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not appear even once in the two-volume Dictionary of PaÅli Proper Names by G.P.

Malalasekera. My proposition that these Chinese ``god-given'' names primarily came from

an Iranian original BagadaÅta (which incidentally is also said to be the origin of the name of

the Iraqi capital) is further based on (i) no direct Sanskrit equivalent of the Chinese

character shen which corresponds perfectly to Iranian baga, (ii) the large number of

contemporary Chinese shen- ``god-'' names that do not have an apparent Sanskrit

equivalent, (iii) the shen- names born by numerous people with a Central Asian origin, and

(iv) that baga was directly attested in Chinese onomasticon.216

There has been an old controversy regarding the element baga in pre-Islamic Iranian

names, with a minority opinion claiming it not theophoric but merely signifying ``lord'',

``gentleman'', i.e., the much devalued meaning after baga was used to address dei®ed

kings.217 Though Gignoux has already convincingly shown the theophoric value in most

such Iranian names,218 the prevalence of shen- theophoric personal names in western China

under the Iranian in¯uence certainly lends much support to Gignoux's thesis.

This rather sudden explosion of theophoric names in medieval China was not limited to

personal nomenclature. It is also observed in toponymy, especially in western China. A

detailed exposition is again beyond this essay. But it may be mentioned that Mogao ,

the name of the large grotto system at Dunhuang that houses the most famous Buddhist

mural arts, may well be a rendition of the Iranian word baga too, as suggested by the name

of the early Buddhist monastery Xianyansi ``Temple of Cliff of the Immortals''

located at the foot of the Mogao Mountain .219

The introduction of theophoric names in China also had a major impact on the uniquely

Sinitic institution of reign titles (nianhao ). It is true that characters tian ``heaven'' and

shen ``god'' were used earlier in several reign titles, starting with Han Wudi's Tianhan

``Heavenly River (i.e. the Milky Way)''220 (100±97 BC) and Han Xuandi's Shenjue

``sacred bird (i.e. phoenix ± prompted by its alleged sightings)'' (61±58 BC). But it is

equally true that both characters had always been used as an adjective or quali®er in these

early cases.221 Their use in a reign title as a subject or object, however, had to wait until

after the introduction of theophoric names in China, with the earliest attestations being the

Tuoba emperor Daowudi's Tianxing ``Heaven empowers'' (398±403) and Tianci

``Heaven bestows'' (404±408). The use of characters tian and shen in reign titles also

became much more frequent. Following is a frequency table of the ``heaven-'' and ``god-''

216 See the name Zang Mohai of a prominent general of the ethnic Juqu regime in northwestern China
( Jin shu 129.3192ff.); Sogdian bg- in personal names were rendered as , etc., with being the
best example, apparently transcribing BagapaÅta, ``god-protect''. The Chinese forms here are quoted from Xiang
Da , Tangdai Chang'an yu Xiyu wenming (Beijing, 1957), pp. 14, 24 and 90.

217 Phillipe Gignoux, Iranisches Personennamenbuch Band 2, Fasz. 2, Noms propres sassanides en moyen-perse
eÂpigraphique (Vienna: OÈ sterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1986), Introduction.

218 In particular, Phillipe Gignoux, ``Le dieu Baga en Iran'', Acta Antiqua, XXV (1977), pp. 119±127 and
Gignoux, ``Les noms propres en moyen-perse eÂpigraphique: eÂtude typologique'', in Ph. Gignoux et al., Pad NaÅm I
YazdaÅn: eÂtudes d'eÂpigraphie, de numismatique et d'histoire de l'Iran ancien (Paris, 1979), pp. 35±106.

219 Mogaoku ji , Dunhuang manuscript P.3720, dated 865.
220 Yet Han here is also the name of the river , from this comes the name of the region the founding

emperor of the Han was ®rst enfeoffed with, hence the dynasty name. A pun was likely intended by this reign
title.

221 In addition to the quoted cases, this is also clearly indicated in all such earlier reign titles prior to the Eastern
Jin. See Sanguo zhi 47.1142, 1148, 47.1171, and Song shu 31.898.
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