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Abstract

The countries of central Asia, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and
Turkmenistan, since centuries, have been the threshold and route of integrating language,
culture, economic and political ties with India. Shahbaz Amil explains the importance of the
Silk Road, in promoting all aspects of cross-cultural ties like trade, technologies, and
religious beliefs. Indian ideas, beliefs and philosophies spread throughout Central Asia, as
new cultural components were brought to the Indian subcontinent by Central Asian tribes like
the Huns and later the Mongols. The Panchatantra is a collection of ancient Indian fables
written in Sanskrit, credited to Vishnu Sharma around the 3rd century BCE. It ranks among
the most translated non-religious texts in history, crossing cultural and linguistic barriers as
it moved from India to Persia, Arabia, and later to Central Asia and Europe. This article
explores how the Panchatantra impacted the literary landscape of Central Asia, focusing on
translations, adaptations, and the blending of cultures that shaped narrative techniques,
moral concepts, and teaching practices in the region.
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Introduction

The countries of central Asia, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and
Turkmenistan, since centuries, have been the threshold and route to integrating language,
culture, economic and political ties with India. Shahbaz Amil explains the importance of the
Silk Road, in promoting all aspects of cross-cultural ties like trade, technologies, and
religious beliefs. Indian ideas, beliefs and philosophies spread throughout Central Asia, as
new cultural components were brought to the Indian subcontinent by Central Asian tribes like
the Huns and later the Mongols. (116)

Archaeological excavations at Khotan, Kucha (Bagchi 90-95) have proved that numerous
languages of central Asia are greatly influenced by Sanskrit and Prakrit, the ancient classical
language of India. Innumerable Buddhist works were also translated into Central Asian
languages, which resulted in the growth of Buddhist monasteries and hubs. Several popular
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Indian literary masterpieces, such as Panchatantra and Hitopadesh, influenced the writers of
central Asia. The Panchatantra is a collection of ancient Indian fables written in Sanskrit,
credited to Vishnu Sharma around the 3rd century BCE. It ranks among the most translated
non-religious texts in history, crossing cultural and linguistic barriers as it moved from India
to Persia, Arabia, and later to Central Asia and Europe. Scholars have also pointed out that
the stories not only exhibit moral lessons but also depict complex rules of politics and
governance, known as Nitishastra.

It is in this sense that Panchatantra is a dominant cross-cultural text, whether we look at it as
a reinscribing /acceptance of a text in another culture or people who advanced the
movements or through the impact of religion. Central Asia, positioned as a key transition
point for cultures along the Silk Road, became an important corridor for sharing these tales.
The Panchatantra provided not just entertainment but also served as a teaching tool,
embedding lessons on ethics, politics, and philosophy into local literary traditions. This
article explores how the Panchatantra impacted the literary landscape of Central Asia,
focusing on translations, adaptations, and the blending of cultures that shaped narrative
techniques, moral concepts, and teaching practices in the region.

Historical Transmission of Panchatantra to Central Asia

The Panchatantra made its way to Central Asia through several stages of translation and
adaptation. The original Sanskrit text of Panchatantra was turned into Middle Persian
(Pahlavi) in the 6th century under the title Kalila wa Dimna by Burzoe, a physician in the
court of Sassanian ruler, Khosrow I Anushirvan (531-579).This Middle Persian version was
later translated into Arabic by Ibn al-Muqaffa‘ in the 8th century CE, and it became one of
the most praised prose works in Arabic literature. Kalilah wa-Dimnah, is named after the two
jackals (Karataka and Damanaka) that appear in the first story. The 8th Century Arabic
translation proved to be the base text for all future translations within the region of Middle
East and Europe into Semitic and Indo-European languages. Burzoes original translation had
been lost but it had been translated into Persian by Rudaki in 940 AD. Gradually various
stories from this book, which encompass a wide range of themes, have been found
everywhere in the world sometimes with thematic and linguistic variations. The
Panchatantra stories have been re-told in different forms and have been translated into more
than two hundred languages other than the Indian Subcontinent. (Manorama Jafa). Paul
Lunde explains about the initial translation and continuous influence in shaping the literary
tradition of Central Asia and also further:

Three hundred years later, after the Muslim conquest of Persia and the Near East, a
Persian convert to Islam named Ibn al-Mukaffa’ chanced upon Burzoe’s Pehlavi
version and translated it into Arabic in a style so lucid it is still considered a model of
Arabic prose. Called Kalila and Dimna, after the two jackals who are the main
characters, the book was written mainly for the instruction of civil servants. It was so
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entertaining, however, that it proved popular with all classes, entered the folklore of
the Muslim world, and was carried by the Arabs to Spain. ( muslim heritage)

Actually, the people's versions of Panchatantra tales have been accounted for from this
whole region. As for the journey of Panchatantra related to the Middle East, the Kalila wa
Dimnah stories became a part of Arabic, Iranian, and Turkish folk-tales a long time ago.
Central Asia served as a cultural melting pot linking Persia, India, and China, which absorbed
the Panchatantra and emerged in translated forms. The Persian and Arabic translations
entered Sogdian, Uyghur, and later Turkic literary environments. The themes and plot
structures of the Panchatantra were incorporated into the cultural, social and ethical texture
of Central Asian society. The stories were frequently localised to relate to specific contexts
and styles of language. The intermingling and transformation of such stories was a testament
to the strong links between civilizations in the Silk Route.

Panchatantra’s various translations were present in manuscripts, indicating significance of
translation in central Asia. The Panchatantra made its journey from India to Europe just like
any Indian book of wisdom, via Central and West Asia. It should be noted that this region
forms the Spice Road of Arab traders and it is the route that allowed for the circulation of the
text. Gregori (2018). But even though oral and pictorial forms of the stories are available in
abundance, all this translation journey has been planned quite fundamentally as text
translation. A closer examination reveals that Panchatantra was spread through the medieval
trade route. But let us remember that translation history of Panchatantra in Central Asia and
China, and in South East Asia have not been accurately studied as it has been accomplished
for Middle East and Europe.

Panchatantra has influenced various cultures in Central Asia to illustrate the tales in pictorial
form, both in painting and sculptural art. Both Persian and Arabic miniatures, wall paintings
and Vases adorned with Panchatantra tales or different versions of Kalila wa-Dimnah are
common. A leaf from the Arabic rendition of Kalila wa-Dimnah of 1210 C.E., depicts the
King of the Crows in consultation with his political advisors. Many stories like Hare fools
Elephant by Showing the Moon's Reflection in Arabic (1354), The Turtle and the Monkey,
Persian, Timurid school, c. 1410-1420 are inscribed in paintings (Wikipedia). In Central
Asia, at Panjikent, between 7th and 8th century C.E., Sogdian artists have adorned walls of
the homes with Panchatantra and Aesop's fables. (Matteo Compareti 1-2)The Kalila wa-
Dimnah, a translation/reconstruction of Panchatantra, depicts a story of the King,
Dabschelim, who is approached by the philosopher Bidpai, who relates to him a set of stories
of anthropomorphised animals that contain significant morals for a King. There are fifteen
primary stories, serving as frame stories with many more stories nested within them. The two
jackals, Kalila and Dimna, also appear as the storytellers of the tales and as the protagonists
of the tales. They are employed in the king's court, Bankala the lion. Kalila is content with his
position, while Dimna is always trying to achieve fame. The tales are allegories with a human
social and political setup, and like fables, show human life.
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Panchatantra and Central Asian Narrative Tradition

The Panchatantra,‘the five treatises’, is an anthology of animal-centered stories skillfully
inter-woven with stories of human beings and animals exhibiting standard animal
stereotypes. According to the introduction of the text, it illustrates, for the benefit of three
ignorant princes, the central Hindu principles of niti, the wise conduct of life. The text is a
mixture of verse and prose (champu). The five parts that compose the Panchatantra (in
sanskrit Panchatantra means “the five principles”) are: mitra bhedha (the separation of
friends); mitra labha or mitra samprapti (the gaining of friends); kakolukiyam (of crows and
owls); and labdhapranasam (loss of gains); apariksitakarakam (rash deeds). Taking into
account that the characters of the opening (and the longest) tale of the book, the lion and the
bull, are two jackals named in sanskrit karataka (horribly howling) and damanaka
(victorious). Reconstructing the tales from a linguistic perspective, the Pahlavi version
includes, besides the five chapters of the Panchatantra, five new chapters which contain other
Indian tales. Some of these new chapters are taken from the twelfth book of the Mahabharata,
while two other chapters talk about Borzuy’s trip. (Grigori 585)

Another important feature of the narrative tradition in the Panchatantra was the use of
anthropomorphic animal characters to impart moral and political lessons. Characters like the
lion, jackal, ox, and crow—common figures in the Panchatantra—were integrated into
Central Asian folklore, symbolizing wisdom, deceit, power, and loyalty. The use of animals
as symbolic figures resonated with Central Asian nomadic cultures, where animals were
central to daily life, myths, and cosmology.

The teaching aspect of the Panchatantra also affected Central Asian education. In madrassas
and literary circles, translated versions of Kalila wa Dimnah served as instructional texts for
statecraft, ethics, and rhetoric. These stories combined enjoyment with moral lessons,
ensuring they were preserved and adjusted across various cultural settings.

Influence on Persian and Turkish Literature in Central Asia

The Persian literary tradition in Central Asia welcomed the Panchatantra through Kalila wa
Dimnah. Persian prose writers and poets employed the moral narratives of these fables as a
device for literary and political discussion. Nasrullah Munshi's 12th-century Persian version
of Kalila wa Dimnah became especially important, blending complex Persian prose with the
wisdom of the original Sanskrit narratives. In the Turkic literary cultures, particularly in the
Karakhanids and Timurids, the motifs of the Panchatantra found a robust resonance. Ali Shir
Nava'i (1441-1501), a distinguished Chagatai poet and politician, incorporated moral
allegories like those in the Panchatantra into his writings. These stories prompted reworkings
in Chagatai Turkic literature, in which animal characters became a favourite means of
political satire and moral instruction. In addition, during the 14th and 15th centuries, Central
Asian storytellers reworked these stories for oral narratives. Folk tales within Uzbek,
Uyghur, and Kazakh folklores reflect structural and thematic features of the Panchatantra,
demonstrating how deeply its moral and narrative strategies imprinted on indigenous
storytelling.
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Another crucial aspect of the Panchatantra's influence in Central Asia is its correspondence
with Sufi literature. Sufi mystics and poets frequently employed allegorical tales to teach
spiritual truths, and the animal fables of the Panchatantra provided an analogy for such
narrative. The stories emphasize the interplay among wisdom, foolishness, and morality, a
pattern well-suited to Sufi culture. Jalal al-Din Rumi (1207-1273), writing mainly in Persian,
was a powerful influence in Central Asia. Rumi employed parables and fables that are
reminiscent of the narrative mode of the Panchatantra. Likewise, Attar's Mantiq al-Tayr (The
Conference of the Birds) based on Islamic mysticism also employs animal characters as
symbols similar to the Panchatantra mode of telling stories. The intermingling of
Panchatantra-type telling in Sufi literature demonstrates how Indian narrative arts blended
with Islamic mysticism to produce a rich cultural synthesis in Central Asia.

The Legacy of Panchatantra in Central Asian Literary Culture

The legacy of the Panchatantra in Central Asia remains strong in several ways. Its influence
on Persian prose literature set benchmarks for narrative artistry and elegance in writing. Its
moral tales became staples in Islamic educational institutions across the region. Its narrative
techniques shaped storytelling traditions in Turkic and Persian literature, embedding the use
of frame narratives and animal characters as long-lasting literary tools. Even today, elements
of the Panchatantra persist in modern Central Asian literature. Contemporary writers in
Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan continue to employ animal allegories and moral tales that trace
back to these ancient stories. The integration of Panchatantra themes into folklore,
educational literature, and even political discourse shows its adaptability and lasting
relevance.

Conclusion

The journey of the Panchatantra into Central Asia highlights the lasting power of storytelling
across cultures. Its instructive tales, passed down through Persian and Arabic translations,
became an integral part of Central Asian literary traditions. By influencing narrative styles,
shaping Persian and Turkic literature, and enhancing Sufi allegorical traditions, the
Panchatantra played a vital role in forming the cultural and intellectual heritage of Central
Asia. As both a literary and moral text, the Panchatantra illustrates how knowledge and
wisdom can cross boundaries, evolving yet retaining their fundamental purpose: to teach,
entertain, and guide. Its profound impact on Central Asian literature emphasizes the shared
cultural heritage of India and Central Asia, connected through centuries of storytelling and
intellectual exchange
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