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WELCOME!
This is the third in the series Silk Road Diplomats. In the first we 
explored the role of diplomats in opening up to China the trade 
routes through Central Asia, to the West. The second delved into 
the unsuccessful attempts to establish direct diplomatic ties 
between the Chinese and Roman Empires. Now, we turn to three 
remarkable journeys to India undertaken by Buddhist monks in 
their search for truth. Their stories demonstrate the role human 
agents played in promoting cultural exchange – something 
often claimed by historians but rarely explored in practical detail. 
Their personal accounts also illustrate the dangers inherent in 
undertaking long journeys along the Silk Roads. 

Professor Richard Griffiths
Founder of The Silk Road Virtual Museum
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Buddha Cave 20 at Yungang, Datong, China, c. 460 C.E.

THREE MONKS AND THE ROAD TO WISDOM
The ancient Silk Road is often remembered as a route for 
the exchange of silk, spices, and precious goods. But for 
three extraordinary Chinese monks—Faxian, Song Yun, and 
Xuanzang—it was a pathway to something far greater. These 
men did not set out to trade or to conquer. They travelled the 
Silk Road to seek knowledge, to strengthen their faith, and 
to bring back the wisdom of India to enrich the teachings of 
Buddhism in China.
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THREE MONKS AND THE ROAD TO WISDOM
Each journey was different. In the 
early 5th century, Faxian (337-422CE), 
already in his sixties, left China on foot 
to find the sacred monastic rules that 
Chinese Buddhism was sorely lacking. 
A century later, Song Yun (?- 528CE) set 
out on a state-sponsored mission, sent 
by an empress eager to secure spiritual 
legitimacy for her reign. Then, in the 
7th century, Xuanzang (602-664CE), 
defied imperial orders to undertake 
a pilgrimage of unmatched scale, 
returning with hundreds of manuscripts 
and a vision that would reshape Chinese 
Buddhism for generations. 

These are not vague stories of cultural 
exchange; they are vivid accounts of 
journeys along the tracks and trails 
that made up the so-called Silk Roads. 
Their journeys allowed them contacts 
with different cultures but also exposed 
them to great dangers. These men, and 
others like them, made the Silk Road 
more than a trade route—they made 
it a path of discovery, connecting two 
great civilizations through their travels 
and the ideas they carried home.

THE ORIGINS OF 
BUDDHISM IN CHINA
Buddhism likely reached China during 
the 1st century BCE, following Zhang 
Qian’s missions (138–125 BCE), which 
opened trade routes to the West. Initially, 
it was just one of many foreign influences 

filtering into China, coexisting with 
the dominant Daoist and Confucian 
traditions without immediately 
achieving widespread appeal. A pivotal 
moment came in 67 CE with the arrival 
of two Indian monks, Kasyapa Matanga 
and Dharmaratna, at the Chinese court. 
They are traditionally credited with 
bringing Buddhist scriptures to China. 
However, the early translations of these 
texts were often imprecise, shaped by 
Daoist terminology and concepts. This 
blending gave rise to a syncretic form of 
Buddhism, uniquely adapted to Chinese 
intellectual and cultural traditions.

As Buddhism began to spread, it 
encountered both acceptance and 
resistance. The collapse of the Han 
Dynasty in 220 CE plunged China into 
political fragmentation and social 
upheaval, prompting many to seek 
comfort in Buddhist teachings. Its 
emphasis on suffering, impermanence, 
and the af	 terlife offered profound 
insights that resonated in this era 
of instability. During this period, 
Buddhist communities began to 
establish themselves across China, 
and monastic life gained momentum. 
However, Buddhism largely remained 
the faith of foreign monks and a small 
segment of the elite, while the majority 
of the Chinese population continued 
to adhere to indigenous Daoist and 
Confucian traditions.
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Faxian’s statue, Huayan, Shanxi, China
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FAXIAN : THE DIPLOMATIC PILGRIM 
(337–4

22 C
E

)

By the late 4th century, Buddhism had taken root 
in China, but its practice remained fragmented and 
inconsistent. The Buddhist canon had arrived in 
scattered pieces, with translations often plagued 
by inaccuracies or coloured by local interpretations. 
Crucially, Chinese Buddhist communities lacked 
the Vinaya texts—the monastic codes essential for 
ensuring uniformity and orthodoxy in practice. This 
absence left a significant gap in the foundation 
of Chinese Buddhism. For Faxian, an ordained 
monk deeply committed to his faith, the solution 
was clear: he needed to journey to the Buddhist 
heartlands of India to obtain these sacred texts 
first-hand.
At the time, Faxian’s plan was nothing short of audacious. 
The Silk Road was a treacherous web of unmarked trails 
threading through harsh deserts, towering mountain ranges, 
and territories rife with bandits and warring tribes. Despite 
these dangers, Faxian’s mission extended beyond personal 
faith. He understood that retrieving authentic Buddhist 
scriptures would not only deepen China’s spiritual life but 
also fortify the cultural and philosophical bonds between 
China and India, two of the great civilisations of the ancient 
world.

THE JOURNEY BEGINS
In 399 CE, at the age of 62, Faxian embarked on his ambitious 
quest with a small band of companions. Their route stretched 
across the unforgiving Tarim Basin, over the towering 
Pamir Mountains, and deep into the heart of the Indian 
subcontinent. It was a journey that tested their endurance at 
every step, fraught with dangers from nature and humanity 
alike.

Crossing the barren expanse of the Taklamakan Desert, the 
group endured the extremes of hunger and thirst, often 
surviving days without food. Bandits lurked along the trails, 
and the weather alternated between scorching heat and 
bone-chilling cold.

One harrowing episode unfolded in the Pamir Mountains, 
where a sudden snowstorm caught them off guard. 
Exhausted and disoriented, Faxian was separated from 
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Faxian. the dance-Opera, Beijing 11.6.2016

his companions. He later recounted a 
terrifying night spent huddled under a 
rocky outcrop, bracing against the biting 
cold and fearing he might not survive. 
By morning, however, he discovered a 
faint trail that led him to a caravan of 
traders, who kindly guided him back to 
his group.

One harrowing episode unfolded in 
the Pamir Mountains, where a sudden 
snowstorm caught them off guard. 
Exhausted and disoriented, Faxian was 
separated from his companions. He 
later recounted a terrifying night spent 
huddled under a rocky outcrop, bracing 
against the biting cold and fearing he 

might not survive. By morning, however, 
he discovered a faint trail that led him to 
a caravan of traders, who kindly guided 
him back to his group.

Another dramatic moment came 
at the Iron Gates, a perilous pass in 
present-day Uzbekistan. Ambushed by 
brigands, the group was robbed of their 
belongings. However, Faxian’s quick 
thinking and composed demeanour 
allowed him to protect the sacred items 
he carried, cleverly hidden under his 
robes. He credited his calm negotiation 
with the thieves for sparing their lives 
and enabling their safe escape.
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Faxian. the dance-Opera, Beijing 11.6.2016

Map of Faxian’s Travels. Source: Celebrating Dalit History: Chinese Monk Faxian’s 

Travelogue, Dalit History Month, 8.4.2018

INDIA: THE SOURCE OF 
WISDOM
Upon arriving in India, Faxian’s role 
as a cultural diplomat came to the 
fore. He spent time in key centres of 
Buddhist learning, such as Pataliputra 
(modern-day Patna) and Nalanda, 
engaging with local scholars and 
monastic communities. Here, 
Faxian demonstrated the essence of 
diplomacy—not just as a negotiator 
but as a respectful learner and bridge-
builder.

Faxian’s primary focus was the Vinaya 
texts, but he also collected Sanskrit 
manuscripts of Mahayana sutras and 
other doctrinal works. The hospitality 
he received underscored the respect 
for the Buddhist ethos of shared 
knowledge. Indian monks and scholars 
treated Faxian not as a stranger but as 
a spiritual peer. This mutual recognition 
of shared values allowed him to navigate 
Indian society effectively, forging bonds 
that would ensure the safe transfer of 
knowledge back to China.
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The shipwreck scene. Faxian, the dance-Opera, Beijing 11.6.2016

THE RETURN JOURNEY
Faxian’s return journey, like his outbound 
trek, was fraught with challenges. 
Choosing the sea route, he sailed from 
India to Sri Lanka and then onwards to 
Java and then to China. While sailing 
from Sri Lanka, the ship encountered a 
violent storm. Desperate to lighten the 
ship and appease the gods, the terrified 
passengers, proposed throwing 
Faxian’s collection of scriptures and 
relics overboard. Some, blaming him 
for the storm, even urged abandoning 
him and his sacred cargo entirely. Only 
his steadfast refusal to part with his 

treasures, and a change in the weather, 
saved him. 

That was not the end of his troubles 
though, A violent storm shipwrecked 
him on the Chinese coast in 412 CE. 
Stranded on an unfamiliar shoreline, 
Faxian had to rely on local villagers for 
help. 

Despite all the hardships, Faxian 
returned with an unparalleled treasure 
trove of texts and relics, including 
complete versions of the Vinaya and 
Sanskrit manuscripts of Buddhist 
scriptures. He had been away from 
home for thirteen years and had 



travelled an estimated 12,000-15,000 
kilometres by land and sea.

LEGACY 
The materials Faxian brought with him 
were not mere religious texts. They 
became tools of cultural transformation. 
Once in China, Faxian worked tirelessly 
to translate these works into Chinese. 
This helped standardise Buddhist 
practices and strengthen the 
philosophical ties between Indian and 
Chinese Buddhism. The exchange did 
not flow in one direction; the works 
translated by Faxian influenced Indian 

interpretations of Buddhism as well, 
showing the reciprocal nature of Silk 
Road diplomacy.

Faxian’s journey was a milestone in 
the history of diplomacy and cultural 
exchange. His writings, compiled in 
the travelogue “Record of Buddhist 
Kingdoms” (Fo Guo Ji, 佛国记), offer one 
of the earliest Chinese accounts of India 
and its Buddhist traditions. Through his 
detailed descriptions of Indian society, 
Buddhist practices, and the monasteries 
he visited, Faxian presented India to a 
Chinese audience in a way that bridged 
cultural divides.
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SONG YUN: THE EMISSARY MONK 
(?-528 CE)

In 518 CE, Empress Dowager Hu, a devout Buddhist, sought to revitalise 
the Buddhist traditions of her realm. The Northern Wei Dynasty was 
at a crossroads: while Buddhism had flourished under its patronage, 
the texts and rituals had become increasingly fragmented. Inspired by 
earlier pilgrims like Faxian, she commissioned the respected Buddhist 
monk Song Yun and his companion, Hui Zheng, to travel to India and 
return with authentic Buddhist scriptures, relics, and insights into the 
faith’s practices at its source.

Song Yun’s journey was not merely 
a religious mission. The Northern 
Wei court sought to consolidate its 
legitimacy through spiritual leadership, 
and Buddhism was a vital tool in 
this endeavour. By forging stronger 
connections with Indian Buddhist 
centres, Song Yun was simultaneously 
advancing a diplomatic agenda—one 
aimed at enhancing the Northern 
Wei’s prestige and aligning it with the 
renowned hubs of Buddhist scholarship.

THE JOURNEY THROUGH 
CENTRAL ASIA
Song Yun and Hui Zheng’s route 
followed the northern branch of the Silk 
Road, winding through Central Asia’s 
vast deserts and treacherous mountain 
passes. The journey’s dangers were 
evident early on. In the Gobi Desert, a 
sudden sandstorm enveloped their 
caravan. Song Yun’s journal describes 
how visibility dropped to virtually 

nothing, and the howling winds made 
it impossible to discern direction. 
Several members of the caravan were 
lost, and Song Yun and Hui Zheng were 
only saved by help from a passing local 
merchant.

The political instability of Central Asia 
added another layer of peril. At the 
time, the region was a patchwork of 
competing kingdoms, often at odds 
with one another. In the territory of the 
Hephthalites (White Huns), Song Yun’s 
party was detained by local authorities 
suspicious of their intentions. Song Yun, 
leveraging his knowledge of Buddhist 
teachings and his status as an envoy, 
managed to convince the Hephthalite 
officials of their peaceful mission. In a 
remarkable display of diplomatic skill, 
he not only secured their release but 
even gained an escort to ensure their 
safe passage through Hephthalite 
lands.

12

https://silkroadvirtualmuseum.com/


Copyright © 2024, all rights reserved Virtual Silk Road Museum

Empress Dowager Hu, 北史演義 (1796)

SONG YUN: THE EMISSARY MONK 
(?-528 CE)
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Itinerant Monk. Dunhuang, 10th century. National Museum of Korea.
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ENCOUNTERING THE 
SOURCE
After months of arduous travel, Song 
Yun and Hui Zheng reached India, a land 
Song Yun described as “a realm of great 
wonder.” The vivid accounts in Song 
Yun’s travelogue capture the splendour 
of India’s Buddhist centres. In Mathura, 
he marvelled at the grand stupas and 
monasteries bustling with monks. In 
Nalanda, he engaged in discussions 
with scholars, gaining insights into 
Buddhist philosophy and practice.

One incident stands out in Song Yun’s 
writings, possibly because it reflects 
well on himself. During a visit to a 
monastery near Pataliputra, a heated 
debate erupted between two factions 
of monks over the interpretation of a 
key (but unspecified) Buddhist text. 
As an outsider, Song Yun was invited 
to mediate. Drawing on his Chinese 
Buddhist training and the teachings 
he had absorbed during his travels, he 
proposed a compromise that satisfied 
both sides. This act of diplomacy 
reinforced his status as a bridge 
between the Buddhist traditions of 
India and China.

Song Yun’s mission was not without 
challenges. In one monastery, his 
efforts to copy a rare text were initially 

rebuffed by senior monks who feared 
their scriptures would be lost to the 
outside world. Song Yun’s persistence, 
coupled with his respectful demeanor, 
eventually won them over, allowing him 
to carry the text back to China.

THE RETURN JOURNEY
The return journey was equally fraught 
with difficulties. In the Karakoram 
Mountains, the party was caught in 
an avalanche, losing supplies and 
manuscripts to the crushing snow. Song 
Yun’s account notes how the survivors 
were forced to rely on melted snow for 
water and forage for roots to sustain 
themselves until they reached safer 
ground. Despite these losses, the party 
succeeded in bringing back crucial 
texts, artefacts, and first-hand accounts 
of Indian Buddhism.

Upon his return in 521 CE, Song Yun 
presented his findings to the Northern 
Wei court. His journey enriched Chinese 
Buddhism with new texts, clarified 
doctrinal disputes, and introduced 
detailed accounts of Indian Buddhist 
practices. His descriptions of Indian 
society, governance, and geography 
also provided the Chinese court with 
invaluable insights into the broader 
cultural and political landscape of South 
Asia.
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LEGACY
While Song Yun’s mission was primarily religious, its diplomatic undertones are 
unmistakable. By bringing back texts, relics, and stories, Song Yun not only enriched 
Chinese Buddhism but also strengthened the Northern Wei’s cultural and spiritual 
legitimacy. Moreover, his interactions with rulers, officials, and religious leaders across 
Central Asia and India reflect the broader role of envoys in maintaining and extending 
China’s influence along the Silk Road. 

Song Yun’s mission also highlights the reciprocal nature of Silk Road diplomacy. He 
did not merely absorb knowledge from India; he shared Chinese interpretations of 
Buddhism, influencing Indian perceptions of their distant counterparts. This mutual 
exchange exemplifies the Silk Road’s role as a conduit for ideas, shaping the spiritual 
and intellectual landscapes of both regions.

Seated Buddha with Two Attendants, c. 132 C.E., Kushan period, 
from Mathura. Kimbell Art Museum, Fort Worth. Texas, USA
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Xuanzang and his attendant. Scroll painting 
in the style of Kasuga Motomitsu (Japan, 14th 
centuty) Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York. 29.160.29.
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In the early 7th century, Buddhism in China was thriving, but 
it was still marked by doctrinal confusion and fragmented 
interpretations. Xuanzang, a devoted monk and scholar, grew 
dissatisfied with the quality of Buddhist texts available in China. 
Driven by his quest for the authentic teachings of the Buddha, 
he decided to undertake the perilous journey to India. However, 
his decision was not sanctioned by the Tang court.

XUANZANG: 
SCHOLAR-DIPLOMAT 
(602–664 CE)

Xuanzang and his attendant. Scroll painting 
in the style of Kasuga Motomitsu (Japan, 14th 
centuty) Metropolitan Museum of Art, New 
York. 29.160.29.

Emperor Taizong’s government strictly 
controlled foreign travel, and Xuanzang 
risked severe punishment for leaving 
without permission. Nevertheless, in 
629 CE, he slipped out of Chang’an 
(modern-day Xi’an) under the cover 
of darkness, beginning a journey that 
would span the next seventeen years. 

THE JOURNEY THROUGH 
CENTRAL ASIA
Xuanzang’s route took him through 
the vast expanses of Central Asia. His 
first major challenge came in the Gobi 
Desert, where his guide abandoned 
him. Alone in the barren wilderness, 
Xuanzang relied on his faith and 
resilience to survive. According to his 
own account, he prayed for guidance 
and following a faint light on the horizon, 
he eventually stumbled upon a caravan 
that saved his life.

 Further west, Xuanzang passed through 
the Kingdom of Gaochang, where he 
encountered his first major diplomatic 
test. The king was so impressed by 
Xuanzang’s knowledge and spiritual 
dedication, that he attempted to 
keep him there, offering wealth and 
protection in return. Xuanzang refused 
and after several days of negotiation, 
the king relented, providing him with 
supplies and a royal escort to ensure 
his safe passage through dangerous 
territories.

In Samarkand, Xuanzang’s diplomatic 
skills were tested again. The local ruler, 
wary of outsiders, interrogated him 
about his mission. Xuanzang’s eloquent 
explanation of his spiritual quest and 
his ability to discuss Buddhist teachings 
in depth earned the ruler’s respect. He 
was allowed to continue his journey, 
thus further cementing his reputation 
as a scholar and cultural envoy.
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THE PINNACLE OF HIS 
MISSION
Xuanzang arrived in India around 630 
CE, and his account of the land and its 
people, is recorded in his “Great Tang 
Records on the Western Regions” (Da 
Tang Xi Yu Ji, 大唐西域记). This remains 
one of the most comprehensive 
descriptions of ancient India. He visited 
the great Buddhist universities of 
Nalanda and Vikramashila, where he 
studied under renowned scholars such 
as Silabhadra. Xuanzang immersed 
himself in Buddhist philosophy, 
mastering key texts and participating 
in intellectual debates.

One particularly dramatic incident 
occurred during his time in Nalanda. 
Xuanzang was invited to participate 
in a royal debate sponsored by King 
Harsha, the ruler of northern India. 
Scholars from various religious 

traditions, including Hinduism and 
Jainism, gathered to challenge one 
another’s ideas. Xuanzang, representing 
Mahayana Buddhism, delivered a series 
of arguments that were so compelling 
that King Harsha publicly praised him 
and declared him the victor. This event 
not only elevated Xuanzang’s status 
as a scholar but also demonstrated 
the power of intellectual diplomacy 
in fostering mutual respect among 
different religious traditions.

Xuanzang did not always come off the 
best with his knowledge and erudition. 
In one place, his arrival coincided with an 
important Hindu festival that involved 
animal sacrifice. This was obviously 
against Buddhist beliefs and Xuanzang 
started lecturing the crowd about the 
virtues of non-violence and compassion. 
A furious row soon erupted and the 
angered crowd threatened to kill him 

The ruins of Nalanda, destroyed in the 15th century
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until some local bystanders managed 
to calm the situation and allow him to 
leave. In his own account of the event, 
there is no evidence of reflection that 
he had done anything wrong.

Another noteworthy moment came 
during Xuanzang’s visit to Lumbini, the 
birthplace of the Buddha. Local officials 
attempted to extract a bribe from him 
before allowing him to enter. Xuanzang, 
refused to pay. Instead, he stood his 
ground and recited Buddhist precepts 

Map of Xuanzang’s Travels. Source: Celebrating Dalit History: 
Chinese Monk Faxian’s Travelogue, Dalit History Month, 8.4.2018

on honesty and corruption. The officials, 
moved by his words, relented and 
granted him entry...at least, again, in his 
own telling of the story. 

THE RETURN HOME
Xuanzang returned to Chang’an in 
645 CE, after a journey of 25,000 kms, 
laden with more than 600 manuscripts, 
numerous relics, and personal notes 
on the Buddhist practices and cultures 
he had encountered. Local rulers and 
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Xuanzang returning from India (8th century) 
Mogao Cave, 103, Dunhuang

monks along the way had helped 
provide animals, carts, and protection 
for transporting these precious items 
safely across Central Asia and back to 
Chang’an. By the time of Xuanzang’s 
arrival, his fame had preceded him, and 
Emperor Taizong welcomed him as a 
cultural hero rather than a lawbreaker. 

He was invited to the Tang court to 
recount his journey. His descriptions 
of India’s advanced learning centres, 
governance, and cultural practices 
intrigued the emperor who resolved 
to use this knowledge to strengthen 
diplomatic ties with India and 
Central Asia. Xuanzang’s accounts 
also influenced China’s approach 
to governance, trade and religious 
tolerance.

LEGACY
Xuanzang dedicated the rest of his life 
to translating the texts he had brought 
back. This was  a monumental task that 
produced some of the most accurate 
and comprehensive translations of 
Buddhist scriptures in Chinese history. 
His translations introduced Mahayana 
concepts and practices that would 
shape Chinese Buddhism for centuries. 
His efforts were not limited to China. 
The texts Xuanzang brought back 
were also studied in other parts of Asia, 
influencing Buddhist practices in Korea, 
Japan, and beyond. Xuanzang also 
established a system for studying and 
debating Buddhist doctrines, ensuring 
that his knowledge was passed on to 
future generations.
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TANG SANZANG AND THE 
JOURNEY TO THE WEST
Centuries after his death, Xuanzang was reborn as 
the lightly disguised fictionalised hero of the 16th 
century novel, Journey to the West (西遊記). In this 
version, he is still a monk, but his name is changed 
to Tang Sanzang. He too has a mission to India. The 
Bodhisattva Guanyin directs him to recover the 
Tripitaka, a set of sacred Buddhist scriptures that will 
save the people of China from spiritual decline. 

Unlike Xuanzang, who travels alone, 
Guanyin ensures that Tang Sanzang 
will have companions - three outcast 
immortals, endowed with special 
powers, who must redeem themselves 
by protecting him. 

The first is Sun Wukong (the Monkey 
King) the incredibly strong and 
cunning ape who almost succeeded 
in overthrowing the celestial order by 
causing chaos in Heaven. 

The second was Zhu Bajie (Pigsy) the 
glutinous heavenly marshal who was 
banished to Earth for misconduct, 
specifically for flirting with the Moon 
Goddess. 

The final member of the trio was 
Sha Wujing (Sand Monk), a heavenly 
general who had been banished from 
heaven for breaking a jade vase. There 
is one complicating factor in their 
task of protecting the monk; many of 
the demons they meet believe that 
eating the monk’s flesh will grant them 
immortality.

Tang Sanzang is depicted as an almost 
saintly figure—gentle, kind, and utterly 
devoted to his spiritual duty. However, 
his pacifism and extreme naivety often 
place him in danger, requiring his 
companions repeatedly to save him.

THE JOURNEY WEST
The journey westward is fraught with 
dangers, both earthly and supernatural. 
The group encounters demons, bandits, 
and treacherous terrain. The following 
two incidents are typical.

In their encounter with the White Bone 
Spirit, a demon who assumes various 
human guises, including that of an 
innocent girl, the Monkey King perceives 
the spirit’s true nature and swiftly 
eliminates each disguise. However, 
Tang Sanzang, unable to see through 
the deception, condemns the Monkey 
King for what he believes to be senseless 
violence and banishes him from the 
group in anger. Predictably, disaster 
soon strikes, leaving the group in peril. 
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Left: Journey to the West. Promotional poster, 1986 TV series

Right: Journey to the West 1996 TV series

Below: Scene from Princess Iron Fan (1941)
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Only then, with Pigsy’s persuasion, does 
the Monkey King return to save them, 
proving once again his indispensability 
despite Tang Sanzang’s doubts.

In the episode of the Yellow Robe  
Demon, the demon disguises himself 
as a kind and hospitable scholar 
offering shelter and food. Despite his 
companions’ warnings, Tang Sanzang 
accepts the offer. Once inside, the 
demon reveals his true form, captures 
the monk, and suspends him from 
the ceiling in preparation for a feast. 
Concerned about Tang Sanzang’s 
whereabouts, the Monkey King uses 
his shape-shifting abilities to disguise 
himself as a demon and infiltrate the lair. 
Once inside, he creates chaos, allowing 
the others to join him. Together, they 
fight off the demon and his minions 
and rescue the monk. 

This is a recurring theme in Journey to 
the West, where demons exploit the 
monk’s innocence to trap him and the 
companions use their powers to rescue 
him. Throughout the journey, Tang 
Sanzang grows as a leader, learning 
to balance his principles with the 
practicalities of survival. 

His companions, too, evolve. The 
Money King learns to tame his anger, 
Pigsy learns to overcome his baser 
instincts, and the Sand Monk develops 
confidence.

THE END OF THE 
JOURNEY
After eighty-one trials—a symbolic 
number representing the Buddhist 
idea of purification—the group finally 

reaches India. Tang Sanzang receives the 
Tripitaka from the Buddha himself and 
the group’s return to China is marked by 
celebrations. The quest, however, was 
not simply a tale of acquiring religious 
texts, it represents a shared journey of 
growth and redemption.

THE ENDURING LEGACY
Both Xuanzang and Tang Sanzang have 
left indelible marks on Chinese culture, 
though in very different ways. Xuanzang’s 
historical journey exemplifies the power 
of perseverance, intellectual pursuit, 
and cultural diplomacy. His detailed 
accounts of India and Central Asia 
remain vital historical records, and his 
translations shaped the development 
of Chinese Buddhism for centuries to 
come.

Tang Sanzang, on the other hand, 
represents the transformation of 
Xuanzang’s life into myth. Through 
Journey to the West, his character 
became a vessel for teaching moral 
lessons, entertaining generations, 
and showcasing the rich imagination 
of Chinese folklore. It has thrilled 
successive generations of children and 
adults alike. It has been the subject of 
TV series in Japan (1978), China (1986) 
and Hong Kong (1996). Princess Iron Fan 
(1941), China’s first animated feature film 
was based on an incident in the book, 
whilst Monkey King: Hero is Back (2015) 
was, at the time of release, the country’s 
highest-grossing animated film of all 
time.
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FINAL REFLECTIONS; 
THE THREE WISE MEN OF 
THE SILK ROAD
The journeys of Faxian, Song Yun, and Xuanzang are not just 
tales of personal devotion but also vivid illustrations of how 
individuals shaped the cultural and spiritual exchanges of 
their times. Together, these three ‘wise men from the East’ 
highlight the Silk Road as a conduit not only for goods but 
for ideas, beliefs, and knowledge. Through their unique 
missions, they bridged the distances between China and 
India, demonstrating the transformative power of diplomacy 
in its many forms.

Each monk set out with a spiritual 
purpose, yet their journeys carried 
political and cultural significance far 
beyond their personal quests.

Faxian, the pioneer, forged the first 
direct link between China and India’s 
Buddhist heartlands. His painstaking 
efforts to bring back authentic 
scriptures laid the foundation for future 
exchanges, showing that diplomacy is 
as much about perseverance and trust-
building as it is about negotiations

Song Yun, the emissary, exemplified 
state-sponsored diplomacy. His mission, 
endorsed by Empress Dowager Hu, was 
an overt effort to strengthen China’s 
ties with the Indian subcontinent. By 
navigating political intrigue and forging 
alliances, he represented how religious 
missions often served broader political 

agendas. 

Xuanzang, the scholar-diplomat, took 
this interplay of personal and political 
to its peak. His mastery of Buddhist 
doctrine and engagement with rulers, 
scholars, and monks along the way 
elevated him from a seeker of wisdom to 
a bridge-builder between civilisations. 
His journey stands as a testament to 
diplomacy grounded in intellectual 
exchange.

The Silk Road emerges as the unifying 
backdrop of these journeys, a living 
network of human connections. It 
was more than a trade route; it was a 
meeting ground where merchants, 
monks, and rulers exchanged not only 
goods but transformative ideas. The 
paths these monks travelled highlight 
the Silk Road’s profound role in 
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Xuan Zang, Mogao Cave 17, Dunhuang cave, 9th century,

promoting cross-cultural dialogue and 
understanding.

For Faxian, the Silk Road was a 
daunting and dangerous wilderness, 
a place where survival itself was a test 
of faith. His solitary determination 
contrasts with Song Yun’s experience, 
where Central Asia was a patchwork 
of political opportunities and dangers. 
By Xuanzang’s time, the Silk Road 
had become a vibrant artery of trade 
and thought, reflecting the growing 
interconnectedness of the Tang 
Dynasty’s world.

The stories of Faxian, Song Yun, 
and Xuanzang resonate far beyond 
their historical context. In an age of 

globalisation, their journeys remind us 
of the enduring importance of cultural 
exchange and the role of individuals in 
bridging divides. They also challenge the 
notion of diplomacy as a purely political 
act, showing that faith, knowledge, and 
curiosity can be equally powerful forces 
for connections and cultural exchange.

In a sense, these three monks were 
the ultimate cultural ambassadors. 
Their journeys helped shape not just 
the spiritual landscapes of their time 
but also the intellectual and political 
frameworks that underpinned them. 
Their stories remind us that diplomacy, 
at its heart, is about understanding—
not just of each other but of ourselves 
and the shared humanity that binds us.
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THIS IS A PUBLICATION BY THE SILK 
ROAD VIRTUAL MUSEUM
The Silk Road Virtual Museum is an ambitious and 
innovative online project that brings the history and 
cultural heritage of the ancient Silk Road to life for 
a global audience. Conceived by retired Economic  
Historian Professor Richard Griffiths, the museum 
provides a dynamic, interactive experience where 
visitors can explore artefacts and e-library resources 
across different exhibits, covering key periods of the 
Silk Road’s history between 600-900 CE and 1200-1500 
CE.

The museum leverages cutting-edge virtual 
technology, allowing users to navigate an interactive 
map interface that spans the diverse civilizations along 
these ancient trade corridors, from China to the Middle 
East and beyond. Far more than a digital archive, the 
museum is driven by a deep passion to challenge 
Western-centric perspectives and foster greater cross-
cultural understanding and appreciation. Griffiths 
and his team aim to nuance historical narratives and 
highlight the rich cultural exchanges that shaped the 
world long before European colonial powers arrived. 
 
With plans for future expansion, including an 
underwater component featuring shipwreck artefacts, 
the Silk Road Virtual Museum is a constantly evolving 
platform that preserves and shares the remarkable 
legacy of this vital trade network. By making this 
cultural heritage freely accessible online, Griffiths 
hopes to inspire curiosity, learning, and a more holistic 
understanding of humanity’s shared past.

VISIT THE MUSEUM AT SILKROADVIRTUALMUSEUM.COM

https://silkroadvirtualmuseum.com/

