
wesl Asia Qflen followed strict ascetic regimes: iln\'pir\cd b
l‘ndmn traditions, they abstained from sexual cor'nac.t refi uscﬂ
t]nc foods anfi other comforts, and sometimes even \;'ithdr.cw
gmn-\ fz.mul)f life and society. These practices impressed devout
Christians in the Roman empire. By the third cé;nur C.E
some Mediterranean Christians had begun to abandon s');ci.cl‘“
a]togeth'cr and live as hermits in the deserts of Egy‘pt thz
mpuntams of Greece, and other isolated locations O{hcrq
wn_thdre\\" from lay society but lived in communilie;- of likel
mnrded individuals who devoted their efforts to p;ayer and
praise of God. Thus ascetic practices of Christians living
in Ian@s east of the Roman empire helped to inspire the
formation of Christian monastic communities in the Mediter-
ranean basin.
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After the fifth century c.E., Christian communities in
southwest Asia and the Mediterrancan basin increasingly
went separate ways. Most of the faithful in southwest Asia
became Nestorians—followers of the Greek theologian
Nestorius, who lived during the early fifth century and em-
phasized the human as opposed to the divine nature of Jesus.
Mediterranean church authorities rejected Nestorius's views,
and many of his disciples departed for Mesopotamia and Iran.
They soon became prominent in local Christian communities,
and they introduced a strong organizational framework to the
church in southwest Asia. Although they had limited dealings
with Mediterranean Christians, the Nestorians spread their
beliefs east across the Silk Roads. Nestorian merchants took
their version of Christianity with them on trade missions, and
by the carly seventh century they had established communi-
ties in central Asia, India, and China.

MAP 12.2

The spread of Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity,

200 B.c.e.~ 400 c.E.

Compare the routes taken by Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity with
the routes followed by merchants on Silk Roads depicted on Map 12.1.

How might you account for the similarities?
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