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Introduction

Uyghur areas in Xinjiang #7358 are dotted with the tombs and mausolea of
Islamic saints known as mazars, or places of visitation, and they attract large
numbers of pilgrims. Within the local belief system, these mazars occupy an im-
portant position as religious institutions possessing various aspects that pertain
to Islam, indigenous beliefs, and so on. In addition, because the chief mazars en-
courage the movement of people over a wide area through the act of pilgrim-
age, it is to be surmised that they also play a role in regional integration and
economic activity.

These mazars, which could be said to be a prominent feature of society in
this region, have attracted the attention of researchers, with various studies hav-
ing been undertaken, and this has resulted in a comparative abundance of re-
search results. Not only has the history of some of the more important mazars
been reconstructed!) and historical source materials on mazars in different parts
of the region presented,? but more recently considerable light is also being
shed on the current state of some of these mazars as a result of field investiga-
tions.”) In particular, a study by Réhila Dawut describes a large number of
mazars on the basis of fieldwork and with reference to records of oral
traditions.*) But even in basic research on the chief mazars there remain some
about which a full investigation into their historical circumstances has yet to be
undertaken. Among these mazars, that which is attracting the greatest interest is
Tuyuq Khojam in Turfan.

This mazar is generally known as Ashab al-Kahf. This designation has its
origins in a legend about some devout youths who, in order to escape persecu-
tion by a tyrannical ruler, hid in a cave where, by a miracle of God, they slept
for a considerable length of time, and the name Ashab al-Kahf, or “the people
of the cave,” refers to these youths, who are mentioned in the Qur’an. This
mazar thus has some unique features in that it is a cave which has become a
place of pilgrimage on the basis of a legend found in the Qur’an. The aim of
this article is to clarify as best as possible the history of this mazar, about which
there has hitherto been no systematic study. At the same time, I also wish to
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consider the distinctive features of this mazar in its capacity as a religious institu-
tion.) '

I. Tuyuq Khojam as the Mazar of the Ashab al-Kahf

This mazar is located in the village of Tuyuq in Tuyuq township, Pichan
county, Turfan prefecture, Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region, China, and a
cave dug in the side of hills called Huoyanshan X % IlI, or Flame Mountains,
represents the mazar. Today it includes an area surrounded by an outer wall,
while in front of the cave there is a gunbaz-style building from which there is di-
rect access to the cave. The cave is reached by a path leading from the entrance
to the compound below to the cave up above. According to Rahila Dawut, the
total area of the mazar’s compound is 12,000 square kilometres.®) A major char-
acteristic of this mazar is that it still attracts large numbers of visitors. According
to a recent Chinese guidebook to the Turfan Depression, where it is referred to
as “the gongbaizi #:FF # of Asawulikaipei M [£% 77 B 2E,” it attracts 10,000 visi-
tors”) and is considered worth developing as a tourist attraction.®) Thus, even
today this mazar is without doubt a place that commands interest in the Turfan
Depression.

The reason that this mazar is so popular as a place of visitation is that, as
was noted earlier, it is regarded as the cave of the ashab alkahf, or “people of the
cave,” who appear in the Qur’an. This is widely believed by local Muslims,
chiefly Uyghurs, and consequently the cave has become an object of worship.

The basic framework of the legend of the ashab alkahf has developed
around the theme of some devout youths who hid in a cave to escape persecu-
tion by a tyrannical ruler and remained asleep there for a great length of time.
This legend had its origins among the Christians of the Mediterranean, and the
cave in question is generally considered to have been located in Ephesus in
Asia Minor. According to the Christian version, the youths hid themselves in a
cave during the reign of the Roman emperor Decius and were discovered after
the Council of Ephesus during the reign of the emperor Theodosius II. The leg-
end spread widely throughout medijeval Europe and was incorporated into
works of literature, being generally known in Europe as the story of the Seven
Sleepers. At the same time, it also appears in “The Cave” chapter of the Qur’an
and is well-known among Muslims as the story of “the people of the cave”
(ashab alkahf). In the Qur’an it is clearly stated that they remained in the cave
for 309 years, while the number of sleepers, generally given as seven, is said to
be known only to God and is not specified.” In the commentaries (¢afsir) on the
Quran it is described in detail, on the basis of various traditions, how these
sleepers were oppressed by an infidel ruler, hid themselves in the cave so as to
escape him, and then sank into a deep sleep.

It is likely that in East Turkistan too the legend of the ashab alkahf enjoyed
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considerable popularity. For instance, the Qisas alanbiya®, a hagiography by
Rabghuizi which circulated widely throughout Central Asia, includes an ac-
count of this legend,'?) and it is known that this work was widely read in East
Turkistan.!?) In addition, at least from the nineteenth century onwards there
were composed several works relating to the story of the ashab alkahf. These in-
clude a work by Muhammad Sadiq Kashghari, renowned as the author of the
Tazkira-i ‘azizan, in which he brings together accounts gleaned from the tafsir
and traditions,'” and a manuscript about the legend of the mazar at Tuyuq
brought back by C. G. Mannheim from his travels in East Turkistan in the early
twentieth century.!®) These works include details taken from various sources
and not mentioned in the Qur’an, such as the events leading to the seizure of
power by the tyrant Dakianus (Decius) and dramatic episodes with a strong nar-
rative element, including the story of how after the sleepers had woken, one of
their number went to the nearby town, where he roused suspicion, thus appris-
ing locals of the existence of the sleepers, who eventually ascended to heaven.
They are also said to have been accompanied by a dog.

There can be no doubt that today visitors to this mazar and the religious
leaders in charge of it regard it as the cave of the ashab alkahf mentioned in the
Qur’an and that this perception is a natural precondition of the fact that the
mazar has become a prominent object of worship. When our party visited it in
July 1996, the imam of the mosque in Tuyuq related the origins of the mazar in
the following terms with reference to the legend of the ashab alkahf: “At the
time of Eysa Payghimbér (Jesus Christ), the area towards Huoyanshan was
called the land of Dakianus. Some people who had brought the true faith were
persecuted by a wicked king and fled inside this cave. On the way a dog joined
them and stayed by their side. They remained asleep for several hundred years
until this region was ready to receive the true God.”**) When we revisited the
area in August 2001, the custodian of the mazar was explaining the legend of
the saints of the cave to visitors inside the building attached to the cave en-

trance, and in an interview he declared that his explication was essentially
based on the account of the ashab alkahfin the Quran.

II. The Mazar of the Ashab al-Kahfin Historical Sources
(1) Until the Mid-Nineteenth Century

When did this mazar known as Turfan’s Ashab al-Kabf first appear on the
stage of history? A number of works dating from the second half of the nine-
teenth century and early twentieth century contain information on its historical
circumstances prior to this time.

An account of the actual state of the mazar in the earliest period is found in
the Kitab- tarikh-i jarida jadida, which could be described as a guide to the holy
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places of Turfan. It mentions that already during the reign of Sutuq Boghra
Khan of the Karakhanids this cave was regarded as the cave of the ashab alkahf
alluded to in the Qur’an. But although this account gives concrete details, it is
presumably based on legend. In point of fact, the Tarikh-i hamidi, composed by
Mulla Misé after Qurban °Alr’s work mentioned below, states that up until A.H.
1000 it was “a place which unbelievers (kafir) had made into a Buddhist temple,
installing lamas, lodo (laodao %38 ?) and brahmins, and which they venerated.”!%)
An account of the historical situation in the seventeenth century, on the
other hand, can be found in two works by Qurban °All and Mulla Mus4, both
of whom state that the cave was recognized as the cave of the ashab al-kahf by or-
der of a ruler named Sultan Sa‘id Baba Khan Bahadur. A copy of the Khan’s
directive is included in both works, and it includes the following passage:

Khwaja Ayyiib, Mulla Qamiish Sabab Oghuli, and Kuchik Mulla Malik —
because people from these three households have been serving at the holy
Hazrat4 Sultan Ashab Kahf (sic), they have been granted the king’s favour,
with one being made a lamp-lighter (chiraghchi), one a cleaner (jarubkesh),
and one a cook (bakawul), and they have been made tax-exempt (tarkhan).
Ensure that from son to son and from daughter to daughter they are ex-
empted from tax.!%)

This directive officially recognized as custodians those who had been pre-
viously looking after the cave and made their positions hereditary. It is dated
the month of °Ashiir, AH. 1078, corresponding to 23 June22 July 1667.
According to Saguchi Toru, Sultan Sa‘ld Baba Khan Bahadur was the son of
¢Abd al-Rahim, who was in turn the son of *Abd al-Rashid I, the second kkan of
the Yarkand khanate, and he assumed the title of khan in 1653, with Turfan as
his base, and ruled for twenty-five years.”) The directive’s date of 1667 thus tal-
lies with other historical sources. In addition, regarding his patronization of the
mazar, it is also worth noting that the Tarikhi Kashghar mentions that this khan
was a devout Muslim.!®)

Moving on to the late seventeenth century, Qurban °Ali records an
episode concerning Khwija Afiq, khwaja of Makhdiimzada. According to
- Qurban °Ali, when Khwija Afiq arrived in Turfan, he spent forty days beside
the cave!®) and then declared that it was the cave of the ashab alkahf and gave
instructions for it to be revered. Khwaja Aféq told the governor (hakim) of
Turfan to erect a qubba at the entrance to the cave, and this was constructed in
1110 (1698/99), with descendants of Mulla Qamush being installed as shaykh.2)
Similarly, Mulla Miis4 records that although Khwaja Afaq initially forbade ven-
eration of the cave, after having meditated inside it, he declared, “Your faith is
correct. There can be no doubt that this is the cave of the ashab alkahf.>?")
These traditions could be said to indicate that Khwaja Afaq, the most famous
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saint in East Turkistan and a figure of authority, endorsed this cave as the cave
of the ashab al-kahf.

However, to the best of my knowledge, apart from the khan’s document
quoted in nineteenth-century works, none of the chief historical sources con-
cerning East Turkistan from the seventeenth to eighteenth centuries, such as
the Tarikh-i rashidi, Mirza Fazil Choras’s chronicle, the Tazkira-i ‘azizan, etc., con-
tain any reference to the cave of the ashab alkahf at Tuyuq. It is no exaggeration
to say that there is no evidence in the main extant sources that, prior to the
eighteenth century, this cave was recognized as that of the ashab al-kahf or that it
drew large numbers of pilgrims as a special holy site. Although the traditions
and anecdotes cited in works of the nineteenth century present what are
claimed to be historical facts proving that the mazar at Tuyuq corresponds to
the mazar of the ashab alkahf, insofar that they represent endorsements by au-
thoritative religious leaders and holders of political power, they give the im-
pression of attempts to lend authority to their claims by this means. There is
thus a possibility that these traditions relating to the history of the mazar were
fabricated at some point in time, probably by people affiliated to the mazar, in
order to demonstrate its legitimacy and were then circulated among the general
population, as a result of which they were also incorporated into contemporary
writings. :

Worth noting in this regard is the fact that a shaykh at the time of Qurban
°Alf’s visit, called Falat, had in his keeping the aforementioned directive issued
by the khan and claimed that he held the position of shaykh in his capacity as a
descendant of one of those stated in the directive to have been appointed custo-
dians. This would suggest that the existence of a document believed to be a di-
rective issued by a historical khan was of special significance for Falat’s reten-
tion of the position of shaykh in the nineteenth century. According to Qurban
¢Al3, in 1303 (1885/86) a dispute broke out among several shaykhs, and when it
was decided to share the revenue from an endowment (wagf) among seventeen
of them, Falat acquired a full half of the revenue because he still occupied the
position of chief (rais).22) It is possible that “evidence” in the form of a khan’s
directive was effectively utilized in disputes such as this by a skaykh in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century as proof of the legitimacy of his own promi-
nent position as the chief shaykh.

As for the subsequent state of affairs under Qing i rule, Rahila Dawut
writes that at the time -of Amin Khwaja, king of Lukchun and a leading figure in
Turfan,?®) the mazar’s building was erected, and not only did Amin Khwaja do-
nate some land as an endowment, but he also appointed full-time staff, includ-
ing a superintendent (mutawalli), two or three shaykhs, a lamp-lighter (chiraghchi),
a cleaner (jariipkash), a cook (bikdl), and an accountant (hoshurchi). Rules for of-
fering horses, sheep, and cattle once annually, holding Friday prayers at the
mosque in Tuyuq, and giving material assistance to siifis engaged in religious
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practices at the mazar are also said to have been promulgated.?*) But because
no sources are given, it is impossible to verify whether this account reflects his-
torical facts.

However, one cannot discount the possibility that, after the advance of the
Qing into this region, Amin Khwaja and his descendants, who wielded power
in the eastern part of the Turfan Depression centred on Lukchun — that is to
say, the leaders of the house of the commandery prince of Turfan who had
been invested as princes by the Qing dynasty?>) — may have attached special
importance to this mazar and granted it certain endowments of land and so on.
Qurban °All writes that in 1220 (1805/06) Amin Khwaja’s son Fariditn Wang?%)
constructed a khangah and mosque for pilgrims as annexes to the mazar.?’)
When one takes into account the fact that in 1216 (1801/02) during the Qing
Alpata Khojam, a representative mazar of the Turfan Depression, was rebuilt?®)
by Iskander Beg,?) the commandery prince of Turfan, and functioned in effect
as a place of burial for the house of the commandery prince,?? it would not be
surprising if the mazar at Tuyuq had been patronized and its facilities improved
by the house of the commandery prince. But while this mazar may have been
one of the chief mazars in Turfan, it is to be surmised that, when compared with
Alpata, it was not necessarily regarded as a mazar of any great religious authori-

ty.

(2) From the Second Half of the Nineteenth Century
to the Early Twentieth Century

By the second half of the nineteenth century there begin to appear de-
tailed accounts of this mazar by outside intellectuals who visited Turfan. In par-
ticular, Qurban “Ali gives it great prominence in his aforementioned guide-
book.®!) The fact that a Tatar writer from Semirechie living in Chughchak
(Tarbaghatay) in northern Xinjiang should have left an account which concen-
trated on this mazar to such a degree would indicate that at the time it was a
quite prominent place of visitation. In the 7artkh-i amniya too, in the section de-
scribing the mazars in various localities, it is touched on in some detail as the
main mazar in Turfan.??) Its author, Mulla Mus4, hailed from Sayram in western
Kucha. The treatment of this mazar in these works confirms the fact that it was
also known to some degree by people outside the Turfan Depression.

While there are prior to this period no accounts of this mazar based on per-
sonal experience, there are indications that in the mid-nineteenth century it
caught the attention of intellectuals in other oases too. The work by Muham-
mad Sadiq Kashgharl mentioned earlier is said to have been written in 1844,3%)
and while there is no mention of the cave at Tuyugq, the fact that it presents the
legend of the ashab alkahf in such a systematic fashion would suggest that this
work may have been composed for the very reason that this mazar was a signifi-
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cant institution even for a writer living in the faraway oasis of Kashghar.

Next, a number of accounts have been left by Europeans who visited the
area in the early twentieth century. For instance, C. G. Mannerheim, who
passed through the Turfan Depression in 1907, gives the following description:

Early this morning we paid a visit to the »7 brothers’ mazar», situated on
the mountain slope N of the village. The entrance to the cave in which
they lie is said to be guarded by a dog wrapped, as they are, in eternal
sleep. Nothing is visible except a mosque comparatively richly decorated
with carpets, banners, curtains etc. Opposite the entrance there is a railing,
behind which the entrance to the tomb, carefully screened by curtains, is
supposed to be. The mullah draws aside the curtains with great ceremony

~ and you see the dog in the shape of an elevation in the floor covered with
glazed tiles.3%

In view of its name “7 brothers’ mazar” and the reference to a dog, there
can be no doubt that this cave, decorated with carpets and banners, was the
mazar of the ashab alkahf. As was noted earlier, Mannerheim’s collection con-
tains a manuscript of “The legend (tazkira) of the tomb of the seven brothers in
Tuyuq,” which has been published, and in content it corresponds to the legend
of the ashab alkahf.3>) When one considers that Mannerheim not only deliber-
ately chose to visit this mazar and left a description of it in the account of his
travels, but also brought back a manuscript dealing with the legend associated
with the cave, it is to be surmised that even Europeans gained the impression
that this mazar was a prominent presence among local inhabitants.

But the question of whether or not this mazar occupied an overwhelmingly
special position among inhabitants of the Turfan Depression in the late nine-
teenth century requires further examination. In an account of the mazars in
Lukchun in 1892 based on enquiries undertaken among locals by the Russian
Orientalist N. Th. Katanov, the mazar of the ashab alkahf is mentioned, but only
in passing.

In Tuyuq there are two mazars; one is Ashabu-lkahf, while the other is
Mashit Khojam. In Yangkhi there is one mazar, and in Yangkhi-Kariz
there is a mazar called Talliq Khojam. In Qara Khoja there is a mazar called
At Baghlaghuch (Tethering Post), where there is the radiance of the horse
of Hézreti Alpita Khojam. In Murtuq there is one mazar, and those who
wish to become mollas visit Murtuq Khojam. There are the remains of
what seems to be a seal on which Murtuq Khojam’s horse was pressed into
a stone. There are also his own remains. In addition, there is also a melon
that had turned into a stone... In Astini there is the mazar of Alpatd
Khojam himself. During the time of the Tang Khan, Alpata Khojam fought
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against the Chinese (Khitay) at the age of twelve, and he took the town of
Qara Khoja at the age of eighteen. In Qara Khoja there survives a lamp
(sinchiraq>jinchirag) of his, and he himself died at Astana.3¢)

The mazar at Alpata, here described in some detail, already appears in his-
torical works as an important mazar in the seventeenth century, and there is evi-
dence that it caused friction with a person sent to Turfan by Khwaja Ishaq Wali
of the family of the kAwaja of Kashghar at the time.?”) In addition, the above ac-
count also gives concrete details about Murtuq Khojam, and the reference to “a
melon that had turned into a stone” is of particular interest, for when we visited
it in July 1996 we observed that a stone resembling a melon in shape had been
placed in the mazar as some sort of cult object.®® In contrast, Ashab al-Kahf is
mentioned only by name. The tendencies reflected in this account may be due
to the degree of interest evinced in each mazar by individual informants on the
basis of their own predilections, but nonetheless one cannot rush to the conclu-
sion that for the inhabitants of Turfan in the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury the mazar at Tuyuq was a religious institution with an importance on a lev-
el different from that of the other chief mazars.

III. The Historical Realities of the Mazar of the Ashab al-Kahf
(1) Concrete Details about the Mazar as a Place of Visitation

The Tarikh-i hamidi brought out by Mulla Musa in 1908 includes a concrete
description of the mazar of the ashab alkahf at this time:

Some consider the sacred phrases of the Qur’an delivered in God’s own
words about the cave of the ashab alkahf to apply to this cave in Tuyugq,
and they come on a four- to five-month journey from all Moghulistan and
also Farghana, Turkistan, Hindistan, and so on, bearing offerings and gifts,
and having paid their visit, they return home. The shaykks of this place try
every kind of ruse on those who come to visit [the mazar], directing them to
dismount from their horses here, to worship here, and to pay reverence
(tawaf) here, just as if it were the shrine in Mecca, and thus instructing
them in accordance with the rules of this place, they use guile to fleece
them of their possessions. In extreme cases, some even believe that if they
do not have the means to go to Mecca, one visit to this Ashab al-Kahf is
equivalent to half a pilgrimage to Mecca. The place where Ashab al-Kahf
is situated is on a high mountain, and it can be reached by ascending a
great many stairs. On top of the mountain are several rooms, an outer wall,
a small tower, a mosque, a mifrab, a pulpit, and a place for making prayers.
Around it there are also many houses. The custodians of this mazar have es-
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tablished themselves here and spend their days feeding off the endow-
ments. The shaykhs of this mazar number more than three hundred house-
holds. Muslim khAans, governors (hakim) of provinces (wilayat), and amirs too
have out of kindness and charity granted some endowments. The town of
Dakianus and the site of his throne are also said to be in this region of
Turfan. They seem to believe that the ashab alkahf are actually asleep in
this cave.3%

It is evident that in the late nineteenth or early twentieth century, when the
author is thought to have actually been here, it was a large and flourishing
mazar. With regard to this account, I would like to draw attention to four points.

First, there is the surprising extent of the geographical distribution of the
pilgrims, who came not only from the Turfan Depression, but also from
Chinese Central Asia, West Turkistan, and India. In this regard, reference may
also be made to the account of Albert von Le Coq, who resided in Turfan dur-
ing the 1910s and visited this mazar.

On the right bank there rises a modern mosque, the “Shrine of the
Seven Sleepers.” I visited this mosque, and was told that behind the mod-
ern Mohammedan portion there was an ancient temple hewn out in the
rock.

Here, as in many other places, we see how Islam, when it came into the
country, took possession of the old native sanctuaries. In this case it was
easy for the Mohammedans, for the legend of the Seven Sleepers is very fa-
miliar to them. Unfortunately I was not allowed to enter the old cave-tem-
ple, since its entrance was covered by a number of flags which Yakub Beg’s
troops had taken from the rebellious Tungans in the ‘sixties and ‘seventies
of last century.

This sanctuary is, even to the present day, visited by pilgrims from the
whole country, and also from India and Arabia; indeed, one Indian pil-
grim worried me to such an extent with his foolish fanaticism that at last I
had to get the king of Lukchun to help me to send him off from the dis-
trict.

Since the “Seven Sleepers” mosque lies close to Karakhoja, the name
of Ephesus in its Arabic-Turkish form of Apsis was given to the Old
Town. %)

The statement that an Indian pilgrim displayed such fanaticism that Le
Coq had him sent off by the “king of Lukchun”! tallies with Mulla Musa’s ac-
count. While it is true, as was noted earlier, that throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury this mazar could perhaps not be said to have been of any special signifi-
cance for the people of Turfan with respect to its objective antiquity and
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religious authority, there can be no doubt that at least by the end of the nine-
teenth century it had moved beyond the sphere of a regional object of worship
and had achieved a remarkable geographical reach with regard to the spatial
scope of its religious pulling power.

Secondly, it is to be seen that, in keeping with its large number of pilgrims,
it constituted in physical terms a large-scale complex made up of several build-
ings. It has already been noted that there were a mosque and a khangah said to
have been constructed by the commandery prince of Turfan. In addition, it is
also evident that steps had been installed to provide access to the cave, which
was situated at some height, and these served as a pilgrimage path.?)

Thirdly, it had acquired an astonishingly high degree of religious authority.
Important in this regard is Mulla Musd’s statement that it was believed by con-
temporary pilgrims to be a sacred site on a par with Mecca and that two visits
to this mazar were considered to be equivalent to a pilgrimage to Mecca. The
fact that the cave at Tuyuq was vested with exceptional value not as the mazar
of a regional saint, but as the mazar of the ashab alkahf mentioned in a Qur’anic
legend, and exerted a universal and high level of religious pulling power for all
Muslims may be assumed to have been the source of the driving force behind
the farranging geographical extent of its religious authority noted above.

Fourthly, the act of pilgrimage was carried out in accordance with special
procedures as indicated by the shaykhs and to the accompaniment of rites per-
formed at each stage along the pilgrimage route. Qurban °Ali has left an ac-
count of the actual process that he followed on his visit. First, he dismounted
from his horse at the “place of destiny” (jay+ mugaddar) below the cave and,
having washed himself, set out on foot for the cave up above. The gate beside a
building below the cave was unlocked by a shaykh, who also unlocked another
gate leading to the pilgrimage path, which Qurban “Ali then ascended. Once
he reached the building attached to the cave entrance, the door to this building
was also unlocked, and he paid homage facing the cave.*®) After the silk curtain
covering the entrance to the cave had been raised, he recited verses from the
Qur’an to accumulate merit and then handed the offerings that he had brought
with him to the shaykh. Having finished worshipping in the cave, he left the
building and visited the chamber of the “footprints of the four Companions”
(gadam jayi chahar yar)**) to the right and the footprint (gadam jayi) of Khwaja
Afaq with a small gunbaz to the left, again reciting the Quran as he did so.4%)

From this description it is clear that the pilgrimage route and buildings
were securely locked and strictly managed in stages, with visitors passing
through these stages and following certain prescribed procedures, and that
there were rites associated with the site of Khwija Afaq’s sojourn and other re-
lated legendary sites. The existence of several secure locks along the pilgrim-
age route was a physical apparatus for impressing upon pilgrims the fact that
the cave, located in the innermost recesses of the mazar, was a special sacred
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site that could not be easily approached, while the shaykhs’ unlocking of the
gates could be considered to have been also intended to make a display to the
pilgrims of the shaykhs’ own privileged religious position which empowered
them to grant pilgrims the opportunity of approaching the cave. It could be
said, in other words, that the set-up of the facilities and the pilgrimage process
incorporated mechanisms for bringing out the mazar’s religious status as the
cave of the ashab al-kahf.

Thus, there can be no doubt that by the start of the twentieth century this
mazar had, in its capacity as the cave of the ashab al-kahf, become a thriving reli-
gious institution drawing pilgrims from a wide area. The formation of its as-
tounding religious authority was not simply the result of a natural rise in the
mazar’s reputation. It is to be surmised that a background factor in the growth
of its authority had been the success of its deliberate promotion by those affili-
ated to the mazar and of their manipulation of ritual to lend extra authority to
the mazar through special pilgrimage procedures. One further background fac-
tor may be assumed to have been the mazar’s relationship with political power.

(2) Political Aspects

If one excludes the existence of a document deemed to represent a direc-
tive relating to the official recognition of the mazar by a seventeenth-century
khan of Turfan, concrete details of the relationship between political power and
this mazar are not clear, even though there are indications that during the Qing
the house of the commandery prince of Turfan patronized it and gave material
assistance. But with regard to the second half of the nineteenth century, it is
possible to point out, though only on the basis of scant material, that some sort
of relationship may have developed with the rulers of Turfan during the time of
Ya‘qub Beg’s rule, established as a result of the Muslim uprising against the
Qing that broke out in 1864. A “folksong about Beg Quli Beg” collected by
Grenard and others includes the following lines:

The road to Turfan is a road on which footprints turn into flowers.

For Tora (=Hakim Khan Tora) in Turfan, Ashab al-Kahf became a friend.

There was a battle at Giimadi, and people suffered from thirst.

Blackfaced Niyaz Beg ate Badawlat (=Ya‘quib Beg) and caused him to die
(i.e., poisoned him).

Badawlat died on a day in spring.

Beg Bacha (=Beg Quli Beg), at the time of the sacrificial service, got up and
fled.

An army led by thirty ambal came from Bachin (Beijing)....*%)

In view of the fact that Beg Quli Beg (Beg Bacha) appearing in the title is
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the name of Ya‘qub Beg’s eldest son*’) and Ya‘qub Beg is mentioned by his
other name Badawlat, it is evident that this song describes the situation during
the time of Ya°qub Beg’s rule. It refers to the state of affairs during his rule, in-
cluding the state of Turfan under his administration, the dispatch of troops by
the Qing for the reconquest of Xinjiang, their subjugation of Giimadi and
Urumchi to the north of the Tianshan X111 and of the Turfan Depression dur-
ing their advance into the area under Ya‘qub Beg’s rule, and the subsequent
death of Ya°qub Beg at Korla.*8)

It is also mentioned that Ashab al-Kahf became a friend for Hakim Khan
Tora, who had been appointed governor (hzkim) of Turfan by Ya‘qub Beg.*9)
This probably means that this mazar supported Hakim Khan in some way. It is
true that this is no more than a folksong, and it is therefore questionable
whether it reflects actual facts, but it is clear that in the first half of the 1890s,
when this folksong was recorded, this mazar, as the chief mazar in Turfan, was
perceived by the Muslim population to be a powerful religious institution with
possible connections with the rulers of Turfan. As regards the actual situation,
Le Coq informs us that “its entrance was covered by a number of flags which
Yakub Beg’s troops had taken from the rebellious Tungans in the ‘sixties and
‘seventies of last century,” and this would support the supposition that Ya‘qub
Beg’s government enjoyed an amicable relationship with this mazar from the
time of his initial conquest of the Turfan Depression.

Assuming that those affiliated to the mazar actually did approach those in
power with offers of support, then it is possible that in the confused political
conditions during an uprising, when the power holders with control over the re-
gion were constantly changing,’”) the custodians of the mazar, faced with a new
development in the form of an advance into the Turfan Depression by Yaqub
Beg’s militarily superior régime, may have sought to secure a privileged posi-
tion for their own religious institution by displaying a cooperative stance to-
wards the new régime. At the same time, it is also evident in moves made by
Ya‘qub Beg’s government that, in establishing anew and maintaining its control
over Turfan, it hoped to win over the hearts of the local population by forming
a close relationship with a mazar possessing enormous religious authority.

One is here reminded of the fact that Ya‘qub Beg’s government, as a
Muslim régime, introduced a policy of patronizing the chief mazars by repairing
mausolea, granting land endowments, and so on in Kashghar and elsewhere. It
is a wellknown fact that the tombs of Khwaja Afaq, Sutuq Boghra Khan, and
others were rebuilt in magnificent style during this period.’!) That being so, it
would be hardly surprising if Ya‘qib Beg’s government had in Turfan shown
due respect to a mazar said to represent the cave of the ashab alkahf
Furthermore, it would not necessarily be off the mark to consider the possibili-
ty that this, in conjunction with the fact that Ya°qub Beg was a charismatic ruler
who had established a united government in East Turkistan, was in turn effec-
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tive in lending authority to this mazar, for as was seen earlier, after the end of
Yaqub Beg’s rule, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it sud-
denly manifested its distinctive features as a prominent religious institution with
far-ranging religious authority.

IV. The Muslim Population and Beliefs Concerning Tuyuq Khojam
(1) Their Basis and Criticism Thereof

The reason that the mazar at Tuyuq existed as a religious institution attract-
ing large numbers of pilgrims was, of course, that its cave was believed by pil-
grims and the Muslim population of East Turkistan and the surrounding region
to be the cave of the ashab alkahf mentioned in the Qur’an and thus became an
object of worship. But on what grounds did this site come to be regarded as the
cave of the ashab alkahf? How did this perception come to be universally ac-
cepted so that the site was transformed into a representative place of visitation?
And in the minds of the Muslim population, by what evidence was the belief
that this cave was that of the ashab alkahf supported? Because the truth about
such matters does not appear in historical sources, questions such as these are
difficult to investigate. But the key to answering these questions would seem to
lie concealed in some of the accounts left by intellectuals.

Qurban °All writes that there are seven sites in the world regarded as
places for visiting the cave of the ashab alkahf, and he cites several reasons why
the cave in Turfan is the most appropriate of these sites. He points out that the
manner in which the sunlight strikes the cave tallies with the account in the
Qur’an; the cave was known from pre-Islamic times; it was recognized by
Khwija Afaq; if one visits it, one’s prayers will be answered; and conversely
those who do not revere it suffer harm.’? In addition, he also considers that re-
lated place-names appearing in the fafsir, such as Rim and Afsis, where
Dakianus resided, changed into place-names in the vicinity of Tuyuq, becom-
ing Ramcha, Turfan, and so on. He stresses in particular that “Turfan’ is a cor-
ruption of ‘Afsts’ (Afsus— Tarstis— Tarfana— Turfan), and he attempts to ex-
plain these changes on the basis of characteristic features of the pronunciation
of Turkic languages.®)

In addition, an explanation linking Riim to Urumchi is to be found in the
Tarikhi amniya. 1t is argued that the correct form of the placename ‘Urumchi’
was originally ‘Riimcha,” and since in Turkic languages diminutives are formed
by adding the suffix -cha, ‘Rimcha’ means ‘little Rim.” Furthermore, the letter
alef was mistakenly prefixed to the word ‘Rimcha’ and the ending combined
with the letter ya to give the form ‘Urumchi.’®*) These explanations represent an
attempt to explain in a coherent manner, on the basis of historical changes in
word forms, the discrepancies between local place-names and the place-names
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appearing in the legend of the ashab alkahf.

Setting aside reasons that could also apply to other mazars, such as remark-
able manifestations of miraculous efficacy, the explanation that place-names re-
lated to the legend of the ashab al-kahf were transformed into place-names in the
area around the cave, as well as the legend regarding the endorsement of this
locality by the famous saint Khwaja Afaq, would not have been views original
with intellectuals such as Qurban °All and Mulla Mis4, but were probably
based on information that these writers obtained from those affiliated to the
mazar and from local inhabitants when they visited the mazar. If that is the case,
then there is a strong possibility that the reasons for identifying this mazar with
the cave of the aghab alkahf were propagated by those affiliated to the mazar in
order to ensure its prestige as a place of visitation, and, through their dissemina-
tion among the general population, they had a corresponding effect on the con-
sciousness of the populace (who it was that performed the act of pilgrimage) re-
garding veneration of this mazar. When he wrote the Tarikhi amniya, Mulla
Musa too set down in quite positive terms these forced explanations that had
probably been offered by those affiliated to the mazar, and he expressed no
doubts whatsoever about the belief that the mazar at Tuyuq was the cave of the
ashab al-kahf.

But in the Tarikhi hamidi, which he wrote some time later, Mulla Musa rais-
es some fundamental questions about this mazar and levels concrete and
scathing criticism against some of its essential aspects.®®) The gist of his criticism
is as follows: (1) there is no evidence that there was in Tuyuq a tomb of anyone
of ancient times before the time of the prophet Muhammad, and it cannot be
said that there was a prophet’s tomb here; (2) neither early Arabic commenta-
tors of the Qur’an nor the Companions (ashab) say that this cave was in Tuyugq,
nor do local intellectuals make any mention of the ashab alkahf (e.g., Tarikhi
rashidz); (3) since Turfan was Islamized after Farghana and Kashghar, no one
could have known of the existence of this cave, and Baba Khan’s subsequent
recognition of the cave cannot be regarded as proof either; (4) Turfan appears
in the histories as “Turfan’, while ‘Urumchi’ derives from a person’s name, and
so the view that their original forms were ‘Tarsts’ and ‘Rimcha’ is baseless; (5)
the ashab alkahf are said to have been tall and to have had large heads, but it is
difficult for even a sheep to pass through the entrance to the cave at Tuyug; (6)
the cave at Tuyuq differs from the characteristics of the cave described in the
Qur’an with respect to the manner in which it gets the sun; (7) according to the
Qur’an, those who look at the ashab alkahf flee in terror, but this is not so in the
case of the cave at Tuyug; (8) it is an act of unbelief to revere places other than
Mecca in the same way as one reveres Mecca and to regard them as pilgrimage
sites, nor should one worship saints, who are not God; (9) it is said that a visit to
Tuyuq is equivalent to half a pilgrimage to Mecca, but the Agjj is undertaken at
a fixed time to Mecca; and (10) the local belief that the cave of the ashab alkahf
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is in Tuyuq is at variance with the explanations found in the Quran, hadith,
tafsir, and histories.>%)

The crux of Mulla Musa’s arguments comes down to the fact that this
mazar is not the cave of the ashab alkahf referred to in the Qur’an and that there
is no validity in any assertions to the contrary. He lucidly argues that Ashab al-
Kahf does not appear in the histories and that the justification for this identifi-
cation on the basis of historical changes in place-names is mistaken. He also
points out that the cave’s characteristics are inconsistent with the accounts in
the Quran and #afsir.5”) A further important point is his criticism of the worship
of “saints” and the regarding of localities other than Mecca as special holy sites
to which pilgrimages may be made. In sum, Mulla Masa thoroughly negates
the widespread local popular belief that the mazar at Tuyuq is the cave of the
ashab alkahf through a critical examination of the grounds on which this belief
is based. This critique throws into sharp relief his credentials as a representative
intellectual and historian of this period.

It is worth noting here that Mulla Musa’s description of the mazar quoted
in the previous section was critical of the fact that the shaykhs looked upon this
mazar as if it were Mecca and used various devices to fleece pilgrims of their
possessions. This means that the actions of those affiliated to the mazar and
their methods of lending authority to it seemed to Mulla Misa, who probably
witnessed them, to be somewhat questionable and contrived. This would not
have been unrelated to his critical stance towards the legitimizing arguments
presumably put forward by those affiliated to mazar, nor would it have been un-
connected to his voicing of a negative attitude towards the very legitimacy of
this mazar.

(2) The Survival of Popular Beliefs

But notwithstanding the thorough-going criticism presented in the 7arikh-i
hamidi, this mazar continued to draw large numbers of pilgrims. Among visitors
from the outside world, Evangeline French and Mildred Cable of the China
Inland Mission have left an account of this cave in the 1930s.58) It could be said
that the religious authority of this mazar among the Muslim population and its
appeal for them were quite deep-rooted, and it is to be surmised that this state
of affairs was, as noted earlier, due to the fact that the propaganda and “ru-
mours” spread by those affiliated to the mazar and by some of the Muslim devo-
tees continued to have a not inconsiderable effect on Muslims in other regions.

A manuscript held in SanktPeterburg relates in great detail and in verse
what would seem to be the legend of the ashab alkahf,®) and since in the latter
part there is a reference to Tuyugq, it is clear that this is the manuscript of a
work concerning the origins of the mazar of the ashab alkahf at Tuyugq. It is also
noteworthy that while it is similar in outline to the episodes based on the afsir
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cited in Muhammad Sadiq Kashghari’s earlier mentioned work, it also incorpo-
rates in parts some different motifs, but I shall not go into further details for
fear of digressing. The main point in the present context is that while this man-
uscript contains praises of Tuyuq as a place and also describes Alpata and oth-
er mazars, it has the character of a guidebook promoting the sacred sites of the
Turfan Depression centred on the mazar at Tuyugq. It is to be surmised that this
mazar increased its importance as a place of visitation through the circulation of
information about it in works such as this.

But it is hardly likely that the essence of this mazar’s vitality should lie in
the contrived propaganda and performances of its religious leaders. This can
be seen in the fact that in spite of the implementation of anti-religious policies
and the influence of communist thought since the founding of the People’s
Republic of China, and notwithstanding a temporary suspension of activities by
religious leaders, beliefs centred on this mazar have survived down to the pre-
sent day.

When I visited the cave in August 1996 and August 2001, as well as in-
specting the cave’s interior, I also interviewed together with Wang Jianxin and
others in our party the mazar’s custodians and the imam of the mosque at
Tuyuq, and as a result some light was shed on the situation since the 1950s.
Before “liberation” there had been about thirty custodians at this mazar, and its
operations had been sustained by an endowment of fields that produced about
four tons of grapes annually. Because the land endowment was lost after “liber-
ation,”®® operating expenses were met chiefly through donations. During the
Cultural Revolution, both the fine gunbaz-shaped building of the mazar and the
mosque were destroyed, and the mazar’s sources of revenue dried up complete-
ly. In 1982, after the Cultural Revolution, the imam of the mosque submitted a
list of property that had been lost together with documents concerning their
valuation to the head of Pichan county in an attempt to seek government com-
pensation for the losses, but this proved unsuccessful. Even today fragments of
roof tiles from the destroyed buildings lie scattered about the grounds of the
mazar. Subsequently 20,000-30,000 yuan 7T were raised from donations, and in
June 1996 the mausoleum was rebuilt.

Although there is no documentary evidence to verify these events, the ves-
tiges of destruction wrought during the Cultural Revolution and the revival of
activities and reconstruction of facilities as a result of the relaxing of religious
policy since the 1980s graphically illustrate characteristic aspects of the history
experienced by religious institutions in the course of changes in religious policy
and political conditions in contemporary China. While it is true that the main
buildings were destroyed during the Cultural Revolution, when one compares
a photograph of the entire mountainside taken by Le Coq®!) with a photograph
that I took of the same scene in August 2001, the basic appearance of the outer
structure surrounding the mazar precincts is virtually identical, and in this sense
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the present state of the mazar may be considered to partially preserve the scene
as it looked in the 1910s.

Since its revival in the 1980s, the mazar has in recent years come to show a
vitality no less dynamic than in the first half of the twentieth century.
According to fieldwork undertaken by Wang Jianxin, there are few people in
Turfan who have not paid a visit to this mazar, and it has become customary for
families and neighbours to make regular group visits.®” When we visited it in
August 1996, there were pilgrims from various parts of Xinjiang, including one
from Ghulja (Ili) to the north of the Tianshan, a family of four from Guchen,
and ten from Kashghar in westernmost Xinjiang. There was also a Kazakh fami-
ly paying their respects at the small cemetery attached to the mausoleum. In
August 2001 we saw a party of farmers who had come by bus from Qara-qash
county in Khotan prefecture. In addition, the entrance to the gunbaz-shaped
building, which is of particularly fine construction, is said to have been donated
by a wealthy person from Yengi Hisar to the south of Kashghar. In other words,
there can be no doubt that this mazar is revered by Muslims, regardless of their
ethnicity, not only in the Turfan Depression, but throughout all Xinjiang, and is
attracting large numbers of pilgrims.

Pilgrims today, after having worshipped at the mosque in Tuyug, enter the
grounds of the mazar, and inside the building attached to the cave they listen to
an explanation of the origins of the cave of the ashab alkahf as eloquently told
by a shaykh. Then they are shown inside the cave, and after having recited a
verse of the Qur’an, meditated, and prayed, they leave the cave. On leaving
the building, they are tapped on the middle and lower part of the back by one
of the custodians with a stick wrapped in white cloth. Their visit thus follows
special procedures, and it could be said that today the mazar not only functions
as a site of Islamic belief for communion with a tale of the miraculous de-
scribed in the Qur’an,) but also constitutes a locus of living popular beliefs in
its capacity as an unusual religious institution associated with ritual acts of a
magical nature.%%) '

Concluding Remarks

Let us summarize the historical circumstances surrounding this mazar as
elucidated above. The first “evidence” for the mazar in historical sources is a di-
rective by the khan of Turfan in the second half of the seventeenth century, giv-
ing instructions for the recognition of the cave as that of the ashab alkahf and
the appointment of custodians. Later, in the early nineteenth century under
Qing rule, it is to be surmised that improvements were made to the facilities by
influential members of the house of the commandery prince of Turfan, and al-
though it did not have a prominent presence in the Turfan Depression, there
are indications that it was one of the main mazars in the area. In the late nine-
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teenth and early twentieth centuries it developed into a large-scale complex
and grew rapidly into a major holy site drawing pilgrims from not only Turfan,
but also other oases in East Turkistan and even India and West Turkistan.%®) It
is to be surmised that factors behind this growth included the dissemination of
the publicity given to it as the cave of the ashab alkahf by those affiliated to the
mazdr and by believers and the fact that the peculiar procedures and rituals
adopted by its custodians were effective in enhancing its religious authority. But
when one considers that the mazar has survived down to the present day in spite
of thorough-going criticism by intellectuals in the early twentieth century and
oppressive policies implemented by the People’s Republic of China, it should
not be forgotten that it is the mentality of Muslims themselves, desirous of con-
tact with saints thought to be close to God, that is a necessary condition for the
existence of a “holy site” such as this.

The most remarkable feature of this mazar is that a mazar based on a
Qur’anic legend should have appeared in the Turfan Depression, an area on
the margins of the world of Islam which was late in being Islamized, and that
while it could not match other mazars with respect to the actual antiquity of its
history and its “status” within Turfan, it exerted religious authority which dis-
played pulling power over a vast region and succeeded in rapidly transforming
itself into an institution attracting large numbers of Muslims. It is indeed in its
essence as a mazar associated with Qur’anic saints rather than regional saints
that the basis of the astoundingly farranging nature of its religious authority,
which sets it apart from other mazars in Turfan, lies. When one takes into ac-
count the fact that the physical site of a cave tends to become an object of prim-
itive beliefs, that many Buddhist remains are to be found in the vicinity of
Tuyuq, and that magical rites giving priority to worldly benefits have been per-
formed here, it could be said that this mazar is an embodiment of the local be-
lief system, which shows a composite form centred around Islam, and that it
constitutes a religious magnetic field characteristic of popular beliefs, in which
the local universality of Islam and the marginality of Turfan, Islamic beliefs and
pre-Islamic beliefs, and the principles of Islam and indigenous thaumaturgy all
intermingle and merge together.

It is to be hoped that the systematic study of this mazar will advance further
in the future, with various aspects such as the genealogy of its legends and tradi-
tions, the actualities of its magical rites, the state of its landscape and external
appearance, and the cosmological structure embodied in its spatial layout be-
ing subjected to examination. I shall be happy if this article provides a basis to-
wards this end.
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and exchange of Islamic learning (ibid., p. 56).

As regards the situation prior to 1950, various magical rites for the healing of ill-
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Behind this farranging influence one can detect the expansion of the trading
sphere surrounding East Turkistan throughout the nineteenth century, including
relations with British India, but this is an issue that requires further investigation.




