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PREFACE


When I first travelled in Central Asia, in 1959, the Soviet Union was a super-power, Khrushchev’s ‘Virgin Lands’ campaign was in full swing and Central Asia was a closed country. In most places my friend and I were probably the only foreigners the locals had ever seen. There was no tourism. The local Party organisation had the magic wand. It could find a room in an overcrowded hotel, get a light plane to drop us at a site in the desert, even send a parcel from the local post office. We travelled by public transport, trains and buses, and sometimes even by car, courtesy of the almighty Party. The roads were thronged with donkey carts, horse wagons, camels and lorries and an occasional bus. Cars were almost non-existent. We slept in local inns, the mehman-khanas, in ancient hotels dating from tsarist times or in various establishments destined for the apparatchiks travelling on a komandirovka (assignment). The only hotel worth its name was in Tashkent, where we started and finished our journey. We were, of course, closely surveyed. We had to argue constantly about our programme, which was repeatedly altered, scrapped, then allowed to go ahead again. We had to see things we did not want to see and were not allowed to go where we wanted to. But people, although they were sometimes reticent and cagey, were kind and helpful. In museums, we could take artefacts out into the courtyard to photograph them. On the other hand, the country police were wary of our cameras, and more than once wanted to confiscate them. There were no markets. Meat was sold in tiny scraps from fly-ridden stalls, but the plov (pilaf) and kebab sold in the streets tasted delicious.


How things change. In 1997, on my second visit, the Soviet Union was no more, Khrushchev was as good as forgotten, and the Central Asian republics, now independent, were called Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Turkmenistan. Frunze was again Bishkek, Stalinabad had metamorphosed into Dushanbe, Leninabad into Khodzhend. Istanbul had replaced Moscow as the main port of entry. Camels had disappeared from the streets, horse wagons had been converted into cars, and mobile phones were seen more frequently than donkeys. In offices and banks, abacuses sat next to computers. Every village had a lively market, butchers’ stalls had refrigerators and meat was sold in decent-sized cuts. In the main cities, Indian companies had built luxury hotels which the local staff still had some difficulties running. Tourists were everywhere. Foreign pilgrims flocked to the holy places and prayed in local mosques. On the other hand, frontiers had sprung up where none had been before, and visas were required at every crossing. Forms, in Cyrillic only, had to be meticulously filled in and checked, only to be stacked away and never looked at again. But in the streets, Cyrillic was in retreat, making way for a Latin alphabet modelled on Turkish.


And the women – tall, leggy girls in fashionable dresses replaced the shapeless forms in their parandzhas. The progress of urbanisation was in evidence everywhere.


The famous monuments had been restored and rebuilt, some more skillfully than others. Tilla Kari had acquired a bulbous dome which it never had, the Gur Emir had got back its gleaming interior of shining gold, which, perhaps, it had when it was new. Only Khiva was a disaster. Some clever person had had the idea to make it into a museum city. So people had been resettled, rubble removed, crumbling walls restored, peeling tilework replaced. Gone were the camels loaded with brushwood, donkeys, stray cats and mangy dogs. There were workmen in overalls instead of playing children. The bearded old men in their leather boots and quilted khalats were gone.


On the Chinese side, Xinjiang is gradually opening up but still suffers much of the ‘Soviet disease’. Tourist facilities are few and inefficient, although accommodation is, by and large, acceptable. Movement is, as it was in the USSR, tightly controlled, but the bland Russian ‘nyet’ comes here as a polite Chinese promise which never materialises. The Silk Road is fast becoming a popular tourist destination, but its southern branch is still quite difficult to get to. And the crossing of the Karakoram Range into Pakistan is one of the great experiences of our time.


Afghanistan, on the other hand, is an unmitigated tragedy. Since I was there, in 1978, there have been, firstly, three bloody coups d’etat followed by the Russian invasion in 1979, and ten years of guerilla warfare of unsurpassed cruelty. The Russian retreat in 1989 opened the gates to a civil war that is still raging. Very little archaeological work could be done during that time. Nevertheless, some excavations were going on, mainly in the Kabul area, where security conditions allowed it. Tourism was, and is, of course, non-existent and the only foreigners occasionally allowed into the country were a few journalists and aid workers. So, perhaps, the pictures that I took thirty years ago may, in some cases, be the last to show what splendours the country’s cultural heritage had to offer.


This book could not have been written without the help of my wife, who was my travelling companion, record keeper, researcher and, above all, my most persistent and merciless critic.
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INTRODUCTION


To write a book on Central Asian civilisation without imposing some limits either to the area, to certain periods of history, or to the subject discussed, is an almost unmanageable task.


First, as an area, it had no fixed boundaries. Although its nucleus was what was later known as Russian Turkestan, its cultural influence extended at times far beyond its frontiers, to the Volga, the Ganges and the fringes of China. Secondly, its history is one of the most complex and fluid in the world, and yet without a historical introduction any talk of civilisation and art would be meaningless. Not only does this history go back some 2,500 years, but the nomads who so often played a key role in it had no written records of their own. Every piece of information about them had to be laboriously compiled from the scattered references in Greek, Arabic, Persian or Chinese writings. Differences in languages and scripts, in calendars, in pronunciation and transliteration make any verification and cross-checking of dates and names extremely difficult and often unreliable.


Four major invasions have altered the cultural pattern of the region: those of the Greeks, the Arabs, the Mongols and the Russians. Most writers select either the Arab or the Mongol invasion as a limit to their work. It has been, therefore, a challenging task to try and sum up the area’s development – both the transient and the permanent features – right up to the last of these milestones. It could, and should, give the reader the opportunity to judge for himself the importance of the changes that have occurred in this region during the last 100 years.


Finally, each of the three main subjects of this book mentioned in the subtitle – archaeology, art and architecture – is certainly worth a book on its own. But my objective has been to provide the reader who chooses to travel in these parts with a comprehensive guide rather than with an exhaustive and detailed study. I therefore accept in advance any reproof of superficiality and incompleteness.


The first part should give the reader some information – in a very condensed form – about the character of the countries concerned, their history and their pattern of civilisation. I have thought it useful to add a chapter on architecture and architectural decoration and another on sources. The list of these is, of course, far from complete, but I hope that at least the most important works are mentioned.


Sites and monuments (covered in Parts II to IV) can be found, with some exceptions, in oases or irrigated areas on rivers with a permanent flow of water, and along the main trade routes. It is therefore quite natural that the division into chapters follows this pattern, and a survey of sites from different periods is given under each heading. This may seem cumbersome, but the opposite principle, that is listing sites of the same period regardless of distance and geographical conditions, would run, to my mind, into even greater difficulties. Apart from the obvious disadvantage to the traveller, it would be difficult to show the similarity of development of one area in different periods of history; it would not be possible to follow the continuity of certain local traditions in architecture and in ornamentation typical of each oasis or region.


I am not an authority on linguistics, and therefore have preferred to avoid discussion of those problems that fall outside the scope of my work. Although a good deal has been written on this subject, or rather subjects, the complexity of language in this area is such that it needs a specialist to write even a brief note. Wherever manuscripts were part of archaeological finds, I have merely stated the fact and, where possible, just mentioned the languages and scripts in which they were written.


As far as the transcription of names is concerned, whether Arabic, Persian, Turkish, Mongol or Chinese, there is no unity in literature. There are several ways and several conflicting rules. Many of the place-names, for instance, have mixed Persian and Turkish roots, and can be quite legitimately transcribed in two or more different ways. Some of the oriental names had to be taken from Russian, and transcription from the Cyrillic alphabet simply added to the confusion. I have tried therefore to conform, where possible, to current English usage. Where there is no such usage or where there are several, I have had either to follow one of the authorities, or to choose the best way myself – a method which is of course open to criticism.


The transcription of Chinese names presents several problems. Some places are known under various names (Gaochang/Idikut Shahri), others can be transcribed in different ways (Urumchi/Urumqi/Ürümchi, or even, in Chinese, Wu-lu-mu-chu). Wherever possible, I have used the modern Pinyin transcription. In certain cases, however, I have kept the well-established, traditional names (Kashgar rather than Ka-shi etc).


I have kept the spelling ‘dzh’ for the ex-Soviet territories in conformity with my sources, whereas I have used ‘j’ or ‘dj’ for Afghanistan and Xinjiang. As an exception, I have used ‘Tajik’ for the whole area.




PART I


THE COUNTRIES


[image: Book title]


Fig. 1 Central Asia




I


LAND AND PEOPLE


That part of Central Asia that is roughly bounded by the rivers Amu Darya and Syr Darya, the Aral Sea and the Tien-Shan mountains, has never been a coherent cultural region. This has been due, on the one hand, to the character of the country – scattered oases separated from one another by steppes and desert and which developed more or less independently – and on the other hand, to the fact that this relatively sparsely populated area has been wedged throughout its history between three well-identified cultural entities – Persia, India and China.1


Central Asia has been, from ancient times, a melting pot of nations and cultures. Trade, religions, and other cultural currents followed certain routes, and oases and regions, or areas, were stages in the migrations of the nomads. Scythians, Kushans, Huns, various Turkic tribes, Mongols and many other races travelled this way. Central Asia was, moreover, the focal point of influence from Greece, Persia, India and China.


Geographically, the country can be divided into four regions: the steppe in the north, both left and right of the middle Syr Darya; the semi-desert on the lower Syr Darya; the desert, which on the left bank of the Amu Darya is called Kara Kum (the Black Sand), and on the right bank, Kyzyl Kum (the Red Sand), with occasional patches in the Ferghana valley and east of the lower Zarafshan; and the mountains, of which the main chains are the Tien-Shan, the Alai and Transalai, and the Pamirs, with minor ranges along the upper Zarafshan and south of Samarkand.


The climate of Central Asia is continental, with cold, frosty winters and excessive heat in summer. Heavy snowfalls can be expected in the north and east. Occasionally, snow also falls in the west and south, but it never lies for very long. In the Kara Kum region, for instance, there may be snow and frost during the night, but the day that follows will be sunny and hot. The winter itself is short and it is sandwiched between two rather unpleasant rainy periods, which transform the entire region into a sea of mud. This is due mainly to the soft and light soil of the oases, the loess, which is easily eroded. In mountainous regions, for instance in the Ferghana valley, the hills are eroded into strange, table-shaped formations. Consequently, the rivers carry a lot of earth and sand that form rich alluvial deposits in their lower reaches and lead to frequent changes in their river beds. This makes navigation and, more particularly, the maintenance of the vital irrigation canals exceptionally difficult. The most interesting season is a short period just after the spring rains (usually the second half of April and early May), when the steppes and the deserts are covered with blossoming plants and bushes. There are, even in the most arid parts of the Kara Kum and the Kyzyl Kum, several kinds of plants that grow from the sand: bushes, and even trees, saxauls, tamarisks, calligonum etc., which exist almost without chlorophyll, have no leaves on their branches, but produce in this period of the year an abundance of tiny blossoms with a very strong scent. The long hot summer is absolutely dry, but in the plains there is a continuous wind which makes the heat bearable.


Agriculture has always depended on artificial irrigation. Water is provided by rivers fed from the glaciers of the Tien-Shan, the Pamirs and the Hindu Kush. The principal crop in the oases is cotton, which has been cultivated here since the Middle Ages. Other classical crops used to be barley, millet and wheat, as well as fine vegetables. The huge melons were justly famous; they were exported, in special brass cauldrons filled with ice, to the court of the caliphs in Baghdad, and to the shahs of Persia, and were rated as the most exquisite delicacy. Under the Soviets, the over-emphasis on the production of cotton has made the country dependent on imports of farm produce, and the remaining production of maize, rice and vegetables does not meet the needs of the local population. Fruit and grapes are usually plentiful, however, and apricots can be seen at an altitude of more than 3,500ft.


Animal husbandry, especially sheep rearing and cattle breeding, also has an age-long tradition and still continues on a large, if not very productive, scale. Horse breeding has declined, but horses and donkeys are still widely used in farm transport. The steppes provide excellent pastures for the herds of cattle and flocks of sheep, many of which are of the famous Karakul, or Astrakhan, breed. They are able to graze on the meagre vegetation on the outskirts of the great deserts. Dairy production seems at present to be very low. Fishing used to be an important industry on the Aral Sea and in the delta of the Amu Darya. Fish and fruit canneries were practically the only significant industry apart from cotton mills. The wildlife is not very rich, but some rare species of animals such as antelopes, wild asses and giant lizards are kept in natural parks. About a century ago there were still tigers in the reed jungles of southern Tajikistan, and similar jungles in the deltas of the Amu and Syr Darya are still alive with animals and birds. Giant poisonous tarantula spiders and scorpions are quite numerous.


Civilisation naturally has centred on those rivers with a permanent flow of water. The most important are the Amu Darya (Oxus), in the south, and the Syr Darya (Jaxartes), in the north. Between them, the Zarafshan was once a tributary of the Amu Darya, but now ends in a marshland south-west of Bukhara without reaching its former estuary. Other rivers south of the Amu Darya are the Murghab, which watered the once important oasis of Merv, and the Tedzhend (Tedjend). They both end in the sands of the Kara Kum.


The delta and the lower reaches of the Syr Darya were settled in prehistoric times, and several settlements, mostly Neolithic and Bronze Age, were found and excavated. The Oghuz Turks apparently had their cities here in the tenth and eleventh centuries AD, of which Yangikent, the present site of Dzhankent-Kala, was perhaps the most important. The next oasis was much further to the east, on the tributary Chirchik, close to the Tien-Shan, where the city of Tashkent was mentioned by Chinese sources in the very early times. There was an important ford at Otrar, where a caravan route crossed into Transoxania from the north, but the city itself was never resettled after the Mongols destroyed it. Still further east was Khodzhend, the place where Alexander founded his easternmost Alexandria (Eskhate). Upstream from there the settlements were almost continuous along the upper Syr Darya, its tributaries from the south from the Alai glaciers, and also along the Kara Darya, which is one of the sources of the Syr Darya, the other being the Naryn.


The valley of the Zarafshan was always the most heavily populated area of the whole country, in both its lower and upper parts. Samarkand and Bukhara, which alternated as capitals in different periods of history, both lie on the lower Zarafshan. The upper part of the valley constituted the pre-Arab principality of Ushrusana, with the important city of Pendzhikent.


On the Amu Darya, by far the most interesting oasis was around the delta, with the fascinating civilisation of ancient and mediaeval Khorezm. There was a ferry at Chardzhou where a branch of the Silk Road crossed the river. Several minor oases were further upstream; the next large and important oasis was situated where another branch of the Silk Road crossed into Afghanistan. Here was the heart of the ancient Bactria, with the cities of Termez, Balkh (Bactra) and Surkh Kotal. The valleys of the Pandzh (the upper Amu Darya) and its tributaries, the Surkhan Darya, Vakhsh and others, were also densely populated. Settlements existed in the rugged, inaccessible valleys at the foothills of the Pamirs. Here was the semi-legendary kingdom of Badakhshan with its mines of rubies. Settlements could even be found on the high mountain plateau of the Pamirs, where interesting rock carvings from the Paleolithic period and several locations of Neolithic cave dwellings were found.


To the Persians, the country was known as Turan, and this still survives in geography as the plain or plateau of Turan. Turan was the country of the Barbarians, Iran was the civilised world. The Arabs, however, referred to it as Mawarannahr – the Land Beyond the River. The river that the Arabs had to cross in their seventh-century conquest was the Amu Darya – Jayhun, as they called it, the Oxus of the ancient Greeks. Mawarannahr is therefore the corresponding term to Transoxiana or Transoxania. Throughout its history this country has been open to the incursions of nomad tribes whose homelands were the steppes and forests of southern Russia, and in particular, Siberia. The earliest of them, the Scythians or Saka, were Indo-Europeans; the White Huns, or Hephthalites, of the fifth century AD, were probably of Mongol, or Turco-Mongol, origin. The Turks of the sixth century, the Oghuz or Ghuzz of the tenth century, and the Uzbeks (Ozbegs) of the fifteenth century, all belonged to the same family of South Siberian Turks. The Mongol element is represented by the Kara-Khitai in the twelfth and by Chingiz-Khan’s Mongols in the thirteenth century. The Tukic element gradually prevailed over the Iranian in the area. The Samanid Empire in the tenth century was perhaps the last state to be truly Iranian in character. From then on, Persian continued to be the language of the educated class, but the rulers and their soldiers were Turks. It was from these Persian dialects that the present Tajik language developed, the only one in the area that belongs to the Iranian group. Finally, in the second half of the fifteenth century, through the efforts of Mir’ Ali Shir Nawa’i, poet and politician, the spoken Turkic dialect, the Chagatay (Chaghatay) Turki, was made a literary language. Nawa’i himself wrote both in Chagatay and Persian, but his work in Chagatay is the landmark that clearly showed the final predominance of the Turkish people in what for 2,000 years had been the exclusive domain of the Persians. All other languages spoken in the area are Turkic and belong to the east Turkish group: the Uzbeks, Kazakhs and Karakalpaks are all Turks. The only representatives of the Mongol family are the Kalmuks.


Ethnically, all these peoples are now mixed, but generally speaking the Tajiks, with their big almond eyes, strong noses and rich beards present an Indo-Iranian (Persian) type, while the Uzbeks and others may have rather smaller eyes, flat noses, high cheekbones and thin beards, and show therefore their kinship with the South Siberian or Turkic family. The Turkmens, now inhabiting the south-western part of Central Asia and the eastern shores of the Caspian are somewhat different. They are taller, long-headed, and are usually considered as belonging to the south-western group of the Turkic peoples. They are the descendants of the White and Black Sheep Tartars who invaded northern Iran and Transcaspia in the late fourteenth century. Thus, the whole country became known as Turkestan2 – the Land of the Turks. The Turks live all along the southern border of Siberia, from the Caspian to the eastern parts of the Gobi. The high mountain range of Tien-Shan divides the area, thus separating Western and Chinese (East) Turkestan. The dominant Turkish people on the Chinese side are the Uighurs but there are smaller groups of Kazakhs, Kirghiz, and others as well. All these peoples are Muslims.


The Tien-Shan has always been inaccessible and inhospitable, but to the north and south are several passes that used to be the only routes by which people from the East and from the West could communicate; the nomads pushing through to the West were forced to use them. The passes are the so-called Dzungarian Gate in the north, the valley of the Ili, the Ferghana valley between the Tien-Shan and the Alai, and the valley of Karategin between the Alai and the Transalai. These last two passes were mostly used by the caravans that brought silk from China to Persia and to the Levantine markets. The valley of Karashahr was the favourite gateway for nomadic incursions from the northern steppes into the Gobi plains.


The Silk Road, which, from antiquity, was the most famous trade route linking China with the Mediterranean world, originated in the Chinese province of Kansu. Its two main branches followed the southern and the northern perimeter of the Tarim Basin, where a belt of oases provided the necessary halts with wells and caravanserais. To name but the principal ones, they were, in the north, Turfan, Karashahr, Kucha, Aksu and Kashgar. In the south, the easternmost one was Tun-huang, with its Buddhist monastery, then Miran, Charklik, Niya, Keriya, Khotan and Yarkend. From Khotan there was a caravan track across the Karakorum Range into Ladakh and from there to Kashmir. Both main branches met in Kashgar only to split again. One road went due south towards the Kilik and Mintaka passes and from there to Kashmir. This was probably the road taken by Fa Sien in AD 399. The modern road uses another pass further east, the Khundjerab, to connect with the Karakorum Highway of Pakistan. In the Pamirs, near the town of Tashkurgan, another branch went west, into the Wakhan valley and down to the Amu Darya. This is supposed to be the road taken by Marco Polo in the thirteenth century. Westwards from Kashgar, the road passed through the Ferghana valley to Samarkand and from there south to Balkh, where it met with the Wakhan route just mentioned. Further destinations on this route were Kabul and India to the south-east and Herat and Persia to the south-west. From Samarkand, the road continued to Bukhara, Merv and into Persia, while yet another branch linked Bukhara with the Volga region via Khorezm.


The Silk Road and the accompanying flow of trade were the main factors in the prosperity of the oases. When trade was disrupted by war or nomadic incursions, the oases suffered and sometimes even perished. Equally, when drought or other catastrophes rendered wells unusable, or when brigands made the route unsafe, trade was diverted to alternative routes and the prosperity of the oases was immediately affected.


Water was, of course, a crucial element in the life of the oases. Thus, when the irrigation network was destroyed, as often happened in wars or nomadic raids, and when the population was reduced to such an extent that it was unable to renew and maintain the network of canals, the soil in the course of time became salty and infertile and the oasis was doomed. The same happened when the trade was diverted for good, for example when, after the voyages of discovery in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, maritime trade gradually replaced the overland one and many of the Silk Road oases were abandoned.


As for the population of Xinjiang, a certain part of it is still nomadic. The Kirghiz and the Kazakhs are largely nomads, the Kirghiz grazing mostly in the western part of the country up to the Pamir valleys, the Kazakhs being found mostly in the north, west of Urumchi, in Dzungaria. They both live in transferable yurts, of which there are several types. All have a skeleton structure of poles and latticework; they are covered with reed matting, felt or hides; they are all round, but some have a conical roof while others have a rounded, dome-shaped one. An ever increasing part of the population, helped by intensive immigration policy, is of Chinese descent. The Han and Hui, the two main groups, have grown in the last half century or so from around 5 per cent to 41 per cent of the total population of Xinjiang. However, they stay mostly in towns, whereas the countryside remains peopled predominantly by the Uighurs.


In Afghanistan, the geographical conditions and the ethnic mix are altogether more complicated. The mountain chain of the Hindu Kush divides the country into two unequal halves, the steppe in the north and north-west, deserts in the south and south-east. Fertile areas are mainly the Amu Darya valley, the environs of Kabul and the plain of Jalalabad in the east, as well as some sheltered mountain valleys such as the Panjshir in the east and the Bamiyan valley in the centre. The Herat oasis in the west used to be much larger in earlier times, and the Sistan oases in the south, once highly populated and prosperous, were long ago engulfed by the desert.


The Afghan nation, as it began to emerge at the end of the nineteenth century, is still a vague and at times almost a fictitious concept. Ethnic unity is nonexistent and tribal loyalties still largely outweigh national ones.


The tribes of Afghanistan belong to several ethnic groups, which, although all Muslim, differ widely in language, customs, dress and, most important, in their way of life.


The main ethnic group are the Pushtun, who live in the east, the south and the south-west. In the north and north-east are the Tajiks, in the north the Uzbeks, and in the centre the Hazara. There are also the Ajmak in the west and north-west and the Persians, mainly in the Herat area. Smaller groups are the Turkomans (Turkmens) in the north-west, the Kirghiz in the Pamirs, and the Baluch in the south. Small scattered communities of Mongols, Hindus, Sikhs and Jews can (or could) also be found. Two interesting groups are the Brahui, of whom some 200,000 live in south-western Afghanistan, and the Nuristanis in the north-east.


The Pushtun, the Tajik, the Persians and the Baluch are of Caucasian stock, while most of the others are Turkic or Mongoloid. The Hazara have typically Mongolian faces and are generally considered to be the descendants of the Mongols of Chingiz-Khan. The Brahui are of Australoid (Indian-Dravidian) stock. The Nuristanis are conspicuous for their Mediterranean features and blonde hair.


The two main tribal units of the Pushtun are the Durrani in the west and the Ghilzai in the east of the Pushtun area. An equal number of Pushtun live across the border in the North-West Province of Pakistan.


The two principal languages of Afghanistan, Dari and Pashto, belong to the Iranian family. The second most important family is the Turkic, to which belong the Uzbek, Kirghiz and Turkoman languages. The language of the Brahui is Dravidian. Arabic script with Persian modifications is generally used.


As for religion, the entire population of Afghanistan is Muslim, mainly of the Hanafi Sunni rite. The Parsiwan (Persians) of the Herat area and the Hazara are Shi’ites. The Kafirs in Nuristan were shamanists until fairly recently.


A considerable part of the population, mainly the Pushtun, Baluch and Kirghiz, are nomads or semi-nomads. They live mostly in black goats-hair tents similar to those used in Iran, Syria and Jordan. The tent is usually divided into three parts: in the first, meals are taken and guests received, the second is the women’s quarter, and in the third meals are prepared and other domestic work is done. The furnishing consists almost exclusively of carpets, blankets and chests in which the family belongings are stored.


Some scholars believe that all Afghan ethnic groups had a nomadic past. However, as agriculture has been practised in the oases since prehistoric times, it must be assumed that the sedentary ancestry of some parts of the population is of a very long standing. It must also be assumed that the bellicose nomads have been the ruling elite of the country for most of the time. This can still be felt in the nomad’s contempt for the sedentary farmer and in the higher social status enjoyed by some groups, predominantly nomadic, like the Pushtun, compared with others, like the Tajiks or the Hazara, who have been predominantly sedentary. The Hazara in particular are despised by other groups and are the pariahs of Afghan society.


A paragraph should be added on the recent economic development of the area. The great transformation projects of the Soviet Union had some unforeseen and disastrous consequences: Khrushchev’s Virgin Lands project, planned to plough and cultivate the steppe, ended in large-scale erosion of the potentially fertile layer of soil, while the construction of huge irrigation canals on both the Amu and Syr Darya led to the catastrophic drop in the water level and the partial drying-up of the Aral Sea. The consequences for the region’s climate are still being analysed, but the fishing industry, once prosperous, is gone. An attempt by Kazakhstan to construct a dam on the northern side of the Aral Sea to lift the water level ended in disaster. Another effect of the break up of the Soviet Union was the gradual destruction of the wildlife. An absence of pertinent legislation and a general lack of administrative control led to the virtual disappearance of certain animal species – wild asses, antelopes – as well as game, fish, birds, etc.








NOTES ON CHAPTER I


Full details of abbreviations and publications are in the Bibliography





1    Frumkin, G., ‘Archaeology in Soviet Central Asia’, CAR X, p.341.


2    The term West, or Russian, Turkestan comprises Transoxania, Semirechiye (the so-called Seven River Region, in the foothills of the Tien-Shan) and the eastern Syr Darya province, or the Ferghana valley.




II


OUTLINE OF HISTORY


NORTH OF THE fertile belt of oases and the traditional caravan routes, the boundless open spaces of Russian, Siberian, and Mongolian steppes constituted another – less marked perhaps, but certainly much older – communication link between east and west. Long before the first caravan set out to exchange the products of one established and settled civilisation for those of another, the nomad herdsmen of the north had been trading in the same way: exchanging products at a leisurely pace and, more importantly, transferring traditions and skills through the region bounded by the Danube in the West and the Yellow River in the east.


There are indications that already in the Paleolithic Age the Aurignacian culture was spreading into Siberia and from there to northern China. Towards the end of the Neolithic Age, the comb pottery, which was developed in central Russia in the middle of the third millennium BC had a strong influence on the proto-Chinese pottery of Kansu. The same influence continued throughout the second millennium, and from about 1500 BC the Bronze Age developed in western Siberia parallel with the great civilisation of the Danube (the culture of Aunietitz). The Bronze Age came some 300 years later to Minussinsk in central Siberia. China had by then already acquired the technique of working bronze from western Siberia. It was in the Bronze Age that the famous ‘animal style’ first appeared in the art of the steppes, showing the influence of Assyrian and Babylonian art, which remained a distinct feature of the animal style until the sixth century AD.


We know little about the bearers of this art – Barbarians, as the Greeks called them – but the few descriptions we have, from Greek, Persian and Chinese sources, are surprisingly identical. According to these descriptions, borne out by archaeological discoveries in Russia and Mongolia, it seems that the earliest of them belonged to the Thracian and Kimmerian races of the Indo-European family. Judging by the tombs of central Russia, some time between 1200 and 700 BC they were replaced by another tribe of the same family, the Scythians of the Greeks or the Saka of the Persians. Traces of their art are scattered northwards, towards the famous sites of Pazyryk and Minussinsk, all over the Tarim basin, and again eastwards to the Chinese province of Kansu.


With the Scythians this civilisation gradually moved into the Iron Age. The earliest traces of it, found north of the Caucasus, are contemporary with the culture of Hallstadt (900–700 BC). The corresponding Siberian sites, Minussinsk and Pazyryk, are again of a later date, about 300–200 BC. The homelands of the Scythians were probably in the region of Tien-Shan, around Ferghana and Kashgar. The majority of them stayed there, but around 750–700 BC some of them moved west, pushing the Kimmerians out of Russia and into Hungary, the Balkans and Asia Minor. Their incursions south into the cultivated land of Persia were the reason for several military campaigns by the Achaemenid kings. Cyrus’s last campaign was directed against the Massagetae, Scythians of the Aral Sea region, and led to the establishment of the sixteenth, Khorezmian, satrapy of the empire. His successor, Darius I, launched a campaign against the Scythians of Europe and succeeded finally in securing the Persian limes, an impenetrable border zone, against their raids. Turan, south of the Syr Daraya, was by then firmly in the hands of the Persian kings and was divided into three satrapies: Khorezm, Soghd on the Zarafshan and Bactria on and south of the middle Oxus.


The Greeks under Alexander arrived here before the collapse of the Achaemenid Empire in 329 BC. The leader of the Soghdians, Spitamenes, was defeated, and Alexander entered Marakanda, his capital, the Samarkand of today. From here he made contact with the ruler of Khorezm and sent his troops further north and north-east, to the Syr Darya as far as Khodzhend. The Greeks even crossed the river and moved towards Tashkent, fighting the Scythians, but as soon as the Greeks’ backs were turned, Spitamenes rebelled and they had to evacuate the whole area and retreat to Bactria. In the spring of 328, Alexander marched on Marakanda again and this time achieved a decisive victory.


The Greeks held Central Asia for some seventy years. Around 250 BC Transoxania fell to the Parthians, whose main city was Nisa (Nesa) in present-day Turkmenistan, and who gradually became masters of the whole of Persia, squeezing out the Greek dynasty of the Seleucids. The Greeks, however, were able to hold Bactria for another 100 years, and lost it only when, between 140 and 130 BC, an invasion by another Barbarian people marked the end of Greek domination in this part of the world.


This time the nomads were the Yue-che (Yüe-czi), who, according to one authority (Tolstov), could be the same as the Greater Getae or Massagetae.1 It was probably a group of tribes, undoubtedly of lndo-European origin, one of which was the Tokhars, who gave their name to Bactria (Tokharistan). The homelands of the Yue-che were pushed further west. They migrated through Kashgar and Ferghana, pushing the local tribes, the Saka, before them. The move then continued southwards, with the Yue-che occupying Soghd and Bactria and the Saka going still further, to southern Afghanistan, then called Sakastan, the present Sistan. Parthia, too, was nearly destroyed by this invasion and two of its Arsacid kings were killed in battles with the Yue-che. Mithridates II, however, contained them and even subordinated Sistan to his rule.


This phenomenon appears again and again throughout the history of the country. The slightest activity at one end of the steppes brings about quite unexpected consequences, continuously subjecting this immense area to migratory movements. Bactria was divided between five clans of the Yue-che, one of whom, the Kushans, founded a powerful dynasty around the beginning of our era. The heyday of the Kushan Empire was the reign of King Kanishka, who ruled over Transoxania, Afghanistan and a considerable part of the Punjab. The date of his accession is disputed and varies between AD 78 and 144. The year 128 is generally considered the most probable, although 278 is also suggested by some.2 The question remains unresolved, however.


It was at this time that the Chinese general Pan-Chao, wresting the Xinjiang oases from the domination of the Huns, arrived in Kashgar, and according to some sources, clashed with a Kushan army sent to give help to the local population in their struggle against the Chinese. The Chinese were victorious, and Kanishka allegedly had to recognise the suzerainty of the Chinese emperor. After the death of Pan-Chao, China was not strong enough to hold these remote areas, and most of the Tarim oases once again came under the suzerainty of the Kushans.


The decline of the Kushan Empire coincides with that of Parthia. In the third century AD, Soghd and Bactria, but apparently not Khorezm, again became provinces of Persia, this time under the Sasanian dynasty.3 The rule of the Sasanians had lasted a century and a half when another steppe horde descended upon the eastern provinces. The Hephthalites, or White Huns, of Turco-Mongolian origin, lived in the region of the Altai mountains, and from there they moved into the steppes of western Turkestan. Towards the middle of the fifth century they occupied the area between the rivers Ili and Talas in the east and the Aral Sea in the west. Then they started moving south, across the Syr Darya, into Transoxania and Bactria. The entire eastern part of the Sasanian Empire fell to them, including the rich and important province of Khorassan. One of the shahs, Peroz, was killed in battle, but on the whole Persia managed to withstand the pressure.


Within fifty years the Hephthalites became a formidable power. Their move southwards continued, and after replacing the last of the Kushans in Kabul they crossed the passes and invaded India, then ruled by the Gupta dynasty. They established their capital at Sialkot in East Punjab at the beginning of the sixth century, and from there they raided and terrorised India for fifty years. In the second half of the century they disappeared from history. This disappearance was mainly due to the arrival of serious opponents in the northern steppes – the Turks. The Turkish homelands, comprising Mongolia and eastern Siberia, were divided in the mid-sixth century between the eastern and western khanates. The western Turks invaded the territory of the Hephthalites in the Talas region. A simultaneous attack by the Sasanians crushed the Hephthalites, resulting in their final annihilation. The Persians and the Turks shared the Hephthalite possessions. The Turkish khan received Soghd, the shah, Khosroes Anushirvan, received Bactria.


The arrangement was short-lived, for the Turks almost immediately invaded Bactria. The diplomacy of this period shows interesting political manoeuvring between the Turks and the Byzantine emperor, directed against Persia. The Turkish khan, or Yabghu, was obviously well informed about the political and geographical situation. As soon as he touched the Oxus, thus becoming an immediate neighbour of Persia, he approached Constantinople and suggested that all the silk trade with China could now bypass Persia. The emperor, Justin II, was interested in the idea, and sent his envoy, Zemarchos, to the Turks in AD 568. This resulted in an alliance that involved Byzantium in a war with Persia (572–91). Several embassies were exchanged between the two allies, but after the death of the khan the alliance broke down and the Turks, although still fighting Persia, invaded Byzantine territories north of the Black Sea and in the Crimea.


Another ephemeral state, the Turkish Empire, disintegrated yet again under the pressure from the East. This time the migration was provoked by the reoccupation of the Tarim oases by the Chinese under Emperor T’ai-tsong of the Tang dynasty. The Chinese advance westward brought them as far as Lake Issyk-kul, where in 714 their army achieved an important victory over the Turkish tribes. Thirty years later, another victory established their possession of this region and of the entire valley of the Ili. This brought the Chinese into direct contact with the Arab forces advancing into this area from the opposite direction.


The first incursions of the Arabs into Transoxania, after the collapse of the Sasanian Empire (642–51), were merely raids conducted with nothing more than plunder as their object. The Khorassan cities Merv and Balkh were used as bases for these raids, and it took another thirty years (until 681) before the Arabs first camped on the other side of the Amu Darya in winter. The first city they actually occupied on the right bank was Termez (689). Meanwhile, the native population of Khorassan rose against the Arabs, and their leader Peroz (Firuz), son of the last Sasanian shah, Yezdegerd III, sought help from the Chinese. After the death of Yezdegerd, Peroz fled to China and was received at the imperial court where he promised to accept Chinese suzerainty in return for military assistance against the Arabs. According to Tolstov, the result was a historical curiosity – Persia was established as a Chinese province (Po-S’), with its capital at Zaranj, near the present border between Persia and Afghanistan, and with the last descendant of the Sasanians as a Chinese viceroy. However, after some consolidation of the caliphate, the Arabs resumed their attacks, and in 667 Peroz was finally defeated. He spent the rest of his life in China.


The permanent domination of the Arabs over the Land Beyond the River is linked with the name of Kutayba ben Muslim. In 705 Kutayba was appointed Viceroy of Khorassan; in 712 he led his army to Khorezm to ‘help’ the Khorezmshah to crush a rebellion. Skillfully exploiting the rivalries among the local princelings, in the same year he led a campaign against Samarkand, supported by the Khorezmians and the Bukharans. According to Barthold,4 there were no foreign governors or viceroys in Transoxania after the fall of the Kushans, and the oases therefore developed a strong feeling of independence, but were unable to realise their common interests and thus failed to unite when faced with the threat of foreign domination.


In Bukhara, Samarkand and other places, Kutayba built mosques and forced the inhabitants to evacuate parts of the cities, into which the Arabs then moved. In three years his armies reached Tashkent, occupied Ferghana, and, according to some sources, even crossed into Chinese territory near Kashgar. Kutayba was killed while trying to stir up a revolt against the caliph, and his death in 715 marked the end of the Arab advance. The Syr Darya frontier was soon lost and the Arabs were expelled from Ferghana. In Transoxania they were able to hold only a few fortified towns. It is worth noting that while steppe warfare presented no difficulty to the Arabs, they were far less successful in mountainous regions.


The Turks, mentioned above, were at this time helping the Soghdians against the Arabs. Transoxania, described by the Arabs as ‘the Garden of the Commander of the Faithful’, was equally important to the Turkish khan, and the Turks and the Arabs contested the domination of the country for more than thirty years. At one stage, the rebellious Soghdians decided to abandon their country, but were intercepted through treason, forced to surrender to the Arabs, and were subsequently massacred.


In 728 the Arabs decided to convert the entire population to Islam. In the general revolt that followed, only Samarkand remained in Arab hands, and it took the Arabs several years to re-establish their hold over the country. The succession in 749 of the Abbasids to the Umayyads as caliphs resulted in a further wave of rebellions aggravated by religious reformists and sectarian movements in both Khorassan and Mawarannahr. The Chinese once again tried to take advantage of the situation, and invaded Ferghana in 748, but were defeated in 751 by the Arab commander Ziyad ben Salih. This was perhaps the decisive event determining which civilisation, the Muslim or the Chinese, would predominate in the country. For 1,000 years the Chinese never attempted to penetrate west Turkestan.


In spite of their firm hold on the territory, the Arabs never actually governed Transoxania. Their governor, or viceroy, of Khorassan, residing in Merv, was concerned only with military affairs and with collecting tribute from the local rulers. Under the Umayyads there was no policy whatsoever about such border lands, and naturally every governor was anxious to extract from the province as much money as quickly as he could. In fact, the only decision made about policy during that time was the enforced conversion of the population to Islam, accompanied by tax exemptions for the converts. The Abbasids, on the other hand, sought to create a state where provinces with a Persian or an Arab population enjoyed equal status. Transoxania was, as before, subordinated to Khorassan, but the governors, appointed on a hereditary basis from among the local aristocracy, were, as a rule, well acquainted with the situation in the locality, and enjoyed at the same time the confidence of the population. The result was, of course, that the governors acted in their own interests, and their dependence on the caliph rapidly became purely nominal. This was the origin of the powerful local dynasties, the Tahirids in Iraq and later in Khorassan, and the Samanids in Transoxania.


After the defeat of the Chinese, two Turkish kingdoms were formed on the fringes of Transoxania. Semirechiye and the eastern Syr Darya came under the domination of the Karluks (Qarluqs), while the lower reaches of the river became the kingdom of the Oghuz (Ghuzz). Soghd, Ushrusana (upper Zarafshan valley), Ferghana and Khorezm were governed by local rulers who to some extent recognised the suzerainty of the caliph. The Samanids came to power under Caliph Ma’mun, when four brothers were appointed governors of Samarkand, Ferghana, Tashkent and Herat. In the middle of the ninth century they established themselves as hereditary rulers, and in 875 the head of the family obtained the administration of the whole of Transoxania from Caliph Mu’tamid. Detailed information on life in Transoxania under the Samanids is given by Barthold,5 including government offices, the tax system, trade, postal services etc.


The Samanid dynasty remained in power for about 100 years, but at the end of the tenth century the country fell into complete confusion, partly due to internal dissent and partly to external pressure from the new rulers of Persia, the Buyids, who acquired a decisive influence over the caliphs of Baghdad. At this critical time a new conqueror approached the northern frontiers of Transoxania and the disintegrating kingdom became his easy prey.


The Turkish dynasty of the Karakhanids established itself in the town of Uzgen (Uzkend), east of Ferghana, on the territory of the Karluks. In the second half of the tenth century the Turks began to press south-west, taking advantage of the situation in Transoxania. A family quarrel among the last Samanids provided a welcome pretext, and in 992 the Turkish khan entered Bukhara almost without opposition. In the confused situation that followed, the Samanids were meanwhile able to restore their possessions; a fresh invasion of the Karakhanids found them in an even weaker position. Hard pressed as they were, they had to apply for assistance to another Turkish ruler, Sabuktagin of Ghazna, in present-day Afghanistan. The result was that the Samanids ceded the entire Syr Darya basin to the Karakhanids and the lands south of the Amu Darya to Sabuktagin, retaining only a greatly reduced territory, centred on Bukhara.


In the year 999, fighting broke out between the Samanid ruler of Bukhara and his nominal vassal, Mahmud of Ghazna, son of Sabuktagin, who at that time ruled Khorassan. Mahmud’s victory induced the Karakhanids to renew hostilities, and in October 999 the Karakhanid Governor of Samarkand, Ilak Nasr, entered Bukhara, putting an end to Samanid rule in Transoxania. As Barthold sees it, this was not only the downfall of a famous dynasty but also the end of the domination of the native Aryan (Iranian) element in the country.6


The whole area was now divided between two Turkish dynasties, the Ghaznavids in the south and south-west, and the Karakhanids in the centre and north-east. The Turkicisation continued at a rapid pace. The Ghaznavids under Mahmud (998–1030) soon extended their domination as far as Iraq and Khorezm and, on the other side, to Punjab, Multan and Sind. It was under Mahmud that the famous Court Academy of the Khorezmshahs was disbanded and some of the scholars were taken to Ghazna. However, in the eleventh century, another Turkish tribe, the Seljuks, advanced into Transoxania from the lower Syr Darya. They crossed the Amu Darya, entered Khorassan, and changed the whole history of Persia by achieving a decisive victory over the Ghaznavid Sultan Masud (son of Mahmud). Before long they captured Baghdad, and all real power in the caliphate passed into their hands. The Ghaznavids were thus reduced to their possession in Afghanistan and northern India, and the Seljuks, undisputed masters of the enormous land mass between the Amu Darya and the Mediterranean, soon turned against the Karakhanids of Transoxania. In the second half of the century, the Karakhanids became vassals of the Seljuk sultans, while other branches of the family continued to rule their fiefs in the east, in Semirechiye and in Kashgaria, until the beginning of the twelfth century.


In the west, the Seljuks continued their conquest of Armenia and Asia Minor. In 1071 they defeated and took prisoner the Byzantine emperor, Romanus Diogenes, and subsequently established the Turkish Sultanate of Rum in present-day Turkey, which, some two centuries later, became the root of the Ottoman Empire. In the east, Sultan Sanjar, the last of the great Seljukids and originally Governor of Khorassan, intervened successfully in the Ghaznavid territories in Afghanistan, Khorezm and the Karakhanid territories in Transoxania, but he was finally defeated and pushed back into Khorassan by a new wave of steppe nomads, the Kara-Khitai. The entire territory of Transoxania fell into the hands of these ‘pagans’, possibly of Mongol origin. Khorezm revolted and was again subdued by Sanjar, but in another revolt south of the Amu Darya the sultan was taken prisoner. He was released in 1156, but died a year later, his once powerful empire disintegrating completely.
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Fig. 2 The empire of Chingiz-Khan


The Kara-Khitai had dominated the region of Beijing for 200 years, and were thus considerably influenced by China. Their offshoots now ruling in Transoxania regarded Islam and the Arabo-Persian civilisation as alien, and quite naturally were inclined to look more towards China. They attempted to introduce some administrative reforms on the Chinese pattern, and it is even possible that their administrative language was Chinese. The Kara-Khitai stayed in Transoxania, either as direct rulers or as overlords of the local Karakhanids, until the beginning of the thirteenth century. The shahs of Khorezm were upholders of the Muslim and Turkish traditions within the country, starkly contrasting with the Mongol, heathen world of the Kara-Khitai so much influenced by China. After the death of Sultan Sanjar, the Khorezmshahs, formerly vassals of the sultan and of the Seljukids, regained their independence and, exploiting the existing power vacuum, quickly expanded their possessions over most of Sanjar’s territories.


Between 1207 and 1210 the Kara-Khitai were defeated in two campaigns, and their rule in Transoxania ended. The Khorezmshahs became, for a short while, the most powerful rulers of Islam, but their vast empire was hardly more than a conglomeration of recently conquered provinces and lacked the real backbone of an organised state. This was the situation when, in 1220, they were faced with a much more formidable invasion, of which the Kara-Khitai had been only a vanguard.


The nomadic tribes who lived in the vast steppe area north and north-east of the Gobi desert were a mixture of Turkish, Mongol and Tungus elements. In the twelfth century a slow consolidation process began among them and, somewhat later, the Mongols emerged as a dominating force under their leader, Temuchin, who later became known as Chingiz-Khan. A member of a clan whose pastures were between the rivers Onon and Kerulen, Chingiz-Khan gradually succeeded in subduing other Mongol clans and neighbouring tribes and was able in 1206 to convene a grand assembly, or kuriltay, of all Turco-Mongols, at which he was proclaimed emperor, or Great Khan (kha-khan). (See p.28.) Mongolia thus effectively unified, Chingiz-Khan proceeded immediately to conquer western China, then ruled by the Tanguts. In several campaigns he devastated the country, but he was not able at the time to capture the fortified towns, although he tried, for instance, to divert the Yellow River to flood the town of Ning-hia. Nevertheless, the Tangut king became his vassal, and he turned against the Kin Empire of northern China. The war started in 1211, lasted, with short intervals, until the death of Chingiz-Khan in 1227, and was ended by his successor in 1234. In 1215, Beijing was captured, sacked and burnt down, but the Chinese continued to fight.
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