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▽ Temple of the Tooth
This 16th-century temple in Kandy, Sri Lanka, 
contains a relic of a tooth of the Buddha. Carvings 
of elephants adorn the building’s entrance. 

BUDDHISM IN SRI LANKA     
FROM 3RD CENTURY bce

Traditional accounts date the arrival of Buddhism on 
the island now known as Sri Lanka to c. 236 bce. It is 
said that the faith was brought to Sri Lanka by Mahinda, 
son of Ashoka, and that the emperor’s daughter 
Sanghamittra also moved there to teach the local 
women. Several monasteries were founded during  
the reign of King Devanampiya Tissa (r. 307–267 bce). 

1

BUDDHISM IN KASHMIR     
FROM 3RD CENTURY bce

Buddhism had arrived in Kashmir by the time of 
India’s Mauryan Empire in 321 bce (see pp.72–73). 
Kashmir became a center for the faith under 
Mauryan emperor Ashoka (r. 268–232 bce).  
The area was well connected with the rest  
of the empire, and from there Buddhism  
spread outward, finding routes to central  
Asia, Tibet, and China. 

2THE SPREAD OF BUDDHISM TO 400 ce
The earliest strands of Buddhism spread from what is now the border 
of India and Nepal. The later Mahayana school spread from Kashmir 
via trade routes into reach China, Korea, and eventually Japan. 

Buddhist heartland 

Major Buddhist center/monastery

Buddhist rock-carved temple

Spread of Buddhism

Spread of Mahayana Buddhism

Trade routes

KEY

1
2
3
4

TIMELINE

300 bce 100 bce 100 ce1 ce 300 ce

2nd century ce 
Buddhist monasteries 
are built at Bamiyan, 
Afghanistan; colossal 
Buddha statues there 
are blown up by the  

Taliban in 2001 c. 528 bce The Buddha first 
preaches at Sarnath, which  
becomes a pilgrimage site 

and home to thousands of 
monks in the early 

centuries bce

c. 528 bce The Buddha 
achieves the state of 
enlightenment

2nd century bce 
Rock-cut structures are 

begun at Ajanta; they 
are used as Buddhist 

monasteries and  
halls of worshipc. 600 ce The monastery temple 

caves at Ellora are begun; they are 
among the most spectacular 

Buddhist monuments in the world

3rd century bce 
The sacred city of 

Anuradhapura is 
established

1st century ce The 
trading settlement of 

Wuwei on the Silk Road 
is a stopping point for 

Buddhist monks on the 
way into China; many 
temples and grottoes  

are built here

c. 654 ce Buddhism 
established in Tibet
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BUDDHISM IN PAGAN     
FROM 3RD CENTURY ce

The first firm evidence of Buddhism in the region is an 
inscription from the 3rd century ce. From the 9th to the 
13th century, the kingdom of Pagan occupied territory 
that is now known as Myanmar, or Burma. It was during 
this period that the country became a major center of 
Theravada Buddhism, and the Pagan Dynasty supported 
the building of thousands of temples.

4

THE ORIGINS OF BUDDHISM
The Buddha traveled mainly in the plain of the 
Ganges River. He preached to all classes of society 
that, while life involves suffering, this suffering can be 
overcome by following the path he described.

Places visited by 
the Buddha

Major routes

KEY

713–803 ce The Leshan Giant 
Buddha, at 233 ft (71 m) in height, 
is built near the city of Chengdu

372 ce Buddhism is 
established in Korea   
when a missionary  
sent by the Chinese 
emperor Fu Jian arrives 
in the country

5th–6th centuries ce Buddhist 
sculptors adorn the Yungang  
Grottoes near Datong with figures  
of Bodhisattvas—people who have 
achieved enlightenment

BUDDHISM IN CHINA     
FROM 1ST CENTURY ce

Missionaries traveling on the Silk Road probably 
brought Buddhism to China, and translations of 
Buddhist writings were being made by 148 ce. These 
texts placed emphasis on meditation and wisdom, 
which appealed to a people used to philosophies 
such as Daoism and Confucianism. Buddhism also 
adopted the Daoist idea of the sacred mountain— 
a wild, lonely place, conducive to quiet meditation.

3

Sacred Buddhist mountain Silk Road

Buddhism is based on the teachings of Siddhartha Gautama,  
known as the Buddha (the enlightened one). The Buddha is said to 
have been born in Lumbini, but his life dates are widely disputed  
(he may have died in 420–380 bce). He did not write his teachings 
down, so initially his ideas were spread by word of mouth, and there 
were disagreements between his disciples over the exact meaning of  
his teachings. This led to a number of different early “schools”  
of Buddhism that spread around India, and across the sea to  
Sri Lanka and Myanmar, in the centuries after the Buddha died. 

One of the earliest schools, which still survives today, is 
Theravada Buddhism, which emphasizes the individual route to 
enlightenment. It developed in Sri Lanka, where its sacred writings, 
the Pali Canon, were compiled in the 1st century bce. From here, 
Theravada spread to what is now Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, and 
Thailand. The other major branch of Buddhism, Mahayana 
Buddhism, stressed the importance of helping others to reach 
enlightenment. It became especially strong in Kashmir and spread 
across India in the 3rd century bce. By the 1st century ce, the faith 
had been adopted by the Kushan emperor Kanishka in central  
Asia and was being carried along the Silk Road to China.

c. 566 bce Birthplace  
of the Buddha

c. 486 bce The Buddha 
attains Nirvana—the 
ultimate spiritual goal 
of being released from 
the cycle of rebirth

c. 537 bce The Buddha’s 
renunciation—he chooses 

to live a holy life

c. 550 ce Buddhism 
introduced to Japan

THE SPREAD  
OF BUDDHISM
From its origins in northern India and Nepal, Buddhism 
spread through Asia from the 5th century bce to the 
3rd century ce. It won the support of powerful figures, 
such as the Mauryan emperor Ashoka, which ensured 
that it took root across the continent.
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▷ Tang ceramics
The Tang produced 
brightly colored ceramic 
figures of animals and civic 
officials, which were used 
as burial ware. 

Western Turks

Eastern Turks

Areas of temporary 
Tang control

THE CENTRAL ASIAN EMPIRE    629–751

Turkic invasions threatened China in the first years of the 
Tang, but in 629, Emperor Taizong defeated the Eastern 
Turks. He later sent armies into central Asia, establishing 
protectorates in the western regions as far as Kashgar. 
The Tang lost some territory in the 680s, and their 
expansion westward was halted when a Tang army  
was defeated by the Arabs at the Talas River in 751.

2

Tang capital captured

THE AN-LUSHAN REVOLT    755–763

Discontent grew in the Chinese army following a 
series of military failures in central Asia. In 755,  
a revolt broke out under An Lushan, a general 
who captured the imperial (or “Western”) capital 
at Chang’an in 756. Although he was assassinated  
the following year, it took until 763 to defeat the 
last rebel army, by which time Tang control over 
the provinces had been seriously weakened.

3THE TANG COLLAPSE    763–907

After the An Lushan rebellion, local military 
governors gained more power, despite efforts by 
the Emperor Xianzong (r. 805–820) to stabilize 
finances and subdue rebellion. Thereafter, court 
eunuchs—castrated men who were employed as 
imperial servants—gained dominance over the 
bureaucracy and army, and factional strife crippled 
the government. In 907, Zhu Wen, a military 
governor, deposed the last Tang emperor, Ai 
Wen, and established the Later Liang Dynasty.

4

Tang Empire

THE UNIFICATION OF CHINA    590–628

After the fall of the Han, China broke apart as a series of 
dynasties, many originating in nomadic groups from the 
north. Unity was briefly restored in 590, when the Sui 
Dynasty took control, but their expensive wars against 
Korea and the Turks led to the dynasty’s collapse in 618. 
After a period of chaos, the young general Li Shimin 
restored order and placed his father on the throne  
as Gaozu, the first Tang emperor. By 628, China  
was united once more. 

1

645–769 
Dzungaria 
occupied by 
Tang China 

8th–9th centuries The 
Kingdom of Bohai is a 
tributary state to the 

Tang Empire
660–668 A major Tang 
invasion conquers most of the 
Korean kingdom of Silla, but 
the Chinese are forced to 
withdraw in 676

c. 700 Nanzhao is unified 
and begins expansion

c. 600 Tibet is unified and 
begins rapid expansion 
750 The Tibetans lose much 
of their territory to China, 
only to regain it and expand 
again from the 780s

679 Tang 
protectorate of 

Annam established
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route

Slave trading 
regions

POTATOES    1570–1774

Indigenous to South America, the potato was first 
brought to Europe in the late 16th century. The 
potato was slow to spread across Europe, as many 
were suspicious of the new plant, but eventually it 
was accepted. It played a key role in decreasing 
outbreaks of food shortages; King Frederick II of 
Prussia, for example, ordered large-scale potato 
cultivation following a famine in 1774. 

HORSES    1493–1800

First domesticated in central Asia between 
4000 bce and 2000 bce, horses later spread to 
Europe. They were reintroduced to the Americas  
in the late 15th century, although they did not 
become widespread until the 17th century.  
The Plains Indians were among the first people  
to obtain and use horses. Colonists relied on the 
animal’s mobility in wars against local populations. 

RICE    1500–1690

Rice was introduced to Europe between the 8th 
and 10th centuries, having first been domesticated 
in Asia approximately 10,000 years ago. It was  
also separately domesticated in Africa around 
3,000 years ago. Rice from both continents was 
taken to the Americas by European explorers 
from the early 16th century, and the crop  
reached South Carolina by 1690. 

1

BIOLOGICAL EXCHANGES 
ACROSS THE WORLD
With the advent of long-distance 
navigation in the 15th century, 
explorers could travel more  
of the world than ever before, 
bringing with them new crops, 
animals, diseases, and ideas.

1521 Spanish explorers bring 
foods such as tomatoes and 
corn from Central America 
with them when they colonize 
the Philippines. From here, 
these New World foods spread 
throughout Southeast Asia

1495 The first recorded outbreak  
of syphilis occurs among French 
troops besieging Naples

1500s Portuguese 
traders introduce cassava 
to Africa from Brazil

△ Mexico smallpox epidemic
This 16th-century illustration by Spanish missionary Bernardino  
de Sahagún shows a medicine man ministering to an Aztec person 
with smallpox—a disease contracted from Spanish colonizers. 

Potatoes

1570 Traders bring potatoes from 
South America to Spain, where they 
become a staple ingredient. Potatoes 
are also independently brought across 
to England between 1585–1590

1526 Portuguese traders transport slaves 
from Africa to Brazil to work on plantations. 
The slave trade quickly becomes a key part  
of the Columbian Exchange

1550s Tobacco pipes are 
made locally as tobacco 

use becomes widespread 
throughout eastern Asia
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The Ming governed the realm according to systems set up long ago 
by the Qin (see pp. 74–75). China’s manufacturing blossomed under 
the Ming, encouraged by foreign trade. Under Emperor Yongle 
(r. 1403–1424), the Forbidden City was built in the new capital Beijing 
(which replaced Nanjing as the main seat of imperial residence). He 
also increased China’s trade influence across Asia and Africa. 

The later emperors lacked the same vision, which led to a gradual 
waning of Ming power. Emperor Xuande (r. 1425–1435) established a 
Grand Secretariat to streamline legislation and, in doing so, reduced 
the burden on his rule. The Ming suffered a blow in 1449 when the 

young Emperor Zhengtong (r. 1435–1449 and 1457–1464) was taken 
prisoner by Mongol tribes while leading a battle against them. The 
second half of the Ming era saw court officials displace the 
traditional bureaucracy, leading to factionalism and poor governance. 
The empire’s fall was presaged in the 1620s by a severe famine, 
which triggered lawlessness and peasant rebellions across the realm.  

In 1644, the Manchus seized Beijing. Initially, the Chinese ruling 
classes were excluded from government positions, leading to revolts, 
but reforms thereafter created stability for Qing rule under Emperors 
Shunzhi (r. 1644–1661) and Kangxi (r. 1661–1722).

CHINA FROM THE 
MING TO THE QING
The Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) encouraged industry and foreign trade, heralding a renaissance  
in China’s economy and technological development. However, from 1506, a succession of feckless 
rulers eroded Ming authority. When civil rebellion broke out across the land following a famine in  
the 1620s, the non-Han Chinese Jurchen (later known as Manchus) took their opportunity and  
ousted the beleaguered Ming to become China’s new rulers.

ADMIRAL ZHENG HE
THE MING TREASURE VOYAGES

Between 1405 and 1433, Admiral Zheng He 
led seven state-sponsored naval missions, 
known as the “Ming Treasure Voyages,” across 
the Indian Ocean. With a fleet comprising 
more than 200 ships and 27,800 crewmen, 
Zheng He sailed as far as Arabia and the east 
coast of Africa, establishing new trade links 
and extending China’s commercial influence. 

◁ Chinese porcelain
During the Ming era, expert potters 
used local clay and imported Persian 
cobalt to create beautifully decorated 
porcelain products. Manufactured only 
in China, porcelain goods became as 
highly prized as silk in European and 
Middle Eastern markets.

1688 The Qing build a 
system of embankments 
and ditches, known as  
the Willow Palisade,  
to restrict Chinese 
movement into  
Manchu territory

Major trading center

GOLDEN AGE OF THE MING   1368–1435

The Ming engaged extensively in domestic and 
foreign trade, establishing major commercial 
centers predominantly along China’s eastern 
coast. The country exported manufactured goods 
such as porcelain, silk cloth, and paper. During  
this period, the growth in international trade 
encouraged many Chinese people to settle  
in cities throughout Southeast Asia.

1 FROM EMPEROR TO PRISONER   1449–1457

In 1449, Emperor Zhengtong was captured after 
leading an ill-advised war against the Mongols.  
He was released after a year but spent several 
years battling to return to the throne. Throughout 
Ming rule, measures were taken to reinforce the 
northern frontier against any Mongol invasion:  
the Great Wall was extended and then fortified 
with a series of garrisons and 1,200 watchtowers.

2

Japanese pirate raids

THE MING IN DECLINE   1506–1620

Emperor Zhengde (r. 1506–1521) adopted 
Confucianism—a system of ethics based on mutual 
responsibility. His successor Jianjing (r. 1521–1567), 
however, favored the more carefree, nature-based 
teachings of Daoism. In reaction, he left the 
governing to court officials and ignored the 
problem of Japanese pirate raids, devoting himself 
to sporting pastimes and hosting lavish Daoist 
ceremonies. Ming authority became even more 
ineffectual under Emperor Wanli (r. 1573–1620).  

3
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1449 Zhengtong surrenders 
to Mongol leader Esen Tajiji 

and is taken captive
1421 Emperor 
Yongle orders the 
construction of 
the Forbidden 
City in the new 
capital Beijing

1646 Former Ming 
capital Nanjing is 
captured by the Qing

1647 Port city  
of Guangzhou  
is captured by  
the Qing

1683 Qing 
forces 

suppress Ming 
loyalists in 

Taiwan

1681 The last  
force loyal to the 

Three Feudatories 
surrenders to  

the Qing

Area controlled by Li Zhicheng 1641–1645

Other rebel-controlled areas 1644–1647

Urban riot

THE COLLAPSE OF THE MING    1620–1644

The last Ming emperor, Chongzhen, presided over 
a broken administration, failing to control the rise 
in banditry in the wake of a severe famine that 
afflicted northern China in 1628. Thereafter, 
peasant riots erupted in every province and gave 
rise to several rebel groups. When a rebellion,  
led by Li Zhicheng, stormed Beijing in April 1644, 
the beleaguered Emperor committed suicide.

4

THE RISE AND FALL OF THE MING
The Ming Dynasty revived China’s economy by investing in 
manufacture. The rulers extended the Great Wall as a measure 
against Mongol invasions. The Ming’s fortune changed in the 
1620s, when a drought led to widespread riots and rebellion. 
 

Ming provinces c.1600

Provincial capital 

Willow Palisade

Ming China

Imperial highway

Grand Canal 

Great Wall under the Ming

Area of loose Ming control

KEY
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TIMELINE

Area affected by Revolt  
of the Three Feudatories

THE THREE FEUDATORIES    1647–1681

By 1647, Qing forces took control of China’s key 
trading cities along the eastern coast, including 
Fuzhou and Guangzhou. However, they denied 
government roles to Chinese officials who 
refused to adopt Manchurian customs. In 1673, 
former Ming generals staged the Revolt  
of Three Feudatories—a mass uprising that 
forced the Qing to soften their policy. 
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THE QING TAKE CHINA  1625–1644

Following Li Zhicheng’s attack on the Ming 
capital, Ming general Wu Sangui decisively 
shifted allegiance to the Manchus. He opened 
the Shanghai Pass, allowing Qing Prince Dorgon 
to pass the Great Wall, and they allied to defeat 
Li Zhicheng at the Battle of Shanghai Pass (May 
27, 1644). On June 6, the Manchus and Wu 
entered the capital and proclaimed the young 
Shunzhi Emperor as Emperor of China. 
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THE CONQUEST OF SIBERIA   1600–1812

Russia first tried to find a sea passage from the 
Arctic to the Pacific Ocean. When this failed,  
it turned to conquering Siberia in order to gain 
access to the Pacific coast and to win control 
over its land, minerals, and fur trade. Military 
forays and massacres, as well as diseases brought 
in by Russian trappers and traders, subdued  
the indigenous peoples. By 1650, Russia had 
colonized the whole of north Asia. Russia then 
reached North America, where it founded 
colonies in Alaska (1784) and California (1812).

1

EXPANSION TO THE WEST    1768–1815

For centuries, the Swedish Empire and the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth had limited 
Russia’s western territory. However, the military 
reforms of two czars, Ivan V and Peter the Great, 
helped to bring much of Poland and Lithuania 
into the empire by 1795. Success against Sweden 
in the Finnish War (1808–1809) gave Russia the 
Grand Duchy of Finland. A final shuffle of Polish 
territories after the Napoleonic Wars (1803–1815) 
defined the western limits of the Russian Empire.

2

THE BLACK SEA AND CRIMEA    1768–1856

Under Empress Catherine the Great, Russia 
moved toward the Black Sea, securing the 
independence of the Crimean Khanate from  
the Ottoman Empire in the Russo-Turkish War 
(1768–1774) and then annexing it in 1783. By 
1815, Russia had gained control of the entire 
northern shore of the Black Sea, and finally it 
had a warm-water port. Russia’s attempt to 
occupy the Balkans, however, was swiftly 
suppressed in the Crimean War (1853–1856).

3

Acquired by Russia during 
“The Great Game” 

Afghanistan 

CENTRAL ASIA AND “THE GREAT GAME”    
1830–1895

As Russia moved south and Britain moved north  
from its power base in India, a series of political  
and diplomatic confrontations known as “The Great 
Game” played out, as each side tried to expand its 
influence in Afghanistan and its surrounding countries. 
Ultimately, Afghanistan became a buffer zone, but 
Russia was able to annex the valuable lands of 
Bukhara, Khiva, and Samarkand. 

4 RUSSIA AND MANCHURIA    1858–1914

From 1858, a weakening Qing Empire ceded Outer 
Manchuria to Russia—an area from which it had 
previously been excluded by the Treaty of Nerchinsk 
(1689). Russia founded Vladivostok, a relatively 
ice-free port and, in 1898, leased the Liaodong 
Peninsula from China, gaining the warm-water port 
of Port Arthur. Alarmed by Japan’s growing interest 
in China, Russia occupied southern Manchuria but 
was defeated in the Russo-Japanese War (1904–1905) 
and abandoned its imperial ambitions in the area. 

5

△ The Petropavlovsk sinks
Russia clashed with Japan over rival 
imperial ambitions in Manchuria and 
Korea. The battleship Petropavlovsk, 
shown in this illustration, was a casualty 
of the Russo-Japanese War in 1904.  

1808 The Treaty of Tilsit between 
Russia and France allows Russia to 
move against their common enemy—
Sweden—and annex Finland

Sep 1895 The Pamir 
Boundary Commission 
protocols define the  
border between Afghanistan 
and the Russian Empire

19th century Russia 
conquers the Caucasus 
from the Persian Empire

1854–1855 The Siege of Sevastopol 
ends Russia’s attempt to expand its 
territories in the Black Sea region

1709 Swedish defeat in the Battle of 
Poltava marks beginning of Russian 
supremacy in eastern Europe

New Russian port New Russian port
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In 1600, the Czardom of Russia spread from the Ural Mountains in 
the east to the edge of the great Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth 
in the west. It was, however, effectively landlocked; the Arctic  
Ocean was often frozen, and the Baltic Sea was controlled by Russia’s 
enemy, Sweden. Consequently, Russia’s expansion over the next 400 
years was driven, to a great extent, by the search for a warm-water 
port that would allow it to house a fleet to rival the French and 
British navies and that would provide access to international trade. 

Russia seized Siberia by conquest, but the growth of the empire 
was largely achieved by a process of accretion. Territories occupied 
by Russian migrants were slowly incorporated into the empire, and  
as the older powers—such as the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, 
the Ottoman Empire in central Asia, and the Qing Empire in China—
weakened, Russia simply took over. Russia’s attempts at more 
aggressive expansion in the Balkans, Manchuria, and to the north of 
Afghanistan met with varying degrees of success, and, in the end, 
the limits of Russia’s empire were defined by other imperial powers. 

RUSSIAN EMPIRE 
EXPANDS
From 1600, Russia set out on a mission to expand  
its territory. It conquered Siberia, reached North 
America, drove deep into central Asia, and gained a 
foothold in the Black Sea region. By the 19th century, 
Russia’s sizeable empire had begun to alarm Europe.

IVAN IV VASILYEVICH
1530–1584

The Grand Prince of Moscow from 
1533–1547, Ivan IV Vasilyevich (also 
known as “the Terrible”) became the 
first czar of Russia in 1547. A brutal 
autocrat, his rule is considered to  
mark the beginning of the Russian 
Empire, as he set about bringing 
Russia’s aristocracy under his 
autocratic rule and uniting their  
lands under a central administration. 
By the time of his death in 1584,  
Ivan had not only united Russia’s 
princedoms but also conquered Kazan, 
Astrakhan, and parts of Siberia, setting 
the foundation for a vast empire that 
would span much of Europe and Asia. 

RUSSIAN EXPANSION IN ASIA, 1600–1914
Russia gained territory in stages (dates of acquisition in bold). It spread across north 
Asia, then into Poland, the Baltic region, and south into central Asia. It then gained 
parts of China and reached Afghanistan and Persia’s borders. 

Russian Empire, c. 1600

Acquisitions, 1600–1725

Acquisitions, 1726–1855

Acquisitions, 1856–1876

Acquisitions, 1877–1914

Temporary acquisitions, 
with dates

Russian sphere of  
influence, 1914

Trans-Siberian Railway,  
built 1891–1917

Borders, 1914
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1733–1742 The Great 
Northern Expedition maps the 
Arctic coast of Siberia and 
some parts of North America

1728 Under the command of 
Peter the Great, explorer Vitus 

Bering navigates what is to become 
known as the Bering Strait. He fails 

to sight Alaska due to mist

1649 Russia reaches 
the Pacific coast

1689 The Treaty of 
Nerchinsk agrees Russian 
spheres of influence in 
east Asia

“Russia has only two allies: her army  
and her fleet.”

A L E X A N D E R  I I I ,  E M P E R O R  O F  R U S S I A ,  c .18 9 0
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