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2. Some Alphabets of the Silk Roads

The Alphabets of India

The alphabets of India derive from two sources: Kharosthi and
Brahmi. It seems that the theory has been abandoned according to
which the Brahmi alphabet developed in India itself, uninfluenced
by the outside world, since this alphabet has many striking simi-
larities with Semitic alphabets. While its precise history remains
obscure, it seems certain that it derived from the group of South
Semitic alphabets, with Sabian merchants apparently promoting
its diffusion. The Brahmi alphabet is the parent of all modern
Indian alphabets.

Kharosthi represents an alphabet that was transferred into the
Indian languages from Aramaic. It was in use in the Indian North-
west up to the period of Persian domination. The inscriptions that
have been found in this script date from the third century B.C. to
the fifth century A.D. Its expansion into East Turkestan goes back
to the third century up to our own age. Therafter it was replaced
everywhere by the Brahmi alphabet.

The Alphabets in Use in Persia

The alphabets that were in use in Persia, at least since the Arsanid
dynasty (250 B.C. to 224 A.D.), were based on the Aramaic al-
phabet. The cuneiform was the alphabet of the empire of the
Archemenids; but it was then supplanted by the Aramaic alpha-
bet which was introduced after the Greek conquest and subse-

quently spread everywhere. Pahlavi became the alphabet of the
Sassanid rulers.

Arsanid and Sassanid alphabets were brought together in the
lithurgical inscriptions of Hadji-abad as well as in the paikuli
inscriptions that have been dated to 300 A.D.

Turko-Mongolian Alphabets
The first written traces of a Turk language are those in Ancient
Turkic or produced by the Tiirks in so-called &dquo;Runes.&dquo; Inscriptions
found in Mongolia and credited to the Kirghizes and Uighurs
(two Turk peoples) use the same alphabet and language.
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Among the other alphabets in use by the Turk peoples, we
mention Estranghelo which was adapted from the Syriac alphabet
and used to translate Manichaean texts from the Syriac into
Uighur. In particular the so-called Uighur alphabet stems from the
Aramaic one via the Sogdian.

In this latter alphabet the writing was from the left to the right
and from the top to the bottom. The Uighurs then introduced a
quarter turn (clockwise) in their script, no doubt under the influ-
ence of Chinese practice where the characters run in vertical order.
A slightly modified version of this alphabet was adopted by the
Mongols in Ginggis Khan’s time, and it is in use today in Inner
Mongolia and in Mongolia itself (in the latter case side-by-side
with the Cyrillic alphabet). Another somewhat modified version
called &dquo;clear script&dquo; is being used by the western Mongolians: The
Uirats of Turkestan and the Kalmuks of the Volga region. The
Manchu alphabet is also derived from this alphabet.

The Phags-pa alphabet (or &dquo;square script&dquo;) was created in 1269
on the orders of Emperor Kublai by the monk Phags-pa who was
inspired by the Tibetan alphabet. But it led no more than an ephe-
meral existence.

3. Some Empires of the Steppes

The Y üeh-chih (Yuezhi) or Tokharoi

The Yiieh-chih (Yuezhi) are an Indo-European tribe that had estab-
lished itself at the beginning of the second century B.C. in the west-
ern Gansu (China). Driven out by the Xiong-nu, they moved
westward and came to Ferghan within the Greek kingdom of Bactria
around 160 B.C. Experts regard the Yfeh-chih, who appear in the
Chinese records, as the people whom the ancient Greek historians
called the Tokharoi. Following their westward migration, the Yfeh-
chih settled in Bactria and the northwest of India. In the first century
A.D. they founded the great Kushan dynasty. It is worth noting that
the northern oases of Tarim (in East Turkestan and contemporary
Xinjiang) the languages spoken as late as the fifth to the eighth cen-
tury A.D. were Indo-European, known among linguists under the
now controversial name of Tokharian (Kuchan, Qarachahri, etc.).
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Huns and Xiong-nu
Distinction should be made between the Xiong-nu, the Huns, and
the Hun Hephtalites.

The great Xiong-nu confederation is mentioned already in the
Chinese annals in the third century B.C. The continuous raids of
these pastoral nomad warriors constituted a permanent menace
for northern China which they invaded in the sixth century. There
is no reliable indication concerning the language or languages
used within this confederation.

Recent research has shown that the formerly much debated
linkage between the Xiong-nu and the Huns of Europe cannot be
proven. The Hun confederation included a variety of peoples such
as the Germanic Goths and the Iranian Alans but its core was

most probably Turkic or Mongol.
As for the Hun Hephtalites, who might have spoken a Turkic or

Mongol dialect (according to R. Grosset) or an Iranian language:
they can be traced to the Altai region. At the beginning of the fifth
century A.D. they were the vassals of the Ruan-ruan of Mongolia.
Their rapid westward expansion secured them an empire which,
by 440, stretched from Karashar (in the Tarim Basin) to Bactria.
Soon after this they conquered the Kushan Empire and attacked
the Indian state of the Guptas.

Türks or Historic Turks (Chinese: Tu-jue)
This is the first confederation to bear the name &dquo;Turk.&dquo;

They had established themselves in the Altai region and sub-
mitted themselves to the Ruan-ruan of Mongolia. Allied with the
Tabgach, who were sinicized proto-Turks then ruling over north-
ern China, they repulsed the Ruan-ruan in the East, occupied
Mongolia and founded a great nomadic empire. After the death of
founder Bumin in 553, the Turks split up into those of the East
and those of the West who went on to conquer the steppes beyond
the Altai region. In less than 20 years the Tiirks dominated Sogdia
and Bactria with their Iranian populations. In the East they
reached the borders of China, in the West those of the Byzantine
Empire. They thus became the masters of the northern Silk Road.
It was thanks to them that the three great empires (Byzantine, the
Persian of the Assanids, and the Chinese) began to communicate.
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The ascendancy of the Chinese T’ang empire weakened them
during the half century from 630 to 680: the Chinese imposed a
protectorate upon the Eastern Tiirks in Mongolia and stirred up
the rivalries among the Western Turks. In the meantime, however,
the Eastern Turks reestablished their hegemony over Mongolia
under El-Terich (680), and his successor Kap-kagan even
expanded the new empire from the Great Wall to Sir-darya. The
inscriptions on the tombs of Orkhon (in &dquo;Runic&dquo; script) extolled
the power of Kol Tegin (732) and Bilga Kagan (735). The empire
collapsed upon the latter’s death.

The Uighurs
The Uighur, a Turk people, founded their first nomadic empire in
Mongolia in 774 A.D. at the old seats of the Xiong-nu leaders and
the Turk kagans. In 840 their territories were occupied by the
Kirghizes of the Upper Yenissey. Thereafter one group established
itself in Gansu. They became the ancestors of the contemporary
West Yugurs (the Yellow Uighurs). The major part of the Uighurs
went on the found a kingdom in East Turkestan (in Turfan and the
oases of the Tarim Basin). They became sedentary and mixed with
the local &dquo;Tokharian&dquo; populations. This kingdom which controlled
the Silk Road until the thirteenth century became the center of an
advanced civilization, a meeting point of cultures (Turkic, Chi-
nese, &dquo;Tokharian&dquo;), and of many religions (Shamanism,
Manichaeism, Nestorian Christianity, Buddhism).

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219504317109 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219504317109

