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1. Swami Vivekānanda, pictured fourth from the right at the World’s Parliament of Religions, Chicago 1893.




Introduction

11 September 1893. At thirty years of age, this was Swami Vivekānanda’s first attempt at public speaking. Wearing a saffron-coloured turban above robes of crimson and orange, he rose to face an audience of 4,000 people, split between the floor and gallery of the brand-new Hall of Columbus.1

A couple of years before, this part of the Lake Michigan shoreline, just south of Chicago, had been nothing but scrubland. Then 12,000 labourers had set to work: dredging, filling, and laying railway tracks. Locals paid a fee to enter the awe-inspiring construction site, looking on as the sort of iron and steel technology used in Chicago’s skyscrapers was riveted and raised into place. Off these towering frames was hung a mix of white plaster, horsehair and hemp, moulded into colossal structures intended to complement the plazas, fountains and statues all around in recalling ancient Greece and Rome.2 A classical paradise, but with American backbone.

The occasion for all this was the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’ famous journey west. The World’s Columbian Exposition was a year late in opening. But in all other respects, a continent in whose existence Columbus himself had resolutely refused to believe – convinced until the end that his voyages had taken him to Asia – was pulling out the stops to make him proud. There were columns and porticoes, a gilded statue of the Goddess of Liberty, and murals and inscriptions celebrating everything from Isaac Newton to steamship technology. There was Stars and Stripes drapery, electric floodlights and a grand archway inscribed with the words: ‘Ye Shall Know The Truth, And The Truth Shall Make You Free’.3 Here was a country entering its pomp: New Rome and New Jerusalem rolled into one, propelled into the future by Enlightenment values, scientific know-how and the kind of prosperity and optimism without which an undertaking on this scale would be inconceivable.

Today’s event was the opening session of a ‘World’s Parliament of Religions’. Its aim was to bring to an exposition heavily focused on material accomplishments – from engineering to finance – a touch of the transcendent. Proceedings began with the echo around Lake Michigan of the ‘Liberty Bell’, tolling once in honour of each of ten major world religions: Shinto, Taoism, Confucianism, Buddhism, Hinduism, Jainism, Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Sixty or so speakers from around the world processed solemnly into the hall, cassocks and robes of all colours swishing along together as national flags fluttered above. An organ was fired up and a psalm sung, before everyone took to their seats for the speeches of introduction.4

A devoted biographer later remarked of Vivekānanda that he remained in sage-like meditation as all this unfolded. The man himself remembered things differently: ‘My heart [was] fluttering and my tongue nearly dried up.’ When his turn came to speak, in the morning session, he had had to decline. Now, he was ready to greet the gathered throng and, via the media clustered near his feet, to present Hinduism to a Western world which, across many centuries, had largely failed to understand it. It was a truly historic moment. And Vivekānanda hadn’t prepared anything to say.5

‘Sisters and brothers of America’, he began – and was forced to stop there, as raucous applause took hold of the hall. Vivekānanda went on, when the audience allowed him, to make an outline case for Hinduism. The ‘mother of all religions’ had ‘taught the world both tolerance and universal acceptance’. ‘We believe’, he added, ‘not only in universal toleration, but we accept all religions as true’. To an audience consisting primarily of American Christians, familiar with the claim, attributed to Jesus of Nazareth, that ‘No one comes to the Father except through me’, Vivekānanda offered a contrasting line from the Bhagavad Gita: ‘Whosoever comes to Me, through whatsoever form, I reach him; all men are struggling through paths which in the end lead to me.’6

By the time the World’s Parliament wrapped up its proceedings seventeen days later, Vivekānanda’s charismatic contributions had turned him into a minor celebrity. Invitations came in to lecture across the United States and Great Britain. Rumour – or possibly hagiography – had it that extra security had been installed at the Hall of Columbus, after people surged forward on one occasion, trying to touch his robe.7

Vivekānanda no doubt benefitted from largely negative Western impressions of Hinduism up to this point, thanks in no small part to Christian missionary reports about life in rural India that read like grisly dispatches from the front-lines of a war on despair. Against this backdrop, Vivekānanda was a revelation. But perhaps the biggest reason for his success was that Vivekānanda richly deserved his new name, given to him shortly before departing for America by his disciple and sponsor the Mahārāja of Khetri: ‘Vivekānanda’ meant ‘bliss of discerning knowledge’. What he discerned in America, and in the wider West, was a blend of fascination and hunger.

The fascination was old. Colourful stories about India had circulated in Europe as far back as the fifth century BCE, joined later by news of China, Japan and their Asian neighbours. Here was a region of the world – ‘the East’, in European eyes – that appeared rich in gold, jewels, spices and silk. There was monstrosity, too, from strange creatures rumoured to roam India’s plains to the supposedly cannibalistic Japanese. From the early modern era, Asia’s fascination as a place of wealth and wonder was complemented by its promise as colonial and Christian mission territory, and later as a source of fresh wisdom for the West.

The light of Asia appeared, for a time, to shine especially brightly in China. Europeans like Voltaire were thrilled to discover an ancient and successful society, built and maintained on learning and merit rather than clerical privilege. By the time that Swami Vivekānanda arrived in Chicago, Western attention had shifted to India’s exalted poetry and philosophy – drawing in Goethe and Samuel Taylor Coleridge, amongst many others – and interest in Asia had become infused with a sense of lack and longing. Christianity’s biblical foundations were being shaken by geological discoveries, Darwinian evolution and new forms of scholarship. More than a few Christians found that their religion asked too much of them, in terms of doctrine and an exclusive claim to truth, while offering too little of what they needed in return: love, peace, spiritual experience – reassurance that the universe was not just Newtonian mechanism, but spirit and fire as well.

America had particular problems of its own. The constellation of fine structures that made up the World’s Columbian Exposition acquired the nickname ‘White City’, and not just on account of the building materials. Black America was largely missing from this celebration of the United States, a fact condemned by Ida Wells and Frederick Douglass. The latter listed all the things that he would love to share with visitors coming in from around the world, about the condition of his country almost thirty years on from the abolition of slavery:


The moral progress of the American people has kept even pace with their enterprise and their material civilization … two hundred and sixty years of progress and enlightenment have banished barbarism and race hate … the people of the United States are a nation in fact as well as in name.8



Douglass could not share any of this, he said, because none of it was true. The exposition was, ‘morally speaking … a whited sepulcher’. Especially egregious was the use of plazas, walkways and exhibits to portray the cultures of the world according to favoured Western taxonomies of savage, half-civilized, and civilized. Douglass regarded an ethnographic exhibit comprising people from the west African kingdom of Dahomey (now southern Benin) as a calculated insult: they were ‘here to exhibit the Negro as a repulsive savage’.9

Vivekānanda had only been in the United States for a few weeks, arriving from Bombay via Nagasaki and Vancouver.10 But he understood enough about the broader worries of the western world to be able to tailor his talks accordingly. He was generous in lauding America’s virtues, and on matters spiritual he attended to the anxieties of the age almost point by point. Religious truths are an attempt to describe something real, he assured his listeners. They are not imaginary, metaphorical, or relative. But doctrine ought to be treated as a means to truth, not truth itself. Science, meanwhile, is an ally, not a threat: his own tradition, Vivekānanda claimed, had anticipated recent and future findings of the natural sciences by millennia, from the conservation of energy to the impossibility of dead matter giving rise to mind.11

Greater roles for women in society? Some of the sages to whom the Vedas, India’s oldest texts, had been revealed, were women. A lesser role for priests? Vivekānanda barely mentioned them, casting the spiritual life as a relationship between a human being and the divine. What about the problem of evil? Karma: a fair and rational arrangement, in which bodies may suffer but a person’s soul journeys on towards union with ‘the Almighty and the All-merciful’ – at once father, mother, and friend, and worshipped primarily in love. Why, though, did the cosmos have to be this way – so complicated, so painful? Hindus do not know, admitted Vivekānanda – a thoroughly disarming response for anyone who had become weary, of late, with certitudes and platitudes, whether religious or scientific.12

Vivekānanda’s appearance at the World’s Parliament of Religions marked a turning point. In two and a half millennia of Western fascination with Asia, he was the first Asian religious leader to lecture widely in the West. Many more followed in his wake, and Vivekānanda’s thousand-year-old Advaita Vedānta tradition – which inspired T. S. Eliot to remark that India’s philosopher-poets made their European counterparts ‘look like schoolboys’ – was soon joined by Japanese Zen as one of Asia’s most popular exports. Western enthusiasm grew rapidly from there, passing through the Beatles and flower-power, the New Age, and into the twenty-first century’s mindfulness and wellness movements.

Garlands and gurus. Incense and chanting. Gnomic one-liners and quiet restraint. Had he lived to see the speed at which Asian cultures would – in some quarters, at least – become mired in misrepresentation and cliché, Swami Vivekānanda might briefly have wondered why he had bothered boarding the boat in Bombay. In the early twenty-first century, his beloved discipline of yoga – which Vivekānanda introduced to small groups of admirers while in America – found itself beset by accusations that an ancient spiritual practice was being reduced to a glorified workout. The fact that billions of dollars was changing hands in the process, with little of it finding its way to India, raised questions about stolen property. It compounded a sense of anger amongst people with Asian heritage at having precious practices or ways of looking at the world subjected to crude and potentially lasting manipulation – sometimes just for the sake of an #uplifting Instagram post.

Disappointed Vivekānanda might have been – but probably not surprised. In his final address to the World’s Parliament of Religions, he observed that Westerners’ interest in Hinduism appeared to be tinged by a desire for ‘the exclusive survival of [their] own religion’. He had in mind not just Christianity but the broader culture of which it was a part in the modern West. The parliament had convened amidst the most extraordinary architectural display of wealth, creativity and success. Yes, people sensed something lacking – otherwise Vivekānanda would have been speaking to an empty hall. But how much was the average person prepared to risk in addressing that lack? When it came down to it, were they in search of wisdom or window-dressing?

Any spiritual leader worth their salt knows how deep such difficulties run, and how mixed people’s motivations may be. What is real? Who says? How should I live? These three questions have often been at the heart of Western fascination with ‘the East’, all the way from ancient authors for whom India’s fabled beasts and riches marked an extension of reality’s range through to the intense, even salvific allure of Asian philosophy and spirituality for their modern counterparts. The result has been an extraordinary fusion of hope, struggle, astonishment and adventure with avarice, racism, fear of new and radical notions and the desire to apply to the duller parts of life a splash of ‘Oriental’ colour. Pop culture has played its own powerful, confounding role: supplying potentially transformative ideas with unprecedented momentum via music and film, even while its rapid churn threatens to drain them of their drama and banish them to a safe, ironic remove. Star Wars surely retains, for some fans, its Asia-inspired fascination: ‘Luminous beings we are,’ says Yoda to Luke Skywalker in The Empire Strikes Back (1980), ‘not this crude matter.’ Others will have grown up with the parodies and the second-rate imitations.

The Light of Asia sets out to explore this rich weave, focusing on India, China and Japan and on the highs and lows of ‘fascination’. Global politics and economics have, for some time, been moving us away from the notion of two cultural zones confronting one another – ‘West’ and ‘East’. But it would be a brave commentator who claimed that those three animating questions – What is real? Who says? How should I live? – have been settled to general satisfaction. On the contrary: as institutional religion wanes in parts of the West and people sift an array of alternative worldviews, both religious and secular, fascination remains evergreen. How it plays out, in individual lives and across whole societies, feels as pressing now as ever.

Part One of the book – ‘Outward: Discovering Asia’ – traces the evolution of early Western knowledge about Asia, from Greek rumours of fantastical creatures to the eastward journeys of Alexander the Great, Roman traders, Marco Polo and travel writers like the Englishman Thomas Coryate (nickname: the ‘Legge-Stretcher’). Part Two – ‘Downward: Fathoming Asia’ – traces a deepening but highly selective Western understanding of how people in India, China and Japan saw the world, beginning with the Jesuits and running through to the late Victorian era’s enthusiasm for Buddhism and the occult.

Across the twentieth century, increasing numbers of Westerners looked to Asia for solutions to empty lives and faltering societies. Part Three – ‘Inward: Dwellers on the Threshold’ – explores this intimate concern with the East by homing in on three people who launched themselves on spiritual odysseys of a kind, touching the lives of many others in the process. The English writer Alan Watts (1915–73) was one of his era’s pre-eminent popularizers of Asian wisdom, and a leading light in America’s counter-culture. His fellow Englishman Bede Griffiths (1906–93) spent the second half of his life in south India, living as a sannyasin – religious ascetic – and working out a blend of Christianity, Hinduism and modern science that earned him the title ‘Father of the New Age’. The Swiss psychiatrist Erna Hoch (1919–2003) moved to the Indian city of Lucknow to run one of the country’s first mental health clinics. There, and later in the Himalayas, she brought her love of the Stoics and her ebbing Christian faith into conversation with Indian thought and the emerging worlds of psychotherapy and transcultural psychiatry.

Our epilogue – ‘Onward’ – returns to the three big questions that have driven and shaped Western fascination with the East, surveying the successes and failures of the past and looking to the future. The personalities and technologies are changing, but the challenges and joys seem set to remain: of encountering fresh ideas and facing the invigorating prospect – conveyed so vividly by Vivekānanda in the cavernous Hall of Columbus – that the world can yet be reimagined, all the way down.




Part One



OUTWARD: DISCOVERING ASIA (ANTIQUITY TO 1600)
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2. Map of the World according to Herodotus, (c. 450 BCE).



1.

Barbaroi, Agrioi


The great Olympian games were at hand, and Herodotus thought this the opportunity he had been hoping for. He waited for a packed audience to assemble, one containing the most eminent men from all Greece; he appeared in the temple chamber, presenting himself as a competitor for an Olympic honour, not as a spectator; then he recited his Histories and so bewitched his audience that his books were called after the Muses, for they too were nine in number.

Lucian, Herodotus and Aetion1



If the ancient Greek historian Herodotus of Halicarnassus (c. 484– c. 425 BCE) really had recited his Histories in its entirety at the Olympics, then not only he but his audience too would have been in line for a medal – or rather an olive-leaf wreath, for such were the prizes given out at the quadrennial games. An account of Greek relationships with eastern barbaroi (‘barbarians’) from the mid-sixth century through to Herodotus’ own era, the Histories ran to more than twice the length of the Iliad or Odyssey. It would have taken somewhere in the region of fifty hours to perform.2 This anecdote, penned centuries later by the notoriously mischievous satirist Lucian, is probably even less reliable than a rival version that has Herodotus waiting for some cloud cover at Olympia before beginning his recitation – only for his audience steadily to disperse, leaving him with no one to speak to.3

Elements of the story are plausible nonetheless. It may be that as few as 10 per cent of adult citizens in the Greek city-states were literate in this period. Theirs was an overwhelmingly oral society, in which great writers ‘published’ their works by performing them at festivals or in wealthy homes.4 With that in mind, the ancient Greek equivalent of a literary agent might have regarded the Olympics as a very good gig if you could get it: the Panhellenic event par excellence, up there with the poetry attributed to Homer, the Greek language, the pantheon of gods and goddesses found in the writings of Hesiod, and latterly the Graeco-Persian Wars (499–449 BCE), as both source and ongoing expression of a proud shared culture.

If Herodotus, whom Cicero famously dubbed the ‘Father of History’, did indeed read portions of his great work at the Olympics, one can imagine him choosing his passages with care. Despite suffering defeat at Thermopylae in 480 BCE, along with the subsequent burning of a hastily abandoned Athens, the Greeks had managed to see off the mighty Persian Empire a year later at Plataea. This presented ideal material for Olympic spectators willing to put aside traditional city-state rivalries and consider themselves ‘Greeks’ for the day. And yet it is hard to imagine an audience hungering for Greek heroism or clamouring for Persian blood offering more than polite, slightly perplexed applause for Herodotus’ observation that ‘Everyone believes his own customs to be by far and away the best’. Ditto the revelation that amongst those who respected the Olympic ideal – competing for honour, not reward – was none other than arch-villain Xerxes. Herodotus’ lauding of hardiness and austerity was a guaranteed crowd-pleaser, but only if he left out the parts where Persians, too, were shown to possess those qualities. Even the celebrated climax of the Histories would have required some judicious editing: Herodotus counselled that ‘Soft lands are prone to breed soft men’ – but he places this wise observation not in a Greek mouth but on the tongue of Cyrus II.5

The cliché of plucky democratic Westerners wiping the floor with lazy, despotic Orientals, often read back into Herodotus and his account of the Graeco-Persian Wars, was largely an invention of a later era – deployed with particular force by colonial-era Englishmen and women writing about Mughal India. Herodotus did indeed contrast the free, courageous and law-abiding people of Sparta with Persians living in fear of an unfettered autocrat. But his foundational work of history-writing and ethnography was less concerned with ideology and jingoism than with evidence, nuance and the highs and lows of human behaviour across the known world.6 When Plutarch dubbed Herodotus the ‘Father of Lies’, his complaint was not a fetish for falsehood, but rather Herodotus’ stubborn unwillingness to arrange his facts into the form of a morality tale.7

So much for the near, known world. What of the world’s farther reaches, in Herodotus’ day? Many Greeks understood the earth to be a cylinder, floating in space and surrounded by other celestial objects including the sun and moon. The world’s landmass lay atop the cylinder, divided into three continents: Europe, Asia and Libya. From the Greek city-states, more or less at the centre, this world spread outwards in concentric circles. First came the lands of non-Greeks (lumped together as barbaroi), where people knew little of the language, customs and institutions of the polis. They did not worship, treat women or raise children in the right way. Next came the wild people (agrioi), beyond whose inhospitable lands lay only the perpetually circulating river – and god – Oceanus, marking the very edge of the world.8 Epic poems like the Odyssey, telling the story of Odysseus’ journey home from the Trojan War, played on and deepened this sense of a safe and secure centre versus perilous peripheries.

Herodotus refused to accept the idea of a River Oceanus, on the basis of a lack of evidence. And only grudgingly did he follow what he described as the ‘conventional’ tripartite division of land.9 In this scheme, Europe dominated the northern half of the world. Asia was imagined as running from Asia Minor and the River Nile all the way eastwards to India. And Libya was pictured running westwards from the Nile. The word ‘Libya’, noted Herodotus, was said to derive from a woman of that name who had lived there in the distant past. ‘Asia’ was the name of a goddess-nymph: daughter of Oceanus, and wife of Prometheus. ‘Europe’, meanwhile, was thought to be named after the goddess Europa, one of the consorts of Zeus. For Herodotus, all this suggested that when it came to how Greeks imagined the earth, stories passed down over time were taking precedence over reliable geographical knowledge.

What about the people spread out across these continents? Here, the dividing line between stories and evidence was less closely considered by Herodotus. Instead, the power of the strange and the fantastical – over writer and reader alike – was given free rein. Working with the testimony of informants from various parts of the world, with whom he communicated in Greek, Herodotus set out to describe nearby peoples: the Lydians of Asia Minor, the nomadic Scythians to the north and east of the Black Sea, the Egyptians – whom the Greeks associated, amongst other things, with ancient and mysterious wisdom – and of course the Persians.10

Should one risk venturing north of the Scythians, Herodotus suggested, monstrous peoples lay in wait. The Sauromatae were known for their warlike womenfolk, refusing to take a husband until they had killed a man on the battlefield. Then there were the lawless, cannibalistic Androphagi, alongside other groups who were variously bald, possessed goat’s feet, slept for six months of the year (Herodotus didn’t believe this particular story), turned into wolves on occasion, ate lice and held funerary feasts at which diced flesh from the corpse was mixed with cattle-meat. Herodotus suspected that, insofar as they might be true, these horrors of the far north were attributable to a poor climate: rocky or arid land prevented the living of settled, civilized lives. The local wildlife was said to be equally inhospitable, ranging from golden griffins (here again, Herodotus had his doubts) through to gorgons.11

Herodotus was not the only Greek writer of his era to ponder the relationships between climate and culture. A treatise called Airs, Waters, Places, possibly authored by Hippocrates (c. 460–370 BCE), concluded in the wake of Greek victories over the Persian Empire that Asia’s moderate climate was ideal for growing crops and raising healthy livestock but was terrible for human development. Such a happy climate resulted in too great an emphasis on pleasure. Only where the weather varied wildly and kept human beings on their toes could virtues such as ‘courage’, ‘industriousness’ and ‘spiritedness’ truly flourish. Many Asian peoples had the additional disadvantage of living under monarchies, which the author of Airs, Waters, Places saw as an additional reason for passivity and for Persia’s recent defeats – who, after all, would willingly fight a war in defence of someone else’s sovereignty?12

⋆

The vast Persian Empire was important to Greeks, not just as an adversary but as a conduit for news of what lay still further eastwards: a land through which, Herodotus claimed, a great river ran, called the Indus. One could travel no farther eastwards than this: beyond lay only sand and the rising sun. Herodotus recorded that after Darius I brought this region under his control, he sent an Ionian explorer named Scylax of Caryanda on a thirty-month expedition sailing down the Indus River to find out where its crocodile-infested waters went. If an ancient reconnaissance mission of this kind did indeed take place – and excavations, alongside a range of authors, attest to one – it would make Scylax the first recorded Western visitor to India.13

Herodotus’ writings about the region around the Indus were a potent and uncertain blend of fantasy and hearsay. The latter most likely comprised a blend of what someone, somewhere along the line had actually observed, with material drawn from India’s mythological oral literature – stories of gods, kings and fabulous beasts. Greek literature surely played a role too, its love of marvel informing the way that Herodotus imagined his readers and their expectations.14

There were, claimed Herodotus, ‘many nations’ amongst the Indians, ‘none speaking the same language’.15 Some were vegetarians, others sailed the seas in boats fashioned from a single piece of cane, catching fish and eating them raw. Still others consumed animal flesh, and even human beings who had fallen ill or grown old. This last was a fairly standard form of behaviour, in Greek thinking, for people who lived close to the edge of the inhabited world. ‘Volubly though he may protest his good health,’ wrote Herodotus, ‘they will not pay him the slightest attention, but kill him anyway and make a feast of him.’16 The creation of life was scarcely more decorous than its destruction: it was said to be common for men and women to have sex in public.17

Herodotus had heard from Persian sources that India was a place of great wealth in gold. Some parts of north India supposedly consisted of sandy desert, inhabited by giant ants, somewhere between a fox and a dog in size. These ants dug holes, returning sand to the surface that was full of gold dust. Indians gathered this bounty into sacks during the blistering heat of the day, while the ants were taking refuge underground. They then raced out of the desert on the backs of camels that were as swift as Greek horses, outpacing irate ants who would catch their scent and give chase.18 Herodotus seemed relatively convinced of this aspect of Indian life: he had heard of it from a Persian informant to whose superiors some of the gathered gold was paid in tribute. (The story perhaps has origins in Rajasthan’s Thar Desert, though one theory for the gold-digging ants is a type of Himalayan marmot, which does indeed dig holes in gold-bearing soil.)19

Alongside geography and wildlife, Herodotus introduced his readers – or listeners – to a natural product which would one day be of great interest to Europeans. It was a kind of wool, ‘more beautiful and excellent than the wool of sheep’, which was said to grow on trees.20 Unlike the giant ants, this material – cotton – had actually been seen with Greek eyes: in the form of woven fabric, on the bodies of Indian warriors fighting for the Persian Empire. Indian infantry, armed with reed bows and reed arrows tipped with iron, were said to have fought at the Battle of Plataea. Some may have ended up in Athens, as slaves.21

Herodotus was not the only means by which news or rumours of India reached the Greek-speaking world. Scylax is thought to have penned an account of his travels in the Indus region – since lost to posterity – amongst whose memorable and stubbornly long-lived claims was that India was home to various strange groups of people. One, the Skyapods (shadow-feet), possessed only one leg, on the end of which was a foot so enormous that they deployed it as a sun-shade at noon. Another group, the Otoliknoi (winnowing-ears), were said to have ears so big that they could wrap them around their bodies. As with parts of Herodotus’ account, so too with Scylax; some of these notions probably had origins in Indian storytelling – becoming mixed up, perhaps, with fantastical elements in Greek poetry.22

The first known Western work devoted to India came in the fifth century BCE. The Indika survives now only in fragments – fittingly, perhaps, since it was torn to shreds by its critics. It was the work of Ctesias of Cnidus who, having been captured as a prisoner of war, went on to serve as court physician to the Persian emperor in Persepolis for some seventeen years at the end of the fifth century. This position would have given him access both to ideas circulating about India at the heart of the Persian Empire and to Indian diplomats and merchants in person.

Despite these advantages, and while going out of his way to condemn Herodotus as a liar, Ctesias produced a series of claims that baffled and enraged his later critics – who, in seeking to define themselves as new and more serious sorts of commentators, depicted Ctesias by contrast as a charlatan. India, insisted Ctesias, was a place where liquid gold flows from springs, and single-horned wild asses roam the land – the origin, most likely, of a Western belief in unicorns. Howling dog-headed men loom over ‘pygmies’, little more than two feet tall, who let their hair and beards grow long to conceal their modesty. Most fearsome by far was the martichora (‘man-eater’), one of which Ctesias claimed to have seen with his own eyes when it was brought to the Persian court. Red and lion-like, with a human face incorporating blue eyes and three rows of teeth in each jaw, it had a scorpion tail that was capable of firing foot-long stingers at its enemies.23

Not all the criticism levelled at poor Ctesias was fair. He claimed that the martichora were hunted by Indians riding enormous monsters capable of uprooting trees and smashing city walls. Fluttering around above were birds with crimson faces, black beards and dark blue plumage, who would speak to you in Greek if you taught them how. Better still, some Indians possessed supernatural swords that could withstand harsh monsoon weather undamaged. Lies, lies, lies. Until, that is, Westerners encountered elephants, parrots and craftsmen who had found a way of adding phosphorous to wrought iron to create a rust-resistant alloy.24

⋆

One of the first Greeks to write at length about elephants was Aristotle (384–322 BCE). One of the first to fight them was his pupil Alexander (356–323 BCE), son of Philip II of Macedon. Alexander may have imbibed from his polymath tutor the idea that from atop the ‘Asiatic Parnassus’ (Hindu Kush), you would be able to see the great River Oceanus itself.25 To cross the Kush would, in other words, bring you close to a full conquest of the eastern portion of the world.

The influence of Aristotle was certainly at play after Alexander succeeded his father and completed his conquest of the Greek-speaking world. Rather than sit back and relax, he gathered a retinue of geographers, historians, botanists and zoologists, alongside an army of around 40,000 men,26 and in 334 BCE crossed the Hellespont into Asia – in search of glory, riches and the Oceanus.




[image: A painting of Alexander and his men marching on horses with flags and spears towards nude men. Nude women and children are in the tents behind the men.]
3. Alexander and the Indian ‘Gymnosophists’, a.k.a. ‘naked philosophers’.



2.

Into India


Since you are a mortal, why do you make so many wars? When you have seized everything, where will you take it?

Attributed to Dandamis, one of the ‘naked philosophers’1



In just a handful of years after crossing the Hellespont, Alexander’s armies managed to prise from Persian hands an astonishing amount of territory, spanning Asia Minor, the Mediterranean coast, Egypt and Mesopotamia. Babylon fell, followed by the Persian capital Persepolis. Built by Darius I and his successors over many generations, it was plundered and partially destroyed. On the armies went, crossing the Hindu Kush mountain range and storming through the Swat and Gandhara regions before crossing the Indus and entering the city of Taxila in 326 BCE.

The king in Taxila made peace, but a ruler named Porus, whose kingdom lay the other side of the River Jhelum, chose to fight. Alexander’s hardened, highly mobile cavalry and flaming arrows won the day against Porus’ ponderous elephants.2 But his journey east ended soon thereafter: not at the River Oceanus, as planned, but at the River Beas (Hyphasis, in Greek), still only in the north-west of the Indian subcontinent. A portion of his forces sailed down the Indus and followed the coast to Mesopotamia, while Alexander led a contingent overland to Babylon, where he fell ill and died in 323.

Quite why Alexander did not push on, no one knows. Most likely an exhausted soldiery, missing their families and with armour and clothes so worn that some had exchanged them for Indian dress, saw no point in pressing beyond the Beas into a country that was larger and better-defended than expected.3 A history of his campaigns by the Greek historian Arrian, written in the second century CE, has Alexander at the Beas trying to convince his sceptical soldiers that the River Ganges is not too far away. The Ganges, Alexander assures them, is part of ‘the great sea that encircles all land’ – Oceanus.4

The reasons why the Beas became a turning point, literally and historically, are shrouded not just in mystery but in legend. Alexander’s arrival in India did not so much dispel previous fantasies about the country as generate new ones, and place him at the centre of them. One of many myths that grew up around the memory of ‘Alexander the Great’ was that his forces did in fact travel as far east as the River Ganges. At this point they were greeted by a river 4 miles wide and 100 fathoms deep, on whose farther bank waited an Indian army consisting of 200,000 foot soldiers, 80,000 cavalry, 8,000 chariots and 6,000 war elephants – their trumpeting calls and powerful odour wafting across the water.5

Other stories about Alexander’s short time in India, found in various ancient sources alongside versions of the largely legendary Alexander Romance, tell of encounters in idyllic surroundings with the country’s so-called ‘naked philosophers’ (‘gymnosophists’):


[Alexander] saw great forests and tall trees, beautiful to look at and bearing all kinds of fruit. A river ran round the land, with clear water as bright as milk. There were innumerable palm trees, heavy with fruit, and the vine stock bore a thousand beautiful and tempting grapes … the philosophers themselves [were] entirely without clothing and living in huts and caves. A long way off from them he saw their wives and children, looking after the flocks.6



According to legend, the king of the naked philosophers was a man named Dandamis (in some sources, ‘Mandamis’). He asked Alexander about his endless war-making. Alexander replied by pleading the power over him of the ‘divine will’: ‘I would like to stop making war,’ he said, ‘but the master of my soul does not allow me.’ He then asked questions of his own. Did the philosophers have graves? Were the living or the dead greater in number? Was life or death stronger, earth or sea greater? And which was the wickedest of creatures? With this last enquiry, Alexander appeared to have set a trap for himself. ‘Learn from yourself the answer to that’, he was told: ‘you are a wild beast’.7

Although some of these accounts were bound up with later European reappraisals of Alexander, and the destruction wrought by his armies, it is probable that he did indeed encounter a number of Indian ascetics. By the fourth century BCE, the subcontinent’s earliest known sacred literature had been developing for around a thousand years (that of the preceding Indus Valley civilization has been lost). Its foundations lay in four ‘Vedas’: Sanskrit texts, understood to have been divinely revealed to sages and transmitted orally thereafter. The oldest of the Vedas was the Rig Veda – literally ‘praise knowledge’. Dating back to around 1500 BCE, it included hymns and mantras, discussion of rituals, and lines of poetry. The concept of dharma (approximating to ‘righteous conduct’, or ‘right living’) made its appearance in this early Vedic era, as did karma, the cycle of rebirth, and a number of powerful gods including Agni, Indra, Sūrya and Vishnu.

Since the sixth century BCE, small numbers of people in north India’s increasingly urbanized polities had chosen to abandon everyday life in favour of seeking religious knowledge via renunciation (sannyasa): living simply and remotely, and engaging in various sorts of ascetic discipline. Two of the best known of these renunciates were Siddhartha Gautama and Mahavira, who may have lived around the time of Herodotus and whose Buddhist and Jain monastic communities, respectively, were growing in influence during Alexander’s era. Historians have speculated that the Greek philosopher Pyrrho (360–270 BCE), who travelled in Alexander’s entourage, may have met and been influenced by Buddhists while in India. What we know of his renunciate lifestyle, his ‘suspension of judgement’ on ultimate questions, and his teachings on apatheia (‘freedom from suffering’) and ataraxia (‘untroubledness’) bear striking resemblance to Buddhist ideals.

Most of the sannyasi in north-west India, however, came from the priestly Brahmin caste, and remained within the Vedic tradition (or ‘Brahmanism’, as it came to be called). These sannyasi contributed to India’s Vedic literature some of the subcontinent’s first and most profound philosophical speculations, known as the ‘Upanishads’: a Sanskrit word comprising upa (near), ni (down) and shad (sit), giving the sense of sitting down near a spiritual teacher to receive wisdom. Over time, these philosophical passages became detached from their respective Vedas and incorporated into the Vedānta schools of philosophy. ‘Vedānta’ indicated the ‘end-point’ or ‘essence’ of the Vedas, helping to suggest to Westerners in the far future that these passages represented the highest point of Indian wisdom.

The historical basis of the back-and-forth dialogue attributed to Alexander and the naked philosophers is unknown, but it has the ring of the sort of public question-and-answer sessions sometimes found in the Upanishads and similar Sanskrit texts. Onesicritus, one of the historians who travelled in Alexander’s entourage, wrote about these men after meeting some of them, it seems, near Taxila. He noted their frugal and natural living, receipt of alms, vegetarianism and knowledge of the natural world.8 Here was India moving, in the Western imagination, from a fantastical place – of little real concern beyond being a source of good stories – to one inhabited by people with complex ideas and respectable practices. No wonder that traditions later emerged, running right into the modern era, that Greek wisdom owed something to ancient India. Some claimed that this influence had come via Egypt; others argued that the likes of Pythagoras (c. 570–495 BCE) might actually have travelled to India.

It was soon clear, too, that India was home not just to wise but to wealthy and powerful men. Amongst the generals left to scrap amongst themselves for pieces of Alexander’s short-lived empire was Seleucus Nikator. In the course of consolidating his territory – the Seleucid Empire, which ended up spanning much of Asia Minor and Mesopotamia – he and his army made their way towards the Indus River. There they encountered forces commanded by Chandragupta Maurya (350–295 BCE). He had seized control of the prosperous kingdom of Magadha, including its enormous capital Pataliputra on the southern bank of the Ganges, and was in the process of turning it into the earliest known pan-Indian empire. Seleucus was one of the first people to get in Chandragupta’s way, resulting in war and the latter’s victory in 303 BCE.

More important than the fighting, for Western understandings of India, were the terms of the peace. Seleucus withdrew to the Hindu Kush, Chandragupta lavished 500 war-elephants on him, and the two men agreed to exchange ambassadors. Selected as Seleucus’ man in Pataliputra was Megasthenes (c. 350–290 BCE). For the first time, the Greek-speaking world gained an on-the-spot amateur ethnographer. His four-volume study Indica (c. 300 BCE), which survives in fragments reproduced in the writings of later authors including Strabo, Pliny the Elder and Arrian, represented a first attempt – deeply influential through to the Roman era and beyond – to make sense of Indian culture and geography for a Western audience.9

At its most ambitious, Indica attempted to find a place for India in the cosmos as Megasthenes understood it. He claimed that this had once been a land of nomads given to eating raw animal flesh and the bark of trees. Then, one day, Dionysus, a son of Zeus, had arrived, bringing civilization with him: seeds and settled agriculture, architecture, law, weapons and wine. He taught people how to worship the gods, himself included, with cymbals and drums. The heroic Heracles, another son of Zeus, followed some fifteen generations later, taking a great many wives and leaving behind a large number of sons – alongside a single daughter by the name of Pandaea, who became a queen and ruled over an area of India beyond the Indus, which came to be named after her.

India’s philosophers could be divided, thought Megasthenes, into mountain-dwelling devotees of Dionysus and plains-dwelling worshippers of Heracles. He noted that some of these philosophers were women – he was perhaps encountering members of the Buddhist sangha here. And to the description offered by Onesicritus he added that the philosophers were interested in the soul, death and the illusory (‘dream-like’) nature of life.10

What looked like an audacious mythological land-grab on the part of Megasthenes, turning two famously adventurous Greek gods into founding figures for India, had origins in recent history. Alexander was convinced, during his Indian campaign, that he was following in the footsteps of Dionysus and Heracles. A tradition grew up around the idea, encouraging Megasthenes to discern both gods in India’s festivals and sacred literature. He was probably introduced to the latter by Brahmin priests who passed it on by word of mouth (nothing was written down until centuries after Megasthenes’ death). ‘Dionysus’ may have been Shiva or possibly Indra, a warrior-god and bringer of settled agriculture, at whose festivals wine was drunk.11 Some Indian festivities involved cymbals and drums, which again were associated in Greek mythology with Dionysus and his merry band of dancers, nymphs, and satyrs.12 Evidence for Heracles was probably found, by Megasthenes and others, in worship of Krishna, an avatar (incarnation) of Vishnu.13

Megasthenes also furnished Westerners with their first inkling of social or professional categories in India, reporting that there were seven divisions within society. ‘Philosophers’ were at the top (most likely meaning priests and sannyasi) followed by farmers, and then shepherds and hunters. Workers and traders were placed on the fourth rung down, followed by warriors on the fifth, government inspectors on the sixth, and then advisers and counsellors at the very bottom.

Quite how strict Megasthenes thought this hierarchy was, and whether he was reporting here on something approaching caste, is unclear. His idea of seven stratifications may have been borrowed from Herodotus, who suggested something similar of Egyptian society. But his general impression was one of strong social order in India, rather than conflict. Indians struck Megasthenes as honest and trusting, with theft, lawsuits and guards for houses all reported to be rare. People ate rice and seasoned meat, and dressed in sometimes brightly coloured cotton, complemented by ornate jewellery. They were generally healthy and long-lived. India was more broadly, in Megasthenes’ telling, a place of plenty: great rivers; elephants, tigers and monkeys; two harvests per year; gold and silver.14

For all that Megasthenes was able to write on the basis of experience in India, and of access to people in the know, he followed in the footsteps of predecessors like Ctesias in frustrating his readership with what looked like tall tales. Many of these had origins in Indian stories about gods, kings and far-away people, which Megasthenes picked up – probably quite imperfectly, given barriers of language – during his time in India. So it was that alongside providing matter-of-fact discussions of Pataliputra, Megasthenes also wrote about mouthless people who survived on the aromas of fruits, flowers and roasted meats (and who could be killed by bad smells). Other peoples apparently missing key bits of anatomy included the ‘Noseless Ones’ and the ‘One-eyes’.15

It may be that in this era a certain amount of cultural influence began to run the other way, too. Greek-speaking communities had emerged in the north-west of India and Central Asia, comprising veterans of Alexander’s army who had taken local wives and were now living in garrison towns like Alexandropolis (which via ‘Iskander’ later became known as Kandahar). They crop up in ancient Indian texts as mlecchas (barbarians), who don’t keep the rules and are not generally considered an asset to the area. This was not entirely fair, however. Greek medicine spread in the region, and Greek words connected with astronomy found their way into Sanskrit.16

Artistic exchange from the second century BCE onwards produced a mixed ‘Gandhara’ style, whose Graeco-Roman elements were clear in images of the Buddha looking rather like the god Apollo.17 Suggestive parallels – albeit lacking evidence of actual connections – have been found between two sets of epic poems: the Iliad and Odyssey, set down in writing around the sixth century BCE, and India’s Mahābhārata and Rāmāyana, both composed between around 300 BCE and 300 CE. The Iliad and the Mahābhārata are military adventures. Both involve gods and men, both include an archery contest, and both feature a hero – Achilles and Krishna, respectively – sustaining a fatal wound to the heel. The Odyssey and the Rāmāyana meanwhile depict journeys home to loved ones, the latter work including a war to rescue a beloved woman (Sita) who bears comparison to Helen of Troy.18

⋆

The empire that Chandragupta built made its way, in 262 BCE, into the hands of his grandson, Ashoka, one of the most celebrated figures in Indian history. Ashoka expanded the Mauryan Empire until it stretched from the Hindu Kush in the west across to the Bay of Bengal in the east, and down to Mysore in the south, leaving only the southern tip of the subcontinent beyond its borders. Filled with remorse at the cost in blood of all this success, Ashoka famously committed himself to ruling according to the Buddhist dharma as he understood it: with honesty, compassion, mercy, tolerance, benevolence and non-violence. He carved these teachings into rocks and pillars located across the land, sent emissaries across his empire and beyond to places like Burma and Sri Lanka, and even preached the dharma personally on royal tours. He taught respect for all religions, but was recalled with particular warmth by Buddhists, as a powerful and effective patron.

Whatever the blend of piety and pragmatism at work in Ashoka’s rule – the unifying potential of the dharma, across a large and diverse empire, must not have escaped his notice – the result was a realm that required precious little from abroad. Everything from agrarian produce to raw materials to finished crafts of all kinds was available via overland and riverine trade routes that came to span the subcontinent. These routes remained long after the Mauryan Empire declined and finally collapsed in 185 BCE, maintaining connections across what became a patchwork of kingdoms and republics. Cities began to gain reputations for particular products: Varanasi in the north for sandalwood and muslin; Madurai in the south for cotton goods.19 Traders ventured beyond India’s borders too, some of them heading out into South-East Asia in search of jewels and spices.

It may have been thanks to a shipwrecked Indian sailor that maritime trade got going between the Graeco-Roman world and India. In 118 BCE, a sailor is said to have been rescued from the Red Sea and brought before Ptolemy II of Egypt. He was somehow taught Greek, and in that language he began to divulge the secrets of the monsoon winds. This made it possible for a Greek navigator by the name of Eudoxus of Cyzicus to be sent by Ptolemy on a successful journey to India and back.

Whether or not the story of the Indian sailor is true, Eudoxus’ journey is well-attested, usually dated to around 116 BCE.20 A trading route between Egypt and India, across open ocean, was soon established, although only modest use of it was made at first. That changed with the rise of the Roman Empire. Within a few years of Octavian’s defeat of Mark Antony and Cleopatra at the Battle of Actium (31 BCE), the trade began to boom. Strabo (c. 64 BCE–24 CE) estimated the number of ships heading out to India every year from the Red Sea port of Myos Hormos at 120. Trade with south Indian kingdoms on the Malabar Coast was especially significant, marking the entry of the southern portion of the subcontinent into Western consciousness – where previously ‘India’ had meant the Indus Valley region, along with territory eastwards towards the Ganges.21

Octavian – granted the honorific title ‘Augustus’ in 27 BCE – received up to four separate embassies from Indian rulers.22 They came bearing gifts, which two authors of the era (Strabo and Dio Cassius) claimed included tigers, a boy with no arms and a holy man who burned himself alive in front of Augustus while he was visiting Athens. Receiving embassies from as far afield as southern India was enormously significant for Rome’s first emperor. The reference point for Graeco-Roman culture, when it came to the East, was Alexander the Great and his extraordinary achievements, and not even he had succeeded in making such distant contacts. A few decades later, Emperor Claudius (reigned 41–54 CE) received an embassy from Sri Lanka, which was known at the time as ‘Taprobane’.23

Trade between the Graeco-Roman world and India was no doubt helped along by warm diplomatic relations at the top, but it relied principally on networks of merchants spread across the route: Indians, Egyptians, Romans and Greeks, perhaps alongside Arabs and Ethiopians too.24 By Pliny’s reckoning, the trade with India ‘drained’ the empire’s economy of 50 million sesterces every year – though quite where he got his figures from, and what he meant by them, remains unclear.25

The trade was not without its risks. An important maritime manual of the era, the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, estimated the journey time to India at six months. The two key ports were on India’s western coast: Muziris in the far south, part of the Malabar region, and Barygaza in the north. Alongside the inherent risk involved in riding the strong monsoon winds, even in the sturdy Arab vessels that are thought to have been used, piracy off the eastern coast of the Red Sea during the journey became enough of a problem that some Roman freighters began putting to sea in small fleets for the sake of collective security – some, reported Pliny, with companies of archers aboard.26

Such was the seasonal nature of the south-west monsoon that ships tended to arrive in India around early September and then depart in early November. This left plenty of time for doing deals. Roman traders brought with them slaves, wine, Spanish olive oil, terracotta jars (amphorae), bronzeware including mirrors and lamps, unworked glass and glassware, and large quantities of silver and gold coins. Local rulers were plied with gifts, and Roman mercenaries sometimes sold themselves into service with Indian princes: as soldiers, or as bodyguards. Amongst the goods coming the other way were perfumes, precious stones and woods, cardamom, turmeric, cinnamon, Kashmiri wool, ivory, pearls, Indian and Chinese silk, parrots and the occasional tiger or leopard. Indian slaves may have formed part of this trade, too.27

The most important commodity by far featured in a Tamil poet’s description of the arrival of the ‘Yavana’ (Greeks, or perhaps people from the west in general) at the port of Muchiri (Muziris):


Here lies the thriving town of Muchiri, where the beautiful large ships of the Yavana come, bringing gold, splashing the white foam on the waters of the [River] Periyar, and then return laden with pepper. Here the music of the surging sea never ceases, and the great king presents to visitors the rare products of sea and mountain.28



Pepper had been known in the Mediterranean world since the second millennium BCE, and was probably first imported by the Phoenicians. But the availability of spices in the early decades of the Roman Empire was unprecedented, and the Roman appetite for pepper prodigious.29 Some in south India, where it was brought to the coast from forests in Kerala, began to refer to it as Yavanapriya: ‘passion of the Yavana’. Pliny the Elder (c. 23–79 CE), who used Greek sources to write about India in his Natural History, regarded Rome’s emerging pepper passion as indulgent folly.30 He worried, too, about Roman women’s love of silk. The material was sometimes reworked in Syria and Egypt after import from India, creating a diaphanous final product that gave its wearer, according to Pliny, the appearance of near-nakedness.31 Seneca (c. 4–65 CE) concurred, denouncing both the figure-hugging qualities of silk and the immodesty of Roman women who were prepared to wear it.32

The Roman poet Martial (c. 40–103 CE) took a slightly different view. Writing to a friend by the name of Flaccus, he cautioned against having anything to do with the kind of woman ‘who values herself at no more than half a dozen jars of pickle’. His own mistress demanded of him ‘the most precious perfume’ and ‘green emeralds’. Nor was that all:


[She] will have no dress except of the very best silks from the Tuscan Street [in central Rome] … Do you think that I wish to make such presents to a mistress? No, I do not: but I wish my mistress to be worthy of such presents.33



Here, in early form, was an example of the contradictory takes on Asia that would recur down the centuries in the West. Sometimes luxury, laziness and vice were the keynotes, in contrast to hardy and high-achieving Westerners. At other times, a variety of virtues were discerned, or imagined: great refinement, as suggested by high grades of silk; or a purity of heart and conduct, of a sort that had been lost or squandered in the West. Cicero (106–43 BCE) was one of the earliest to write in this latter vein, praising the endurance of India’s ascetics and offering the practice of sati – a widow’s self-immolation on her husband’s funeral pyre – as evidence of the admirable fidelity of Indian women.34 The poet Propertius (c. 50–15 BCE) took up a similar theme. He contrasted, in one of his poems, the materialism of silk-loving Romans with an imagined scene playing out in India:


When the last torch has been thrown onto the funeral pyre, the dutiful crowd of widows stands with flowing hair, and hold a deadly competition as to which of them will, living, follow her husband: it is a source of shame not to have had the chance to die.



‘We’, Propertius went on, ‘have a faithless race of brides.’35 Strabo too, working with information supplied by Megasthenes, emphasized the ‘simplicity and thrift’ of Indians, though elsewhere – and rather randomly – he chided them for eating alone and not keeping regular hours for their meals.36

In other writings of this era, India remained simply a byword for the very ends of the earth. Since the time of Plato and Aristotle, the earth had increasingly come to be understood as spherical rather than cylindrical in shape. Eratosthenes (c. 276–194 BCE) had offered an estimate of its circumference, speculating that were it not for the ‘enormity of the Atlantic Ocean … we would be able to sail from Iberia to India’.37 The practical impossibility of making such a journey strengthened the Graeco-Roman sense of a civilized centre versus barbarous and mysterious peripheries. The poet Catullus (c. 84–c. 54 BCE) wrote of ‘far-flung India’ in one direction, and ‘the formidable Britons, furthermost of people’, in the other.38 Missing from this global picture was a great silk-producing civilization to India’s east, of which the Romans had – as yet – only the very faintest sense.




3.

Silk, Spice, Paradise


At the northernmost point, where the sea ends somewhere on the outer fringe, there is a very great inland city called Thina from which silk floss, yarn, and cloth are shipped by land … and via the Ganges River … It is not easy to get to this Thina; for rarely do people come from it, and only a few.1



With these words, the maritime manual Periplus of the Erythraean Sea (first century CE) provided the Graeco-Roman world with an early inkling of a place known already to speakers of Sanskrit as ‘Cīna’. The name came from ‘Qin’: a feudal state located on the Wei River, far to the east of India, which in 221 BCE emerged victorious from a long period of war. Its leader declared himself ‘emperor’, becoming founder of China’s first imperial dynasty.

It was the China of the succeeding Han Dynasty (206 BCE–220 CE) with which the Graeco-Roman world first came into contact. The two cultures shared a high regard for their own way of life – family, farming, worship, bureaucracy – as the happy norm. Nomadic peoples, by contrast, were inherently suspect. For Herodotus, that had meant the Scythians: inhabitants of the western end of the Eurasian steppe, north of the Black Sea. Uppermost in Chinese minds was a loose grouping of tribes and nations at the other end of that steppe, known to them collectively as the Xiongnu.

The Records of the Grand Historian (c. 85 BCE) depicted these Xiongnu as living in ‘northern wastelands’, keeping ‘strange animals’ including camels, and lacking literature, ritual and righteousness. Their ‘heaven-endowed nature’ was to wage war, flee when it went badly, and live solely for material profit.2 Apprehension fuelled these depictions: the Xiongnu were formidable horsemen, whose lightning raids into northern areas of imperial China had necessitated the building of the first Great Wall, complete with watchtowers and signalling beacons. The Xiongnu were also traders. They were part of a diverse range of communities running westwards from China through Central Asia’s mountains and deserts and then into Mesopotamia and South Asia, all taking part in a great commodity relay. Contrary to the modern image of ‘the Silk Road’, with caravans trundling along the Asian equivalent of the Appian Way, this was in fact a network of routes, which most people would travel only in part. Nor was silk the only commodity on the move. It took its place alongside goods including chemicals, metals and paper.3

Ever concerned with security to their north-west, by around 100 BCE the Han Chinese had secured control over the first leg of the relay, running along the Gansu corridor as far as Dunhuang. Beyond this point, they were aware of around fifty Central Asian kingdoms – many little more than the size of a city – whose rulers sent envoys bearing gifts to the Chinese emperor.4 Quite how much Chinese traders sending bolts of silk westwards knew of their Roman customer base some 5,000 miles away remains a mystery. But by the end of the first century CE, something of Rome’s reputation had clearly reached the Chinese court. The Book of the Later Han reports that in 97 CE, a man named Gan Ying was sent to see this far-off place for himself. He travelled, it seems, through the vast Parthian Empire – which had displaced the Seleucids in a region running from the Euphrates to the Hindu Kush – before arriving at the shores of the Persian Gulf.

Another forty days of journeying would have brought Gan Ying into the Roman Empire – but he turned back. Perhaps fearing competition in maritime trade, local sailors exaggerated the length and difficulty of the sea crossing that lay before him, warning of great homesickness and possibly death. ‘When Ying heard this’, says The Book of the Later Han, ‘he gave up his plan.’

Gan Ying returned to China, probably with a stock of secondhand stories about the empire that he had failed to reach. These combined with existing Chinese notions about the far West to produce a picture of a place where the people were tall and honest, lived in towns with stone walls, shaved their heads, wore embroidered clothes and made interesting products, including glassware. The ‘seat of government’ was said to be home to five palaces, whose pillars and tableware were made from crystal. These palaces were occupied, presumably on a rotating basis, by a king who was selected on the basis of his worthiness. All this was deemed similar enough to the Chinese way of life that this mysterious country, at the other end of the known world, was dubbed Daqin – ‘Great China’.5

Just a few decades later, China received a visit from some of the inhabitants of Daqin. The Book of the Later Han records that in 166 CE: ‘King Andun of Daqin sent envoys to present ivory, rhino horns, and the shells of hawksbill turtle, and they arrived from places beyond Rinan. Thus began the communications between the Han and Daqin.’6 ‘King Andun’ was most likely either the Roman Emperor Antoninus Pius or his adopted son and successor Marcus Aurelius Antoninus. And the ‘envoys’ were probably mere merchants, hurriedly promoting themselves and turning trade goods into ‘tribute’ after landing at the southern Chinese military outpost of Rinan and receiving a cooler welcome than they might have hoped for. This would explain why no Roman records exist of any such mission.

In Rome, meanwhile, there was only a vague awareness of ‘Thina’, thanks to the Periplus, alongside references to the ‘Seres’, or Silk People, who were believed to live in the far east of the world. This Roman sense of product and place would have been rendered hazier still by the fact that some of the silk in Roman markets was manufactured in India and on the Greek island of Cos, not in China at all.

Ptolemy’s Geography (c. 150 CE) offered a step forward in Roman awareness of the world. Remarkable for his use of longitudes and latitudes measured in degrees, to indicate key locations, Ptolemy speculated about the distance to ‘Sera’, the presumed capital of the Seres. In doing so, he drew on what he claimed was a merchant’s report. A man named Maes Titianus, possibly a Macedonian, had apparently sent an expedition through Central Asia, as far east as the ‘Stone Tower’ near the border with the Seres. Here was evidence, perhaps, of Roman trade with China, though the absence, so far, of Roman coins found buried in Chinese soil – whereas whole hoards have been dug up in India – suggests limited direct dealings at best. Likewise, at the diplomatic level, it seems that Han China and the Roman Empire came tantalizingly close to making contact – but never quite close enough.

⋆

The Han Dynasty collapsed in 220 CE. One hundred and fifty years later, the Huns, possibly related to the Xiongnu, began to move westwards from their lands on the western fringe of the Eurasian steppe. As they did so, they pushed another group who were likewise regarded by Rome as barbarians – the Goths – across the River Danube, and into the western Roman Empire. There followed a Herodotean fever dream, as rival groups of barbarians, from places about which he had warned readers of his Histories many centuries before, fought with one another and also with a Roman Empire so weak that it was forced to employ barbarians in its own military ranks. Rome’s leaders tried to keep the Gothic King Alaric out of their city by offering him goodies including 4,000 silk tunics and 3,000 pounds of pepper. It didn’t work. Rome was sacked in 410, Alaric got all the tunics and pepper he could ever want, and the last Western emperor was deposed little more than half a century later.

The Western appetite for Eastern luxuries survived the extinguishing of Roman power, and across the Middle Ages pepper, ginger, cinnamon, saffron, cloves and nutmeg continued to flow into Europe. They were valued less for their ability to preserve meat or disguise a failure to do so – it was generally cheaper to just buy fresh meat – than for their contribution to adventurous cuisine. Visual display was highly prized, alongside interesting aromas and the taking of even educated palates by surprise. A lucky guest might find pureed peas on the menu, fried in bacon fat with chicken, ginger and saffron. Or chessmen crafted from sugar and spices, standing atop a chessboard fashioned from spiced sweetmeats.7

Physicians, influenced by Greek humoral theory, touted the health benefits of spices. Some of them, they noted, possessed purgative properties: a messy but vital means of maintaining inner equilibrium. People suffering with melancholy or sexual dysfunction might be prescribed a pick-me-up combination of foreign spices and local herbs such as rosemary and thyme.8

Certain religious rites would smell wrong without a little frankincense. Some of the early Christian communities had associated exotic fragrances with Roman pantheism, self-indulgence, decadence and dirt (used, as they sometimes were, to mask the urban stink of rubbish and faeces). But in the Bible, spices frequently mark sacred moments. The air
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