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Lecture abstract: The so-called « Ambassadors’ painting » (in fact, a whole cycle covering the four walls of a large reception room) is surely the
masterpiece of Sogdian painting. It was discovered in 1965 on the archaeological site of Afrasiab, corresponding to the city centre of Samarkand before the
Mongol invasion. Since then it has been the object of various and often conflicting interpretations. There is now a consensus about the “exotic” subjects of
two of the walls, which portray China and India, respectively. One wall, and possibly two, illustrates the Zoroastrian New Year (Nowruz) royal ceremonies,
which took place at Samarkand. The lecture will propose a possible key to the overall interpretation: an astronomical synchronism which occurred in 660
and 663, which put together the Sogdian “royal Nowruz”, the summer solstice, and the Chinese festival of the “Dragon Boats”.
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