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An Unexpected East Asian Cultural Encounter in the North
Land: Tianhou Temple Stele in the Russian Far East

VRADIY Sergey + Grace Wang Jen-chun”

Abstract

The two-sided stele inscribed with the title “Miao Zhi”, “Temple Gazetteer”, written in over
400 traditional Chinese characters and dated to 1894, was found in recent years at Murav'inaia
Bay, about 60 km away from Vladivostok, Russian Far East. The author had the luck to read the
stele and found it dedicated to a Tianhou Miao, Temple of “Celestial Empress”, which is an
official title conferred by the Qing emperor to Mazu. This stone receives no attention from
researchers; the temple itself has unfortunately gone.

Mazu is the most well-known Chinese goddess who has the greatest population of believers,
mostly among the Sinosphere. Her worship spread throughout China’s coastal regions and
overseas Chinese communities throughout Southeast Asia, but one may not expect to see a Mazu
temple in a northland as remote as Vladivostok, Russia. The surviving classical Chinese text tells
about the construction of a temple in the Tavaiza Bay (present-day Murav'inaia Bay), where the
Chinese had accumulated in large proportions. As the text states, the temple was contributed to
the divine mercy of the “Celestial Empress and Sacred Mother” in gratitude for the constant
growth of wealth and peaceful life in mutual harmony of the “Chinese and barbarians”.

This paper will introduce the background of the stele discovery. From messages revealed in
the context and clues of the remains, the author will examine the possible connection of this
unique case to historical facts that happened around the time of the temple’ s construction. By
bringing up preliminary exploration, this article intends to put forward more academic discourses,
recovering a forgotten page of Mazu belief circulation around the world and the 19th-century

Chinese community in the Russian Far East.
Keywords: China-Russia Relations, History of Chinese in Russia Far East, Chinese Migration
Community, Mazu Religious Belief, Temple Stele
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