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Professor Dr. Peter Zieme at 80

Simone-Christiane Raschmann and Márton Vér

The affiliation of one of the most outstanding contemporary Turkologists Peter Zieme, whom we 
honor here on his 80th birthday, with the journal Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hunga-
ricae is very long and continuous, as are his close contacts with his Hungarian colleagues. Moreo-
ver, looking at his impressive and lengthy list of publications, we note that an article in AOH was 
one of Peter Zieme’s first publications. The edition of an Old Uyghur Turfan fragment, prepared 
together with György Hazai, was published under the title ‘Ein uigurisches Blockdruckfragment 
einer Einleitung zum Vajracchedikāsūtra’ in Acta Orientalia Hung. 21 (1968). It is therefore a 
great pleasure for us to have the opportunity to express our high esteem for him both in this jour-
nal and in German-Hungarian cooperation between two generations of researchers.

Born on April 19th 1942 in Berlin, Zieme completed his school education in 1960 with the 
high school exam at the Alexander von Humboldt School in Berlin-Köpenick, in the southeast of 
the city. He started his university studies in the same year at the Humboldt University (Berlin), 
initially in Iranian Studies with Professor Heinrich F. J. Junker. His choice of subject can be traced 
back to the interest awakened by an Arabic language course he had previously taken at the Volk-
shochschule given by Werner Sundermann, later a highly esteemed colleague and friend, then 
an assistant at the Department of Iranian studies. Turcology was not re-established as a subject 
at Humboldt University until 1963, when György Hazai, coming to Berlin from Budapest as a 
guest lecturer, succeeded in winning Peter Zieme as one of his first students in the field. In 1965, 
Peter Zieme completed his studies with a corresponding diploma thesis on the topic ‘Beiträge zur 
Kenntnis des Mittelosmanischen’.

After graduating from the university, Zieme chose Turfan Studies as his primary research 
field, as it remains today. This too was due to the role played by G. Hazai in Berlin. In 1965, 
Hazai took over the leadership of the Turfan Research Group at the Berlin Academy, tasked, as 
part of a broad international cooperation, with examining and editing the Iranian, Old Uyghur 
and Chinese fragments preserved in the Berlin Turfan collection. Peter Zieme started his work 
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on the Old Uyghur Turfan texts with the subject of his thesis ‘Untersuchungen zur Schrift und 
Sprache der manichäisch-türkischen Turfantexte’. Work on this thesis brought him into contact 
with Annemarie von Gabain, ‘a scholar of the Silk Road’ as he titled his 2021 article on the occa-
sion of her 120th anniversary. Although the division of Germany after the Second World War had 
separated her spatially from the collection of texts, her scholarly work in the field of Turfan stud-
ies continued undiminished until her death. She strongly supported Zieme’s work on the thesis 
with material from her work on this part of the texts, and their professional and human exchange 
remained an important component of his further academic career.

The Turfan texts are characterized by a wide range of content and Peter Zieme’s scholarly in-
terests, research and publication activities are a unique reflection of this. His healthy curiosity for 
exploring new things, making new contacts and initiating joint projects has remained unbroken 
to this day and provided the basis for his scientific achievements and successes. International and 
intergenerational cooperation were and remain important elements in his scientific work. In the 
56 years since the publication of Zieme’s first scholarly article, Old Uyghur philology has wit-
nessed major developments and his pioneering works played a determining role in these funda-
mental changes. One characteristic of these developments is that the various fields of Old Uyghur 
philology have grown extensively and subsequent generations of scholars have mostly specialized 
in one or more of these fields. Peter Zieme is one of very few to have contributed extensively to 
all major fields of Old Uyghur philology, including religious texts (Manichaean, Christian and 
primarily Buddhist), the civil and administrative documents and the inscriptions. Some of his 
works outlined new directions and many have proved fundamental to later research.

The Turfan Research Group, which was based in East Berlin, was to a certain extent an oasis 
in the bipolar world system that managed to establish foreign relations in both directions, even 
in politically difficult times, due to the Turfan collection’s valuable material and the great inter-
national interest it attracted.

The Hungarian Academy of Sciences’ Research Group for Altaic Studies was developed based 
on close contacts with the leading figures of Hungarian Oriental Studies, namely the Turkologist 
Gyula Németh, the Altaicist Lajos Ligeti and the Iranist János Harmatta. This fruitful collabora-
tion, beside sparking Zieme’s great interest in the Hungarian language, resulted in a number of 
joint editions, most prominently with György Kara in the field of Tantric Buddhism. Recently they 
were able to complete a long-standing joint research project on the Old Uyghur Avalokiteśvara 
literature, in which the late Lilia Ju. Tugusheva († 2020) of the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts in 
St. Petersburg was also involved. The result of their cooperation is the edition of Old Uyghur frag-
ments of various texts from Turfan and Dunhuang on the bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara, which will 
soon be published as volume 50 of the series Berliner Turfantexte, unfortunately a few months 
after the passing of György Kara († 2022). These publications, which to a certain extent contin-
ued the Türkische Turfantexte works of the first generation of Turfan researchers at the Berlin 
Academy, started in 1971 with the publication of the first volume, the edition of ‘Fragmente der 
uigurischen Version des “Jin’gangjing mit den Gathas des Meister Fu”’ by Georg Hazai and Peter 
Zieme in cooperation with Inokuchi Taijun. Later in his career Zieme maintained close con-
nections with his Hungarian colleagues and helped new generations specializing in Old Uyghur 
philology such as Ádám Molnár and Tibor Porció.

Close cooperation with Japanese colleagues is another important cornerstone of Turfan re-
search in Berlin, and this is not limited to the extensive and diverse sources of Buddhist literature 
in the Berlin Turfan collection. Not only did Japanese colleagues stay and work in Berlin, but 
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Peter Zieme and other colleagues also spent several substantial periods working and researching 
in Japan, especially Kyoto. As an example of the joint work on the traditional Buddhist texts, we 
should mention the close cooperation between Peter Zieme and Kudara Kōgi, which led to a deep 
friendship between the two, Kudara’s early death still touching him painfully today. Together with 
Kudara Kōgi, Zieme published a series of essays on the Āgama texts and edited the Guanwuliang-
shoujing 觀無量壽經, an important text for Pure Land Buddhism. After Kudara’s passing Zieme 
edited the commemorative volume ‘Research on Central Asian Buddhism’ (2008) to reflect the 
impressive breadth of Kudara’s research.

The study of Old Uyghur documents is another important field of German–Japanese cooper-
ation, among the major results of which is the three-volume collection of Old Uyghur contracts 
by Yamada Nobuo, edited by Oda Juten, Umemura Hiroshi, Moriyasu Takao and Peter Zieme. 
Zieme himself contributed to our knowledge about the socio-economic situation in Old Uyghur 
society and the economy of Buddhist monasteries in the Turfan region through a series of articles 
on the Old Uyghur documents.

The reconstruction of daily life in Buddhist monasteries and communities as revealed by col-
ophons and wall inscriptions, alongside benefactor depictions and their name cartouches, also 
aroused Zieme’s interest. In his study ‘Religion und Gesellschaft im Uigurischen Königreich von 
Qočo. Kolophone und Stifter des alttürkischen buddhistischen Schrifttums aus Zentralasien’ 
(1992), which received great acknowledgment in specialized circles around the world and was 
translated into Japanese and Chinese, Zieme was even able to identify remains of Old Uyghur 
alliterative poetry among the wall inscriptions. His habilitation, ‘Die Stabreimtexte der Uiguren 
von Turfan und Dunhuang. Studien zur alttürkischen Dichtung’ was completed at the Academy 
of Sciences of the German Democratic Republic in 1984, and published as volume 33 in Biblio-
theca Orientalis Hungarica in 1991. A complete edition of the alliterative text fragments studied 
in the work was published in 1996 as ‘Buddhistische Stabreimdichtungen der Uiguren’, volume 13 
in the Berliner Turfantexte series. 

Besides Manichaean and Buddhist texts, the smaller quantity of Old Uyghur Christian texts 
also aroused Zieme’s interest, and he has approached them on several occasions. He presented 
his first results in this field (‘Zu den nestorianisch-türkischen Turfantexten’) in 1969 to the 12th 
annual meeting of the Permanent International Altaistic Conference (PIAC) in Berlin. This 
conference, which he organized together with G. Hazai, offered colleagues from East and West 
a rare opportunity for personal encounters and professional exchange in the early GDR peri-
od. A voluminous conference volume published in 1974 documents the broad and high-profile 
international interest in this meeting. Still a regular participant in annual meetings of the PIAC, 
in 2009 Zieme was awarded the Indiana University Prize for Altaic Studies, known as the ‘PIAC 
medal’.

Zieme has recently concluded his work on the Old Uyghur remains of the Church of the East 
in the Berlin Turfan collection under the framework of the AHRC funded project The Christian 
Library from Turfan (April 2008 – September 2011). Under the direction of Dr. Erica C.D. Hunt-
er, and in cooperation with Professor Nicholas Sims-Williams and Dr. Mark Dickens, the project 
aimed to study and catalogue some 900 manuscripts in Syriac, Christian Sogdian, Old Uyghur 
and New Persian found at the beginning of the twentieth century at a monastery site near Bulayık 
and in the neighbouring Turfan oasis sites. As one of the results of this joint project Zieme pub-
lished his monograph Old Uigur texts of the Church of the East from Central Asia (2015), includ-
ing editions of Christian texts of widely varying content from the Turfan oasis (Bulayık, Kočo, 

Brought to you by MTA Titkárság - Secretariat of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 10/27/22 06:37 AM UTC



184	 Acta Orientalia Hung. 75 (2022) 2, 181–185

Kurutka), but also from Khara-khoto (Xaraxoto, western Inner Mongolia), especially from the 
White Pagoda (Baita 白塔). His work in the field of Christian literature in Syriac script also led 
him to study Turkish Garshuni manuscripts, the results of which he published in a further series 
of articles.

Travelling educates and Peter Zieme likes to travel. Nevertheless, his travels also predominant-
ly contribute to the education of those he meets on his journeys, be it through the papers he gives 
at conferences, lectures at scientific institutions abroad or through his work with young up-and-
coming scholars. He himself is always on the lookout for new sources in archives worldwide and 
follows the results of new excavations with the greatest interest. In addition to the manuscripts in 
the depot of the Institute for Oriental Manuscripts in St. Petersburg, the results of the excavations 
of the Ōtani expeditions are of great importance for Turfan research. Ryūkoku University in Kyoto 
was therefore a frequent destination of his often lengthy study visits to Japan. The reason for his 
longest stay in Japan (2012–2018) was, however, his wife’s work as pastor of the German-speaking 
Protestant Church in Tokyo-Gotanda during that time. With respect to his research activities 
these years were highly productive, as is clearly visible from his publication list. One of the major 
results is the 2021 publication of his eighth volume in the Berliner Turfantexte series ‘Uigurorum 
veterum fragmenta minora’ (BTT 47), a collection of 54 mostly smaller contributions written 
since 2015. Based on both published texts and editions and newly found material, the articles 
deal with various aspects of the Christian, Manichaean and Buddhist culture of the Uyghurs in 
the medieval period (from the 10th to the 14th centuries CE). Further contributions dealing with 
specific vocabulary and themes have built upon recent editions of Old Uyghur written sources, 
expanding and deepening their scholarly impact. It is worth noting here that the book won the 
2021 Colette Caillat Prize from the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres. It was also during 
his long-term stay in Japan that he started to work as coordinator and advisor to a joint project 
between scholars of the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts of the Russian Academy of Sciences 
and the Tōyō Bunko in Tokyo, which aims to produce a catalogue of the Old Uyghur texts of the 
Serindia collection of the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts in St. Petersburg. The first volume, 
prepared by Olga Lundysheva and Anna Turanskaya of the Institute of Oriental Manuscripts, in 
addition to Umemura Hiroshi of the Tōyō Bunko, was published in 2021.

Peter Zieme began his teaching career at Humboldt University and was appointed honorary 
professor at the Free University of Berlin in December 1994. His promotion of young scholars 
goes far beyond his teaching activities at the universities. Through written and personal contacts, 
he enjoys worldwide popularity and is always available to colleagues as well as young scientists for 
scholarly exchange and as a partner in cooperation, resulting in a long list of joint publications. 

One example should be mentioned here for illustration. In 2008 Peter Zieme, in agreement 
with Håkan Wahlquist, Keeper of the Sven Hedin Foundation in the Royal Swedish Academy of 
Sciences, took the initiative to start a new project aimed at editing 41 folios of Old Uyghur manu-
scripts preserved in the Sven Hedin collection in Stockholm. The basis for the edition was ‘A Pro-
visional Catalogue of Uigur Manuscripts Preserved at the Ethnographical Museum of Sweden’ 
(1980) compiled by Kudara Kōgi as a result of a 1979 visit to Stockholm. The study and edition of 
the folios of the Old Uyghur Abhidharmakośabhāṣya and the remains of an unknown commen-
tary on the Abhidharma-avatāra-prakaraṇa was taken over by the late Shōgaito Masahiro, the 
outstanding Japanese specialist in this field. In Berlin, Zieme organized a large group of scholars 
to take over the task of studying and publishing the 16 large folios of Āgama texts contained in the 
collection. Since Zieme left for Japan in the final stage of the project, the volume ‘The Old Uyghur 
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Āgama fragments preserved in the Sven Hedin collection, Stockholm’ (2017), presenting the re-
sults and the edition, was finalised for publication under the coordination of Dr Yukiyo Kasai and 
Dr Simone-Christiane Raschmann, two of Zieme’s former students and present-day colleagues. 

The number of awards recognizing his outstanding scientific achievements is also extensive, so 
we will list only the most outstanding among them. In 1999 he was elected Corresponding Mem-
ber of the Philosophical-Historical Class of the Bavarian Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 
Germany and in 2001 Honorary Member of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences and Humanities. 
The Türk Dil Kurumu elected him an honorary member in 2000. In 2019 he was elected Cor-
responding Fellow of the British Academy (FBA). He was and is still active as a member of the 
editorial board of numerous publication series, periodicals, and scientific journals, among them 
Acta Orientalia Hung., where he also acts as an indefatigable peer reviewer.

The material that Peter Zieme studied and taught throughout his career, namely Old Uyghur 
sources, offers unique insights into the multicultural world of the Silk Roads between the 9th and 
15th centuries, directly reflecting the actual process of religious, economic, administrative, and 
cultural exchange. Peter Zieme’s oeuvre, with its exceptional holistic approach, greatly facilitated 
this discipline and contributed to its ever-closer connections to neighbouring fields of research 
such as Iranian studies, Mongolian studies, Indology, Tibetology and Sinology. Being a preem-
inent representative of the second generation of Turfan researchers he played a crucial role in 
bringing Old Uyghur philology to a new disciplinary phase. Involved since the foundation in 
1992 of the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities (BBAW), Peter Zieme 
initially worked as a research associate in the Academy’s Turfan Research Project, taking on the 
role of project director in 2001, a post he held until his retirement. He is still closely associated 
with the project today as a Senior Researcher. This most important research institution of Zieme’s 
career, the Turfan Research Project will end at the BBAW at the end of 2022. This does not mean, 
of course, that Turfan studies or Old Uyghur philology have come to an end. On the contrary, 
new horizons are opening. These sources are now much more accessible than ever before; not 
only for philologists, but also to the broader scholarly community. It is now possible to start a 
new phase of research, namely the historical and linguistic analysis that will lead us not only to a 
better understanding of Central Eurasian history, but to a long-awaited synthesis based primarily 
on local Silk Roads sources. Professor Zieme will surely contribute greatly to this new phase of re-
search, and hopefully this new era of Turfan studies will start soon within both newly established 
and long-lasting institutional frameworks.

We wish this celebrated scholar great health and creativity for this new decade. May his list of 
publications continue to grow and may we continue to benefit from his professional advice, wise 
suggestions and generous support for many years to come.

Kutlug bolzun!
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