
 

 
96 

Abstract 

The Great Silk Road which in ancient times linked the countries of the Far East with the 
Mediterranean area by way of Central Asia is well known to the learned and general public. Much 
less known is the other great trade road, also through Central Asia, that ran from India to the Medi-
terranean shores. Unlike the Silk Road with its predominantly overland routes, the road from India 
was a compound of land and waterway routes. This road started from Taxila, the capital of Gand-
hara, in north-western India, and crossed the Hindu Kush range into Baktria. After this it followed 
the Kokcha, Kunduz Darya, and Balkhab rivers to the Oxus (Amu Darya), and then down the Oxus 
toward Chorasmia. At Amul, or Chardzhou, a route branched off towards Margiana, Parthyene and 
the Atrek valley. From Chorasmia the main route continued along the Uzboi channel to the Cas-
pian Sea, and crossing the sea, passed on to the mouth of the Kura river (ancient Cyrus); thence 
along the river and through modern Azerbaijan (Caucasian Albania) and eastern Georgia (Ancient 
Iberia) it crossed the Surami Pass to reach the valley of the Rioni river (ancient Phasis). In the 
lower course of the Phasis (western Georgia, legendary Colchis) was situated a city bearing the 
same name and inhabited by people of various nationalities, including Baktrians and Indians. 
Thence by the Euxine the road led to the Greek cities of the Black Sea region and so ultimately to 
South-East Europe. The available data indicate the importance of the Great Indian Road, and calls 
for the need for further profound and thorough study of the history of the formation and the opera-
tion of this great thoroughfare on the basis of archaeological, literary, and other sources. 
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Scholarship has many problems related to the notion of Tochari, including 
a complex one – the problem of the Tocharian language. This article, however, 
will not deal with this problem. Instead, we will consider the question of what 
is hidden under the name “Tochari”? Is the common belief true that the Tochari 
emerged from the depths of Central Asia and eventually settled in Baktria? In 
fact, this kind of question has never been raised because even ancient authors 
who wrote about this people described them in exactly the same way. But, 
their reports contain a lot of mystery and contradiction. 

Most information about the Tochari is provided by ancient Classical 
(Graeco-Roman) and Chinese sources. The name in Greek and Latin texts has 
two main forms (apart from the options and ambiguities of the writings): the 
early form that is associated with stories of the invasion of nomads into Cen-
tral Asia – “Tachari” or “Tachori”; and a later and unified form – “Tochari”. 
Chinese sources respectively contain the same two forms: “Ta-h(s)ia” (current 
spelling “Daxia”, “Dakhīa”in Bichurin's translation) which is possibly “Ta-ha” 
in the ancient pronunciation (as the sound “r” did not exist in the Chinese lan-
guage at the time), and “Tu-ho-lo”. The Hanshu explicitly states that “Tuholo” 
is the same as ancient “Daxia/Ta-hia”.1 The phonetic form of these names is 
sufficiently close; the conformity of Tochari and Tu-ho-lo is indisputable, as is 
the conformity of Tachari and Daxia/Ta-hia. There would have been no doubt 
at all, if not for an amazing difference in the description of the role of Tochari 

 
1 Bichurin 1950, 321–322.  
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on one hand and the Daxia/Ta-hia on the other in the stories about the invasion 
of nomads. Nevertheless, many researchers, including sinologists, support the 
view of the identity of these names.2 

The main mystery about the Tochari is that they had a “twin people group” 
who was their constant companion. According to Chinese sources, their twin 
people group is the Yuezhi (Yüeh-chih). Almost everywhere the Yuezhi is men-
tioned, we also find the Tochari. It is therefore not surprising that the view of 
the historical identity of the Tochari and the Yuezhi is almost universally ac-
cepted. But, attempts to also equalize the names of these people phonetically 
have not been convincing. The name Yuezhi has a match in another ethnonym, 
which in Greek sources is also mentioned close to and in connection with 
Tochari. This is Asioi3 or rather, “Asioi or Asianoi”.4 In a parallel Greek 
source, Asioi matches Iatioi5 – a form of the name that seems to be even closer 
to the Chinese name Yuezhi.6  

The available evidence suggests that the roles of the Tochari and the Yuezhi 
are clearly divided. When it comes to relocation, the Yuezhi always act as mo-
bile, nomad element; whereas the Tochari (with one exception) act as sedentary 
population, living in cities. Impressions of the Tochari as migrants are formed 
mainly because the Tochari invariably appear in every important movement of 

 
2 On the history of the problem, see: Umniakov 1940, 186–187; Herrmann 1937, 1633–1634; 

Gardiner-Garden 1987, 45–46. J. Marquart, for example, was of the same opinion (Marquart 1901, 
204; Markwart 1946, 143, 147). 

3 On the history of the problem, see Olbrycht 1998, 94. The same opinion is presented by 
Markwart 1946, 145 and Tarn 1951, 284, recently also by Liu 2001, 114. But on the whole, the 
question of the correlation of the Tochari and the Yuezhi still remains a mystery. A recent popular 
book about Central Asia says: “In what respect Tochari relate to the Yuezhi is not completely 
clear” (Baumann 2000, 203). 

4 Strabo’s account 11.8.2 offers: }!F4@4 6"Â A"F4"<@Â: “Asioi and Pasianoi”. But a cor-
rection has long been suggested which is now broadly accepted: }!F4@4 ´ z!F4"<@Â (where 
Η ΑΣΙΑΝΟΙ > ΠΑΣΙΑΝΟΙ) or  }!F4@4 @Ê  6"Æ z!F4"<@Â (about this latter version see: 
Markwart 1946, 144). On the history of the problem, see: Umniakov 1940, 184–185; Gardiner-
Garden 1987, 40–43. The Pasianoi are nowhere else mentioned, and to make a complex hypothe-
sis, as it sometimes happens, on the basis of one of the controversial names, which most likely 
appeared as a result of scribal (spelling) error, is very risky. To link this name with the name of the 
Massagetaean tribe called Apasiakai is wrong, since the latter lived on their Central Asian territo-
ries long before the invasion of the nomads in the 2nd century B.C. 

5 The identity of names of Asioi and Iatioi did not seemingly cause any reasonable objection 
from anybody. It is likely that they present themselves as two dialectal options of the same ethnic 
name, something like Asia and Yatia (Tomaschek 1877, 68). The initial y- in the second word is char-
acteristic of the Eastern-Iranian language, an article merged with the word (Freiman 1951, 43–44).  

6 There were many phonetic reconstructions suggested for this Chinese word. Perhaps the 
most accurate for this period would be something like Ywati. On the history of the problem see: 
Gafurov 1972, 131–132; Gardiner-Garden 1987, 39. 
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the Yuezhi tribes. Their name also then becomes firmly associated with the area 
under consideration. 

Let us consider the most famous episode of the joint history of the Yuezhi 
and the Tochari – the migration of the Yuezhi from the depths of Central Asia 
to Baktria and Sogdiana. Chinese reports found in Shiji, Qian Hanshu and Hou 
Hanshu tell that the Yuezhi originally lived in the area of Gansu and were de-
feated by the Huns in about 160 B.C. They moved to the west through Fergana 
to the upper Amu Darya region after 140 B.C.; they settled to the north of the 
river, subjugating the area to the south of the stream called Daxia characterized 
by numerous cities7. That is where the Chinese envoy Zhang Qian found them 
in 128 B.C. Daxia is clearly the designation of Baktria. 

Ancient testimonies, all of which date back to Apollodoros of Artemita8 
who lived at the end of the 2nd and the 1st c. B.C.,9 have reached us in two tra-
ditions. The first of these is presented in Strabo and Klaudios Ptolemaios. 
Strabo (11.8.2) lists the nomadic tribes who migrated “from beyond the Iax-
artes river region” and “deprived the Greeks of Baktria”: the Asioi or Asianoi, 
the Tacharoi and Sakarauloi. Traces of the same information are presented on 
the map of Ptolemaios (Geogr. 6.12.4; 6.14.14) where Iatioi and Tachoroi are 
placed south of the Iaxartes (i.e. as already moved across the river), and further 
south Augaloi, and further west Sagaraukai. The composition of the tribes ac-
cording to both records is identical.10 Both records went through a common 
intermediary, who on several indications was Poseidonios of Apamea. The 
intermediary subjected Apollodoros’ evidence to a significant remaking, for 
example in replacing the name of the river Tanais with Iaxartes.11 

 
7 Kriukov 1988, 236–241; Benjamin 2006, 87–109. 
8 Piankov 1997, 233, 272–273. 
9 This is according to the majority of researchers. V.P. Nikonorov (1998, 109–110) suggests 

a different date which in our opinion is too late. 
10 At first glance, this is not the case. The Strabo’s list of tribes does not mention Augaloi, but 

they are listed in Ptolemaios. Let us pay our attention to the name of another tribe in the same list 
of Strabo: Σακάραυλοι. The text here is clearly corrupt. This is evidenced by extra και after the 
mentioned name, usually excluded by publishers. It seems the copyist hesitated between the two 
possible endings of that name:-λοι and-και. The second option gives the standard form of the 
name. Where did -λοι come from then? Could it be a remnant of what is missing in the name of 
ΑÛγαλοί in Strabo’s current text? We think that the scribe became confused by Strabo’s original 
text “ ΣΑΚΑΡΑΥΚΑΙ ΚΑΙ ΑΥΓΑΛΟΙ ” with its repeating ΚΑΙ and ΑΥ, which he considered cor-
rupt. He "corrected" the text by removing the “extra”, and thus it became ΣΑΚΑΡΑΥΛΟΙ. For the 
attempts to present the latter form, appearing nowhere else, as reproduction of a real ethnonym, 
see: Umniakov 1940, 185; Gardiner-Garden 1987, 50–60. 

11 Piankov 1997, 233–234, 272–273. There is unclear testimony (Plin. N.H. 6.22) about the 
crossing of the Tanais by Scythian tribes: Piankov 1997, 233; cf. Markwart 1946, 304–308. 
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The second tradition is reproduced in Pompeius Trogus (Prol. 41) who states 
that “Baktria and Sogdiana were captured by Scythian tribes of Saraucae and 
Asiae”. Trogus is perhaps closer to the original forms; he says nothing about 
crossing the river, nor does he mention the Tochari among the nomads who in-
vaded Baktria and Sogdiana.12 But, he knows the Tochari, and the context in 
which they are mentioned testifies in favour of greater proximity of the Trogus’ 
account to Apollodoros, and the latter one to the Chinese evidence.

Trogus’ historical context (Iust. 42.1–2) is the following: Parthian king 
Phraates II fought with certain “Scythians”, who then appeared in the sight of the 
Parthians and who came from afar. He was killed fighting them, and his successor 
Artabanos continued fighting and “attacked the Tochari”. These events took place 
in about 128–123 B.C., at the time when the Yuezhi established their dominance 
over Baktria-Daxia, the changes witnessed by Zhang Qian in 128 B.C. 

The course of these events can be reconstructed something like the follow-
ing: the clash between the Parthian king and the militant Scythians was the 
first encounter of Parthians with Asioi (Asianoi) = Yuezhi, and the attack of his 
successor on the Tochari was the invasion of the Parthians in Daxia = Baktria, 
the territory of the Yuezhi. The conquering pressure of the Parthians on the 
east before and after these events was always carried out on the outskirts of 
Baktria, and, according to coin evidence, Margiana was Artabanos’ offensive 
base at that time.13 

Why then does the source of Strabo and Ptolemaios refer to the Tochari as 
nomads who along with Asioi - Iatioi seized Baktria? I think of the following 
explanation: Poseidonios knew that the name Tocharoi appeared in Baktria with 
the arrival there of the Asioi, and without clear understanding of the subtleties of 
Baktrian history, simply included the Tochari into the general list of nomad-
conquerors.  

Subsequently, the name of the Asioi - Yuezhi disappeared in Baktria, al-
though the Chinese traditionally continued to use that designation when referring 
to the Kushan state, which was founded by the descendants of the Baktrian Yu-
ezhi. The name of the Tochari became so deeply rooted in Baktria that it gradu-
ally completely replaced the former name of the country. Already Ptolemaios 
(Geogr. 6.11.6), drawing from Maes Titianus (most likely around the turn of 
A.D.), talks about the “Tochari who were a large people group” in Baktria, and 
were largely involved in agriculture.14 It is from the name of this people group 
that the medieval designation of the country Tocharistan originates. In China, 

 
12 As we can see, the absence of the Tochari in the list of Trogus is not the result of simple 

negligence of its epitomator, as it is usually considered (see, for example: Herrmann 1920, 1618). 
13 Olbrycht 1998, 89. 
14 Berthelot 1930, 186. 



 

 
100 

The second tradition is reproduced in Pompeius Trogus (Prol. 41) who states 
that “Baktria and Sogdiana were captured by Scythian tribes of Saraucae and 
Asiae”. Trogus is perhaps closer to the original forms; he says nothing about 
crossing the river, nor does he mention the Tochari among the nomads who in-
vaded Baktria and Sogdiana.12 But, he knows the Tochari, and the context in 
which they are mentioned testifies in favour of greater proximity of the Trogus’ 
account to Apollodoros, and the latter one to the Chinese evidence.

Trogus’ historical context (Iust. 42.1–2) is the following: Parthian king 
Phraates II fought with certain “Scythians”, who then appeared in the sight of the 
Parthians and who came from afar. He was killed fighting them, and his successor 
Artabanos continued fighting and “attacked the Tochari”. These events took place 
in about 128–123 B.C., at the time when the Yuezhi established their dominance 
over Baktria-Daxia, the changes witnessed by Zhang Qian in 128 B.C. 

The course of these events can be reconstructed something like the follow-
ing: the clash between the Parthian king and the militant Scythians was the 
first encounter of Parthians with Asioi (Asianoi) = Yuezhi, and the attack of his 
successor on the Tochari was the invasion of the Parthians in Daxia = Baktria, 
the territory of the Yuezhi. The conquering pressure of the Parthians on the 
east before and after these events was always carried out on the outskirts of 
Baktria, and, according to coin evidence, Margiana was Artabanos’ offensive 
base at that time.13 

Why then does the source of Strabo and Ptolemaios refer to the Tochari as 
nomads who along with Asioi - Iatioi seized Baktria? I think of the following 
explanation: Poseidonios knew that the name Tocharoi appeared in Baktria with 
the arrival there of the Asioi, and without clear understanding of the subtleties of 
Baktrian history, simply included the Tochari into the general list of nomad-
conquerors.  

Subsequently, the name of the Asioi - Yuezhi disappeared in Baktria, al-
though the Chinese traditionally continued to use that designation when referring 
to the Kushan state, which was founded by the descendants of the Baktrian Yu-
ezhi. The name of the Tochari became so deeply rooted in Baktria that it gradu-
ally completely replaced the former name of the country. Already Ptolemaios 
(Geogr. 6.11.6), drawing from Maes Titianus (most likely around the turn of 
A.D.), talks about the “Tochari who were a large people group” in Baktria, and 
were largely involved in agriculture.14 It is from the name of this people group 
that the medieval designation of the country Tocharistan originates. In China, 

 
12 As we can see, the absence of the Tochari in the list of Trogus is not the result of simple 

negligence of its epitomator, as it is usually considered (see, for example: Herrmann 1920, 1618). 
13 Olbrycht 1998, 89. 
14 Berthelot 1930, 186. 
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this name in the form of Tuholo came into use in 4th century A.D., and, as al-
ready mentioned, the Chinese knew that Daxia (Ta-hia) was the more ancient 
form of the same name. 

It appears to be a very strange picture. In 141 B.C., Baktria acts as an inde-
pendent state (Iust. 36.1.4), but already in 128 B.C., Zhang Qian, who visited 
Baktria himself, did not hear about any Baktrians, but only talks about the To-
chari. How can this be explained? In a period of maximum 10 years did a com-
plete change of the settled urban population of the state take place? Some schol-
ars think that is exactly what happened. It may be that before Baktria was con-
quered by the Asioi - Yuezhi, the Tochari were already settled in Baktria (as 
a sedentary agriculturalist people!) around 135 B.C.15 These Tochari went there 
in a different and separate way from the Asioi - Yuezhi and took possession of 
the country with the agreement of the Baktrian Greeks after the latter had gone 
over the Hindu Kush into Northern India that they conquered.16 Of course, this 
entire intricate story is pure fiction of contemporary scholars. There is not even 
a hint of it in the sources. And this kind of story in itself is totally unrealistic.17 

Therefore, another hypothesis was suggested: Zhang Qian, having reached 
the Yuezhi in the west, decided that Baktria, the country where they lived, was 
a semi-mythical country Daxia, placed by the Chinese on the western fringes of 
their ecumene in the 3rd–2nd centuries B.C.18 But even this suggestion is clearly 
far-fetched. In Zhang Qian’s description of Daxia, there is not a single hint that 
he perceived the country as some kind of fairyland. When describing this coun-
try and other Central Asian regions, Zhang Qian’s aspiration attempted to convey 
their true phonation and as accurately as possible. But in the absence of another 
convincing explanation specialists generally adopted this hypothesis.  

The same Chinese sources that talk about a Yuezhi migration from Gansu in-
form us that not all the Yuezhi went to the west. Some of them called Lesser Yu-
ezhi stayed in Gansu and mixed with the local Tibetans.19 Here, having retreated 
to the mountains of Nanshan and the area of Lake Koko Nor, they played an 
active role even in the 1st–2nd centuries A.D. Can the Tochari be found here as 
well? Undoubtedly. According to Ptolemaios (Geogr. 6.16. 2. 5. 8), drawing 
from the Maes Titianus’s itinerary, the people of Thaguroi, or Ithaguroi lived in 

 
15 On the history of the problem, see: Tarn 1951, 295–296; Puri 1974, 189. 
16 Marquart 1901, 206–207; 1905, 240–241; Markwart 1946 I, 144–145. 
17 It is clear that the previously assumed destruction of the Graeco-Baktrian city of Ai Kha-

num by two successive waves of nomads finds now another, more convincing explanation. I have 
devoted to this issue a big article for the Franco-Soviet book in the 1990's, which however never 
got published. 

18 On the history of the problem, see: Umniakov 1940, 186–187; Herrmann 1937, 1633–
1634; Tarn 1951, 296–297. 

19 Kriukov 1988, 240–241. 
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these areas at this time of history. All researchers agree in identifying them with 
the Tochari, the city of Thogara with Ganzhou, and the Thaguron or Ithaguron 
Mountain with Nanshan.20 Even the Buddhist monk and translator Kumarajiva 
(4th century A.D.) directly translated the word “Tochari” (Tukhara) as Lesser 
Yuezhi. And in their ancient history, the Yuezhi and the Tochari are inseparable, 
even before the Yuezhi left Central Asia under the pressure from the Xiongnu 
(160 B.C.). According to Chinese sources from the Han period, the Yuezhi first 
lived between the city of Dunhuang (which did not exist at the time) and Qilian 
Mountains. As to the location of the latter, there is no common agreement as to 
whether it is Nanshan or the Chinese Tian Shan.21 But in any case, it is clear that 
at that time, the Yuezhi’s dominance was spread on to large territories including 
the entire Kashgaria (Tarim basin) and Hesi (Gansu corridor).22 This is confirmed 
by Chinese sources of pre-Han times (7th – 3rd centuries B.C.), in which the an-
cestors of the Yuezhi are mentioned under the name Niuzhi (with options) as the 
“jade people”. They mined jade and controlled its export to China where it was 
always of outstanding value.23 This means that the region of Khotan was already 
part of the Yuezhi ancestors realm.  

In the same area east of Khotan, the Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang (7th century 
A.D.) saw the ruins of the settlements of “ancient Tuholo” 24, and an even earlier 
source (3rd century B.C.) knows ancient Daxia very well in these localities.25 
This shows that the people of ancient Daxia were, for the Chinese of the Tang 
era, the Tochari (Tuholo) who lived not only in Baktria, but also in Kashgaria. In 
both areas, they lived as a settled urban population. The ancient authors also talk 
about the Tochari in the same area when writing about the period prior to the 
Yuezhi migration to Baktria.26 Their records go as far as to Apollodoros of Ar-
temita (2nd – 1st centuries B.C.) 27 and Megasthenes (4th–3rd centuries B.C.), and 
the latter mentions that the Tochari mined jade.28 

The name Tochari is also mentioned in connection with the cities of northern 
Kashgaria located in the Tarim valley at the southern foothills of the Chinese 

 
20 This "Tocharian" nomenclature is seemingly communicated here in Tibetanized form. And 

if a reading with the initial "i" is correct, then it has the Eastern-Iranian article. This is a direct 
illustration of the message of a mixed ethnos of the Lesser Yuezhi. 

21 On the history of the problem, see: Kriukov 1988, 237; Weinberg 1999, 242–243. 
22 Kliashtornyi, Savinov 1998, 172. 
23 Kriukov 1988, 236; Narain 1999, 4–5; Liu 2001, 117–118. 
24 On the he history of the problem of ancient “Tuholo” and Daxia, see: Herrmann 1937, 

1634; Umniakov 1940, 186–187; Puri 1974, 189. 
25 Marquart 1901, 207, 318–320. 
26 Tomaschek 1883, 205; Markwart 1946 I, 148. 
27 Piankov 1986, 16–18. 
28 Piankov 1987, 266–267. 
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Yuezhi migration to Baktria.26 Their records go as far as to Apollodoros of Ar-
temita (2nd – 1st centuries B.C.) 27 and Megasthenes (4th–3rd centuries B.C.), and 
the latter mentions that the Tochari mined jade.28 

The name Tochari is also mentioned in connection with the cities of northern 
Kashgaria located in the Tarim valley at the southern foothills of the Chinese 

 
20 This "Tocharian" nomenclature is seemingly communicated here in Tibetanized form. And 

if a reading with the initial "i" is correct, then it has the Eastern-Iranian article. This is a direct 
illustration of the message of a mixed ethnos of the Lesser Yuezhi. 

21 On the history of the problem, see: Kriukov 1988, 237; Weinberg 1999, 242–243. 
22 Kliashtornyi, Savinov 1998, 172. 
23 Kriukov 1988, 236; Narain 1999, 4–5; Liu 2001, 117–118. 
24 On the he history of the problem of ancient “Tuholo” and Daxia, see: Herrmann 1937, 

1634; Umniakov 1940, 186–187; Puri 1974, 189. 
25 Marquart 1901, 207, 318–320. 
26 Tomaschek 1883, 205; Markwart 1946 I, 148. 
27 Piankov 1986, 16–18. 
28 Piankov 1987, 266–267. 
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Tian Shan. This area was historically populated by sedentary agriculturalists, 
such as Tochri (Toχri) and Four Tochri (Tωγry), according to Uighur and Sog-
dian records (9th–10th centuries A.D.); Five Ttaugara according to Khotan-Saka 
records (8th–10th centuries A.D.); Thokars (Tho-kar with options), according to 
Tibetan records (5th–9th centuries A.D.), referring to them as an ancient people 
group who together with Chinese erected canals from Tarim.29 The roots of this 
word usage in this region most likely go back to the era of the Yuezhi dominion 
in Kashgaria (before the Huns’ supremacy). The Tochari appeared in the areas 
along the route taken by the Yuezhi during their migration to western Central 
Asia. Thus, it is considered that their name is contained in the designation of 
Fergana, the area of an ancient sedentary culture, which is recovered from the 
Chinese Dayuan as Taxwar.30 

I should note that I exclude from linking the names that are considered to be 
Tochari simply on the basis of phonetic similarity with the ethnonym Tochari. 
An example would be the Assyrian Tuharru. The same can be said in relation to 
linking the ethnonym Yuezhi (due to its highly hypothetical phonetic reconstruc-
tion) with well-known names such as Massagetae and Scythians.  

These types of linkages are entirely unproven hypotheses, and a long way 
from the reality of the migrations of tribes and peoples. I also think that linking 
Akkadian names Tukri and Guti to Tochari is simply an unreliable assumption. 

Therefore, in all the cases that we considered, the Tochari appear to be 
a sedentary “adjunct” to the nomadic Asioi - Yuezhi. This is quite accurately 
illustrated in the words of Trogus (Prol. 42): Reges Tocharorum Asiani – 
“Asiani Kings of Tochari”.31 Perhaps we can also add here a remark by 
a commentator to a poem by Dionysios Periegetes (Eustath. ad Dion. Per. 
752): “some…. say, that Tochari – τριγεν¥ς”, if the last word is understood as 
“three tribes”. It seems that we have here a typical example of a complex soci-
ety consisting of two main “tribes”: a normally dominant nomadic component 
(“kings”), and a sedentary farming component. The third component in such 
type of society is represented by a priestly corporation, which is also regarded 
as a tribe. It is the nomadic component, such as “Royal Scythians” or “Royal 
Sakas”,32 that always migrates, but the sedentary component remains settled on 
the spot.  

 
29 For a general overview of references about the Tochari related to this region, see: 

Herrmann 1937, 1633, 1636–1641; Umniakov 1940, 188–191; Gardiner-Garden 1987, 47.  
30 Gafurov 1972, 132. 
31 Typically, these words are being interpreted as a reference to a certain event: “Asians (be-

came) the kings of Tochari.” For an overview of the interpretations in this sense, see: Gardiner-
Garden 1987, 37–40. But even Tarn pointed out that here we have in mind not an event, but 
a condition – an indication of the structure of a nomadic horde (Tarn 1951, 286–287, 533). 

32 Piankov 1996, 38.  
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But the striking feature of this particular case that requires explanation lies 
in the fact that the settled component, wherever the Asioi - Yuezhi seem to ap-
pear, always happens to be the Tochari. It is hard to imagine that a sedentary 
people with an ancient urban culture would constantly move from one place to 
another and completely replace the existing sedentary population in their new 
location. The conclusion is clear: the term Tochari in the original sense is not an 
ethnonym, but a special term used for describing the settled component of no-
madic hordes, although perceived as a people’s name by the neighbouring na-
tions. But the latter sometimes attached the term to the whole horde.  

Perhaps the closest analogy for Tochari is “el” of the ancient Turks, 
a nomadic “empire” based on the military subordination of one part of it by 
another. The term “el” can mean “empire” as a whole, but mainly 
a subordinate part of it as the spoils of war.33 In this regard, the researchers 
make an interesting observation. The kings from the Kushan clan – the heirs of 
the “royal” Asioi - Yuezhi tribe – never called themselves Tochari.34 With this 
understanding of the word Tochari, it loses its significance and the old debate 
of whether or not Baktria-Daxia was divided into five principalities before the 
arrival of the Yuezhi or after.35 

It is most likely that the Asioi - Yuezhi themselves, judging by their lan-
guage, belonged to the Saka tribes in a broader sense, that is they were the 
South-Eastern Iranians.36 This does not exclude the possibility that the native 
language of the Kushan dynasty was a Central-Asian Indo-European language of 
a centum group.37 So for the Asioi - Yuezhi, the Tochari were the local Baktrian 
Iranians and the remaining Greeks. But from the first centuries A.D., the Tochari 
already constituted a united nation with the predominating language being 
a direct successor of the Asioi - Yuezhi language for which Greek letters were 
adopted to render it. The local population called it Tocharian language and con-
temporary scholars call it Baktrian.  

For the Lesser Yuezhi in Gansu, Thagurs were the local Tibetans, but subse-
quently these two nations got mixed up, and as a result the names Lesser Yuezhi 
and Tochari became equivalent. In earlier times, Tochari in southern Kashgaria 
possibly were the pro-Tibetan tribes who were occupying the area from Khotan 
to Lop Nor Lake38 at that time. And in northern Kashgaria, near Turfan, 

 
33 Gumilev 1967, 101–102. 
34 Narain 1999, 6. 
35 About this disagreement, see: Puri 1974, 184–188; Narain 1999, 40–41; Staviskii 1977, 

100–101; Litvinskii 1998, 409, 687. 
36 About the South-Eastern Iranian languages and people who carry them, see: Oranskii 1979, 

119–127. 
37 Ivanov 1967, 118. 
38 Kriukov 1988, 273–274. 
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33 Gumilev 1967, 101–102. 
34 Narain 1999, 6. 
35 About this disagreement, see: Puri 1974, 184–188; Narain 1999, 40–41; Staviskii 1977, 

100–101; Litvinskii 1998, 409, 687. 
36 About the South-Eastern Iranian languages and people who carry them, see: Oranskii 1979, 

119–127. 
37 Ivanov 1967, 118. 
38 Kriukov 1988, 273–274. 
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Karashar, and Kucha it was the people who spoke in Central-Asian/Indo-
European dialects of a centum language group. In the 9th century A.D., the 
Uighurs called it Tochri and modern scholars now call it Tocharian. 
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Abstract 

The Tochari – Who are they? 

In the article the author tries to explain contradictive information from different sources about 
the ancient people called the Tochari. He comes to the conclusion that initially the word ‘Tochari’ 
was the common noun (notion), meaning the structural part of a nomadic “empire”, its sedentary 
factor. And only later this word became known as an ethnic notion. 
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