


Message of the President
Promotion of regional languages constitutes the principle part of ECI Charter. 
We know that each and every language, given the specific history of their birth

and development has carried elements of a distinct cultures and sets of norms
and ethos born within those cultures. 

Undoubtedly Persian literature is one of the richest treasures of various literary
genres in the world. It was used not only as a popular parlance of Persians, but
also as the court language in a good part of the Ottoman and Mughal history and
has promoted certain norms in a vast part of the ECO territory. 

To my knowledge and since its birth, this language and the socio-political liter-
ature it has produced in prose and poetry have focused on two specific virtues on
the top of many others: justice and wisdom. 

The first and the most renowned epic poet of this language Abulqasim
Ferdowsi (d.1020 C.E.), well known in our region and globally as the foremost
founder of modern Persian, begins his masterpiece the Shahnameh with refer-
ence to the significance of wisdom. 

He writes: "Be Naam-e Khodavand-e Jaan-o Kherad (In the Name of the Lord
of Soul and Wisdom." While Firdowsi points to the universal nature of wisdom
and defines it as the crown of soul, he puts tolerance next to reason as its
brother: 

Tolerance is like the brother of wisdom
Wisdom is the crown of the soul

Along with wisdom, justice appears as one of the most frequently promoted
virtues in the Shahnameh: 

It is better for me to promote justice in the world,
Rather than to unjustly accumulate treasures

The above virtues were indeed focal in the entire literary genre of Persian liter-
ature known as Mirror for the Princes (Siyar al-Muluk or Nasihatu'l Muluk) written
by monumental figures such as Nizamu'l Mulk, al-Ghazali, KeyKawus ibn Iskanar
and many others during 10th and 11th centuries C. E. at a time when the
Muslim/Persian philosophers and intellectuals were helping the European renais-
sance of 13th century C.E.

It was not accidental that while many Persians scholars used to write in Arabic,
when it came to matters of theology, they preferred Persian language for advising
rulers and governmental administrations on matters of justice, wisdom, and toler-
ance. 

Because of its rich ethical background, Persian language was an effective medi-
um to promote peace, reason, and justice. 

At a time when our ECO countries, perhaps more than ever, are in need of
peace, development, and improved relations with the outside world, the regional
promotion of Persian language can play a very important role in securing these
relations. Justice and reason seem to be the common language of our time and
era.  
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is an inter-govermental regional
organization established in 1985 by
Islamic Republic of Iran, slamic
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Turkey for the purpose of promoting
economic, technical and cultural
cooperation among the Member
States. It was the successor organiza-
tion of what was the Regional
Cooperation for Development
(RCD), founded in 1964, which
ended activities in 1979. In the fall of
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located in Tehran. ECO Cultural
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tural heritage of its members through
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ple the bureau of education in Bangkok works for all Asian
Pacific countries, there is another bureau for Science in
Jakarta, Indonesia and I used to work there as a deputy, so
technically in that term that is for all science program in
Asian Pacific region. 

Then we have the Cluster Office, like the one here and in
Bangkok , Beijing , Almaty and other different places. These
Cluster Offices cover smaller group of countries which bear
similarities in their political, cultural, social, and economical
connections, particularly cultural connections which is
UNESCO's concern. 

UTCO works in close co-operation with the UNESCO
National Commissions and key governmental partners of the
four cluster countries, as well as all UN Agencies, ECO,
ISESCO, and other IGOs and NGOs. In Tehran Cluster,
UNESCO has a national office in Kabul specifically for
Afghanistan , because Afghanistan has been suffering from
the continuing conflicts even until today. So in assisting
Afghan people, UNESCO established an office in Kabul .
UNESCO also has a national office in Islamabad . 

What are your key activities?
Building upon the shared cultural, social, historical and

spiritual heritage of the cluster countries, the Office co-oper-
ates with national and regional partners in implementing its
key activities in the fields of Education, Culture, Natural
Sciences and Communication / Information.

How do you define your "Education" program?
UNESCO believes that education is a human right and a

Would you brief us on the overall
functions of UTCO and please tell us
how many countries do you cover?

UTCO means UNESCO Tehran
Cluster Office. It's not an easy opera-
tion; it is the office of UNESCO cover-
ing four countries, namely Iran ,
Afghanistan , Turkmenistan and
Pakistan . So I would say it covers half
of ECO! UNESCO's Headquarters is in
Paris and then we have 55 field offices
cross the world and this office in
Tehran is one of them. 

In field offices we have three cate-
gories called regional bureaus, cluster
offices and national offices. For exam-
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public good that should be available to
all, regardless of their individual char-
acteristics or social and cultural back-
grounds. The UNESCO Tehran Cluster
Office supports the national education
systems of Afghanistan , Iran , Pakistan
and Turkmenistan , in their efforts to
reach the international goals of
"Quality Education for All".

Among the main focus areas of the
UTCO Education Unit, just to mention
a few, I could name national education
planning and strategy, monitoring and
assessing learning outcomes, education
for sustainable development, technical
and vocational education, HIV/AIDS
and drugs prevention education.

Culture is a sensitive issue, what
are your objectives in dealing with
the culture of these countries?

UNESCO recognizes cultural diversi-
ty as a key vector in the sustainable
development of peoples and societies.
The Culture Program of the UNESCO
Office in Tehran places emphasis on a
holistic approach to the protection and
safeguarding of cultural heritage in all
its forms, tangible and intangible. We
have made great achievements in
the protection of tangible heritage:
twenty one properties have been
registered on UNESCO World
Heritage List, of which ten sites are
from Iran , two from Afghanistan , six

from Pakistan and three from
Turkmenistan . Major effort is in the
making regarding intangible heritage,
including possible establishment of a
regional intangible heritage center in
Iran . 

To contribute to the system-wide
efforts towards the sustainable man-
agement and utilization of natural
and cultural resources, the Office has
adopted the following strategic objec-
tives:

Promote the adoptation and
implementation of standard-setting
instruments in the field of culture,
safeguard cultural diversity and
encourage dialogue among cultures
and civilizations and finally  it is  our

intention to enhance the linkages
between culture and develop-
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ment, through capacity-building and
sharing of knowledge.

What about your strategy on the
subject of  Sciences?

Science and technology are critical
drivers for achieving sustainable devel-
opment. Their roles are outlined in
several major international documents,
including the World Science
Conference in 1999, the 2000 UN
Millennium Declaration, the
Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs), the Johannesburg Plan of
Implementation of the World Summit
on Sustainable Development, and the
2005 World Summit Outcome docu-
ment. 

In order to contribute to these sys-
tem-wide efforts towards the sustain-
able management and utilization of
natural resources, the Science Unit of
UNESCO Tehran Cluster Office has
been focusing in the field of water
(with two water related regional cen-
ters), land resources and biodiversity
(eleven Biosphere Reserves and one
Geo-park) and S/T transfer. The Office
has adopted following strategic objec-
tives:

To improve understanding of scien-
tific concepts and approaches in the

area of natural sciences.
To identify and disseminate best practices, success stories,

indigenous knowledge, and local innovative approaches in
natural resource management.

To build the capacities of local experts and decision mak-
ers.

To create thematic and inter-sectoral networks among sci-
entists and policy makers.

To promote equal access to science and technology
knowledge and benefits.

What do you promote in the area of communication?
The Communication and Information program of the

UNESCO Office in Tehran was established in 2005, and its
objective is to promote the free flow of ideas and universal
access to information, quality journalism, pluralism and cul-
tural diversity through the media. Preservation of digital her-
itage and historical documents are also emphasized, with
Iran has already three documents registered on the List of
Memory of the World.

It sounds like you are carrying a lot of responsibilities.
What is UTCO's staff size?
We have 7 regular posts (including myself) in this office

including cultural officer, science officer and communication
officer, however we are working with many experts and out-
standing professionals in the field of education, science, cul-
ture and communication/information outside the office, we
have also 10 supporting staffs. UNESCO Tehran Cluster
Office is just a small part of a global network. 

Do all the Offices in the cluster countries engage in the
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work at this location for scientific sur-
vey, study and heritage rehabilitation.
Bam will require UNESCO's long-term
support in the field of heritage protec-
tion and education.

As you know 2009 has been des-
ignated by UNESCO as the Year of
Ferdowsi. Based on the existing
MoU signed between the two
organizations in 2003, how do you
see the prospects for more coopera-
tion between UNESCO and ECO on
this or other cultural subjects? 

UNESCO believes that culture
advances the common heritage and
this should be preserved. Luminaries
like Ferdowsi, Farabi, Ibn-e Sina, Saadi,
Sheikh Bahaie and Rumi not only
belong to Iran but also to the whole
region, and for that matter to the
whole humanity. Commemoration of
prominent personalities and luminaries
of the ECO region is highly important
to UNESCO. I am very glad to see
ECO as apart from economical mat-
ters, pays great attention to cultural
issues. I have worked with many simi-
lar regional organizations, such as
ASEAN, and I think there are rooms for
more UNESCO and ECO cooperation.

same kind of activities? 
No, the office in Afghanistan certainly has to take care of

a lot of emergency issues. In Kabul Office, we deal with a lot
of emergencies including education and communication,
things that need our immediate response. You see UNESCO
as a whole is unlike other Asian Agencies like ASEAN. 

We are trying to implement long term and future plans,
specially for developing intellectual cooperation in the
region. Afghanistan 's education system was much affected
by long wars and the reign of Taliban severely damaged this
system. Now UNESCO's major concern is how to address
the issue of education in Afghanistan especially women's
education. 

As you know during Taliban's regime, schools were closed
for the girls. It is our priority to establish the proper base for
Afghan children so that they can receive quality education.
We are also working in the field of technical and vocational
education, by bring together Afghan and Iranian expertise.       

In UTCO's medium term strategy we read: "Since
wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of
men that the defense of peace must be constructed."
How are you going to achieve such an ambitious task?

This is one of the central lines in UNESCO's Constitution:
building defense of peace in the mind of people through
education, science, culture and communication. It is reflect-
ed in all UNESCO's work plans and strategies. As you know,
it is not UNESCO's mandate to send peace keeping forces to
areas of conflicts to maintain peace. UN, its General
Assembly and Security Council are responsible for such cru-
cial missions. UNESCO's effort in building and promoting
peace is about creating or maintaining a dialogue among
intellectuals, governments and civil societies of the world.
While we are working heavily on so many technical issues in
education, science and culture and communication, we
should never forget our overall mission is to contribute to
development of peace in the world.

UTCO's role in the 2003 Bam Earthquake has been
very positive. What is your involvement there now? 

Bam earthquake disaster destroyed many schools and
many talented and skillful teachers were killed. UNESCO
responded quickly and by working with central and local
government, we have built a model school in Bam. In this
operation UNESCO provided technical and financial support
including equipment. In fact, UTCO has become increasingly
active in post-disaster response. We collaborate with our
partners in all Cluster countries in order to provide effective
interventions across the region to mitigate the impact of
earthquakes. 

The Bam citadel is very important heritage property. As
you know, the cultural landscape of Bam was heavily dam-
aged by the earthquake. UNESCO reacted immediately by
putting this site on the List of World Heritage in Danger and
has mobilized many Iranian and international experts to
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he Sufi phenomenon is not easy to sum up or
define. The Sufis never set out to found new reli-
gion, a mazhab or denomination. They were con-
tent to live and work within the framework of

Islam, using texts from the holy Quran. Their aim has always
been to purify and spiritualize Islam from within, to give it a
deeper, mystical interpretation, and infuse into it a spirit of
love and tranquility. 

Sufi Islam has been disseminated mainly by poetry, it
breathed in an atmosphere of poetry and song. In it, the
pace of great dogmatic treaties is taken by mystical
romances, such as the classical poetry of Yusuf and Zuleikha
or Leili and Majnun. 

It’s one dogma, an interpretation of the Muslim witness:
“There is no god but God”, is that the human heart must
turn always, unreservedly, to the one, divine beloved.

Early in the history of Islam, Muslim ascetics who
appeared in their habit of wearing coarse garments of wool
(suf), became known as Sufis. Later on, this habit was in gen-
eral replaced by the khirqa, or patched frock, which was
given by the Pir or Sheikh to the novice whom he accepted
as his disciple. But what we know about Sufism dawned
unheralded, mysteriously, in the ninth century A.D and
already in the tenth and eleventh had reached maturity.
Among all its exponents there is no single one who could be
claimed as the initiator or founder. Sufism is like that great
oak tree, standing in the middle of the meadow: no one wit-
nessed its planting, no one beheld its beginning, but now the
flourishing tree speaks for itself, is true to origins which it has
forgotten, has taken for granted.There is a Sufi way, a Sufi
doctrine, a form of spiritual knowledge known as “irfan” or
“marifat”, Arabic words which correspond to the Greek gno-
sis. This definition is close to that of the 10th century Persian
historian/philosopher Abu Rayhan al-Biruni who believed
that the word is linked with Greek word Sophia “wisdom”.  

Sufism has its great names, its poet-preachers, its ‘saints’,
in the broad ironical sense in which the word can be used.
Names like Maulana Rumi, Ibn al ‘Arabi’, Jami, Mansur al-
Hallaj are household words in the whole Islamic world and
even beyond it. 

A Basic View
The chief aim of all Sufis is to seek the pleasure of God by

working to restore within them the primordial state of fitra,
described in the Holy Quran. In this state, nothing one does,
defies God. A secondary consequence of this is that the
seeker (salek) may be led to abandon all notions of dualism
or multiplicity, including a conception of an individual self,

T
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and to realize the Divine Unity.  
Sufism has been characterized as the science of the states

of the lower self (ego), and the way of purifying this lower
self, of its reprehensible traits, while adorning it instead with
what is praiseworthy, whether or not this process of cleansing
and purifying the heart is in time rewarded by esoteric
knowledge of God. This can be conceived in terms of two
basic types of law (fiqh); an outer law concerned with
actions, and an inner law concerned with the human heart.
The outer law consists of rules pertaining to worship, transac-
tions, marriage, judicial rulings, and the criminal law – what
is often referred to, a bit too broadly, as shariah. The inner
law of Sufism consists of rules about repentance from sin, the
purging of contemptible qualities and evil traits of character,
and adornment with virtues and good character.

Sufism; A Way of Life
The Sufis speak of themselves as travelers or wayfarers

(salek), faring upon a way (rah, tariqa)
which was staked out, but on which,
nevertheless, a guide, in the person of an
experienced spiritual man, a Pir- u
Murshid, was indispensible. 

This way leads the “traveler” away
from self – to begin with, from the car-
nal, self-indulgent self, and then, more
and more, from any assertion of self or
conscious regard of self. 

The goal or destination is defined in
various ways: as marifat, or gnosis, or as
union with God (vusul, visal, ittihad), as
vision of Him, in his unveiled beauty and
glory, or again, as utter consumption in the fire of love, or
simply, as perfection. The gist of the matter seems to be
deliverance from self by the alchemy of divine love, which
takes a man out of himself and prompts him to consider
himself as the servant of all. 

For great mystics, however, if self-regard is the great
enemy, it is because it is the chief veil or film over the mirror
of the soul, shutting out the vision of the one, true beloved,
who ought, even now, to fill the lover’s consciousness, so
that he can say as Hafiz says:

‘So full is my soul’s horizon of the beloved,
All thought of self has gone from my mind.’         
Words like marifat or irfan used to designate Sufi teaching

might lead one to conclude that theirs was essentially a spec-
ulative movement. But one must always bear in mind that it
is fundamentally a practical science, the teaching of a way of

life. This aspect of it was most clearly marked, no doubt, in
its earlier period but it has remained as a permanent feature
of the Sufi system and all its professors are agreed that those
who enter on the search for perfection must undergo a rigor-
ous course of training under a wise spiritual father (Pir-u
Murshid). In a great mystical writer like Jalal-ed Din Rumi,
for instance, the most sublime mystical descriptions are
never entirely divorced from moral exhortations. It is true
that for Rumi the moral virtues are never ends in themselves.
They are seen as ways and means, creating the necessary
conditions for the attainment of closer union with the divine
Beloved. But that does not make his exhortations more
pressing. To enter the way of Sufism, the seeker begins by
finding a teacher, as the connection to the teacher is consid-
ered necessary for the growth of the pupil. The teacher, to
be genuine, must have received the authorization to teach
(ijazah) of another Master of the Way, in an unbroken suc-
cession (silsilah). It is the transmission of the divine light from

the teacher’s heart to the heart of the
student, rather than of worldly knowl-
edge transmitted from mouth to ear, that
allows the adept to progress. In addition,
the genuine teacher will be utterly strict
in his adherence to the Divine Law.
Scholars and adherents of Sufism are
unanimous in agreeing that Sufism can
not be learned through books. To reach
the highest levels of success in Sufism
typically requires that the disciple live
with and serve the teacher for many,
many years.  

What is a Sufi?
It is interesting to trace, more especially in the earlier mas-

ters of the way, the close connection they saw between the
practice of self–denial and penance and the attainment of
the mystical goal. Sheikh Attar, in his “Memoires of Saints”
(Tazkirat al Awaliya) records the answers of a number of
leading mystics to the question: What is a Sufi?

One of the earliest of these is Junayd of Baghdad (d. 910
A.D). He is known as one of the moderate type of Sufi, a
‘sober’ mystic as distinguished from an intoxicated one, like
Bayazid Bastami, of a previous generation.  Junayd says
that Sufism consists in this, that the Lord causes you to die
to yourself and to live in Him. In another place he writes:
“the arif (Gnostic or contemplative) is one from the depths
of whose consciousness (sirr) God speaks, while he himself
is silent.”
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Again: “Sufism is a steep ascent, allowing of no peace and
rest”. Abu’l’ Hussein Nuri said: “The Sufi is one who keeps
hold of nothing and is held and bound by nothing.”

Abu Said of Mihneh (d.1049 A.D), one of the most origi-
nal of the early Persian mystics, once said: “To be a Sufi is to
give up all worries and there is no worse worry than your
“self “(literally, your “you-ness”). When occupied with self,
you are separated from God. The way to God is but one
step: the step out of yourself. He that knows himself (i.e. as
non-existent) knows his Lord (i.e. as the self-subsistent
being).”

Shihabed-Din Suhravardi, founder of the Suhravardia
Order, in his Awarif al Ma’arif (Mystical Scholars), begins by
distinguishing the zahid (ascete) and the faqir (mendicant,
poverello) from the Sufi as such. The Sufi includes, in an
eminent way, the ascete and the faqir, but the converse is
not the case. After he has reviewed a large number of defi-
nitions of Sufism, as given by leading mystics, his conclu-
sion is that, taken all in all, Sufism is worship of God based
on love (mahabbat). The Sufi views the relation between
the creator and the creature as that of a lover and the
beloved. Here we stumble across a difficulty of vocabulary.
The terms favored by Sufis corresponding to ‘lover and
beloved’ are Ashiq u Ma’shuq, while love, in this connec-
tion, is ‘ishq’, a word of Arabic origin, of course, is more
particularly used of l’amour passion. 

The Seven Stages (Maqamat)
The seven stages (maqamat) defined by Abu Nasr al-

Serraj, represent the ascetical and moral demands made
upon any sincere seeker for truth and perfection. The thesis
is, that each of these stages must be attained in due order
before proceeding to the next. Here the relation between
the disciple (Murid) and the spiritual director (Murshid) is
considered as a key factor in the spiritual training of the dis-
ciple. The disciple (Murid) set out upon the Way under the
guidance of Murshid to whom he had to vow the most per-
fect and unquestioning obedience.In his most allegoric and
significant work, Mantiqut-Teir (Language of Birds) Sheikh
Farid ed-Din Attar Nishaburi enumerates the stages on the
course of the birds to their mystical goal as follows:

‘There are seven valleys on the way. When you have
passed through these seven valleys, you reach the Presence
Chamber…The first valley is questing and seeking. Next to it
is the vale of Love, then the vale of Knowledge (ma’rifat or
gnosis). The fourth is detachment and liberty of heart (istigh-
na). The fifth is pure unification (tawhid). The sixth, grievous
bewilderment. The seventh, Poverty and utter loss of self

The gist of the matter seems to
be deliverance from self by the
alchemy of divine love, which
takes a man out of himself and
prompts him to consider himself
as the servant of all
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(fana). After that valley there is no more deliberate advance:
going is forgone, henceforth one is drawn’

Roots of Sufism in Pakistan
Pakistan and Sufism are inter-related, inter-woven, and

inseparable from each other. Pakistan emerged only in those
territories where Sufism met with success. Pakistan, there-
fore, can be described as the fruit of Sufi movement. “Pre-
eminent among these problems relating to the life of the
Muslim community in all regions since the twelfth century”,
writes Professor Gibb, “is the activity and influence of the
Sufi sheikhs and orders. It was into the Sufi movement that
the life blood of the community flowed ever more strongly.
No adequate history of Islam can be written until it, with all
its causes and effects, has been studied patiently and with
scholarly integrity, moreover, in no region, is this study more
fundamental or more urgently required than in that of Islam
in Indian subcontinent”. He further says: “From the 13th
century A.D. Sufism increasingly attracted the creative social
and intellectual energies within the community, to become
the bearer or instrument of a social or Cultural Revolution.”

It is incorrect to state that the Sufis followed the Muslim
conquerors in the sub-continent. They were here, though in
small numbers, and had started their work even before the
arrival and triumph of Muslim pioneers. “We now know that
a Sufi, Sheikh Abdur Rahman, had settled in Ajmer even
before Khwaja Moinuddin, and was the author of the first
work in Hindi.”(Indian Muslims, By Prof. M. Mujeeb.). At this
time Ajmer was ruled by Rajput Rajas. Similarly, Sheikh
Ismail Bukhari came to Pakistan before the Ghaznavid king,
Mahmud Ghaznavi. Muhammed Alfi who came as early as
Mohammad Bin Qasim’s (the Muslim conqueror of Sub-con-
tinent) time, began missionary work in Hindu-ruled Kashmir.
“The Ismaili missionary Abdullah landed near Cambay in
1067 A.D. and worked in Gujarat when the country was
governed by Sidhraj Jai Singh. He and his Jain teacher
Huma Charya are said to have been converted to Islam
when there was no recorded Muslim invasion.” Such
instances can be multiplied without end. Early in the 8th
century A.D. when Muhammad Bin Qasim conquered Sind
(which included most of Punjab) Sufi movement had not
taken any organized form. In those days Islam was propa-
gated mostly by merchants and individual preachers belong-
ing to various trades. They were successful only to a limited
extent; they did not spear-head a mass movement. The
Ghaznavid period witnessed the arrival of the important spir-
itual figures of Hazrat Shaikh Ismail and Hazrat Ali Bin
Osman Hujweri, popularly known as Data Ganj Baksh (d.

Pakistan emerged only in those
territories where Sufism met

with success. Pakistan, there-
fore, can be described as the

fruit of Sufi movement
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between 1072-79 A.D) in Lahore. The latter was among
the pioneer Sufi philosophers of the day and since no organ-
ized ‘silsilas’ had started in his time, he did immense mis-
sionary work in an individual capacity and set an outstanding
example for future generations.

“Shaikh Ismail was the first missionary who began preach-
ing Islam in Lahore in 1005 A.D. He used to deliver ‘khut-
bas’ every Friday at which thousands of Hindus embraced
Islam. Next came Hazrat Shaikh Ali Bin Osman Hujweri
during the time of Masud Ghaznavi and was highly success-
ful in converting large number of Hindus to Islam.” (Tareekh-
e-Sind “History of Sind” By Ijazul Haq Quddusi.) He is
reported to have converted Rai Raju, a Hindu Ghaznavid
General to Islam. However, according to scholars, the gener-
al conversion to Islam in Pakistan started on a sizeable scale
two hundred years later, from the 13th century onward, after
the Ghorid rule. This period began with the arrival of
Hazrat Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti in the Sub-continent fol-
lowed by a large number of Chishti and
Suhravardy Sufis. This period also saw
the expansion of Muslim power across the
Sutlej into northern India. “Muslim mys-
ticism reached India when it had entered
the last and the most important phase of
its history- the organization of silsilas in
the 12th-13th centuries A.D. In the early
period, only Suhravardy and Chishti silsi-
las started their work.” (Religion and
Politics in India in the 13th Century A.D.
By Khaliq Ahmad Nizami.).

Accorfing to J. Arbery, the author of “An
Introduction to History of Sufism” “Sind
claims the distinction of being the home
of Indian Sufism. According to Hasan Nizami, Suhrawardy
Sufis were the first to arrive in India and made their
Headquarters in Sind. Suhrawardy order attained great
influence in Pakistan under the leadership of Hazrat
Bahauddin Zakaria of Multan. The famous Qadirya order
entered India through Sind in 1482 A.D. Seyed Bandagi
Mohammad Ghouse, one of the descendants of the founder
(Sheikh Abdul Qader Jilani 1078-1116) took up residence in
Sind at Uch (now in Bahawalpur) and died in 1517 A.D.” 

The pioneers of Sufi movement in Pakistan in 13th centu-
ry A.D were the famous “four friends” known as “Chahar
Yar”,  Hazrat Fariduddin Masud Ganj Shakar of Pak Pattan
(1174-1266); Hazrat Syed Jalaluddin Bukhari of Uch-
Bahawalpur (1196-1294); Hazrat Bahauddin Zakaria of
Multan (1170-1267) and Hazrat Lal Shahbaz Qalandar of

Sehwan (1177-1274). It is said that 17 leading tribes of the
Punjab accepted Islam at the hands of Hazrat Fariduddin
Masud Ganj Shakar. Among them were the Kharals,
Dhudhyan, Tobiyan, etc. According to some, Wattu, a Rajput
tribe was also converted by Baba Farid. Hazrat Jalaluddin
Bukhari converted Sumras and Sammas of Sind while Hazrat
Zakaria and Shahbaz Qalandar attained great success in
Multan and the northern areas of Sind. Saqi Sarwar Sultan
converted a large number of Jats and a group among them is
still known as Sultani Jats. But the Sufis did not do their work
in a hurry. They first set an example of highest probity by
their personal acts and explained the message of Islam in a
simple, forceful manner without exerting any political or eco-
nomic pressure so that the work of conversion continued for
centuries throughout the Delhi Sultanate, through the Khilji,
Tughlaq, Lodhi and Mughal periods down to the days of the
British Raj. We learn that during the time of the Mughals a
noted Sufi, Sheikh Dawood of Chati (in Pakistan) was carry-

ing on the work of conversion quite vig-
orously. The historian Badauni says:
“Hindus to the number of 50 or more
came each day with their families and
relatives to pay their respects to the
Saint (Sheikh Dawood) and under his
spiritual influence embraced Islam.” 

These Sufis were great intellectuals,
well-read and widely travelled. Most of
them were speakers of high caliber, men
of letters, and poets of eminence.
Because of their merits and morals cou-
pled with their spiritual attainments they
succeeded in making a powerful impact
on the life of the people among whom

they settled. It was no mean achievement to change the reli-
gion and transform the entire social life of millions of people
in this subcontinent. Sufis performed various roles. They
helped poor people while preaching riches. They provided
relief to the harassed and supported downtrodden stratum of
the society, made available food and shelter to the people in
need. They were fierce critics of the oppressive rulers and
preached against the corruption. There is hardly any social or
moral crime against which the Sufis did not raise their voice
slavery, hoarding, black-marketing, profiteering, wine, etc.
Some scholars remark that as a result of Sufis’ teachings
“vices among men had been reduced”.

......................................................................................
Compiled and edited by ECO Heritage staff. Parts of article has been

reproduced from relevant Sources on the subject
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Ensemble of 
Shirvanshah's 

Palace-Baku, Azerbaijan

o tour of Baku's Ichari Shahar (Inner City)
would be complete without a stop at the 15th-
century Shirvanshah complex. The Shirvanshahs
ruled the state of Shirvan in northern

Azerbaijan from the 6th to the 16th centuries. 
Their attention first shifted to Baku in the 12th century,

when Shirvanshah Manuchehr III ordered that the city be
surrounded with walls. In 1191, after a devastating earth-
quake destroyed the capital city of Shamakhi, the residence
of the Shirvanshahs (Shirvan rulers) was moved to Baku, and
the foundation of the Shirvanshah complex was laid. This
complex, built on the highest point of Ichari Shahar, remains
as one of the most striking monuments of medieval
Azerbaijani architecture.

The various sections of the Shirvanshah complex were not
all created at the same time; each building was added as the
need arose. Much of the construction was done in the 15th
century, during the reign of Khalilullah I and his son Farrukh
Yassar in 1435-1442. 

History of the Walled City 
Baku, Azerbaijan's capital was founded about 1,500 years

ago. There are a few theories about the origin of the name,
the most widely known being that Baku comes from bod-
kube, meaning "city of winds". 

Territory of Absheron peninsula, where the city is located,
has very favorable geographic location, comfortable bay,
warm dry climate, fruitful soil, natural resources, so the
appearance of the ancient settlements here is quite under-
standable. Built on a site inhabited since the Paleolithic peri-
od, the Walled City of Baku reveals clear evidence of the
Persian Sassanids, Muslim Arabs, Shirvanis, Ottomans and
the Russian, in cultural continuity. 

Baku's oil which made it famous as the "burning land" was
known far from its boundaries long time ago. "Eternal fires"
in its outskirts are often mentioned in the written sources of
Middle Ages. Prisk, a Byzantine traveler, who has described
the cities of Caucasian Albania, was among the first travel-
ers who gave an account of the city at the beginning of the

N
The Windy Walled City
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1087-1079 A.D. In XIII century A.D, after the long siege, the
Mongolians occupied Baku. The city was grimly destroyed as
a "punishment" for the resistance. Oil production and trade
fell into decay.

The earliest description of Baku of that period was made
by the native geographer of the Middle Ages: Abdol-Rashid
al-Bakuvi. In his work written in 1403 named "Kitabi Tallhis
as-Asaar, Va Aja'ib al-Malik al-Kahhar" he writes: "… the city
has many extraordinary fortified stone castles. One of them,
the biggest one, is near the sea, and the waves waste its
walls. This is the castle, which the Tatars could not capture. 

The other castle is higher than the first one. Its top is
destroyed by balusters. A special feature of this city is the
constant wind which is blowing day and night. Some times it
is so strong that it is impossible for a man to go against the
wind. Horses and sheep in winter are often swept into the
sea because they can not stand the strong wind which pulls
them into the stormy sea.

According to a number of archeological and historical
findings, we can assume that the most ancient, "assimilated"
part of the Baku castle was its coastal part. It is not surprising
that the earliest memorials have been preserved in that part.
These memorials include the minaret of the Mosque of
Mohammed-ibn Abu-Bakr, known as "Sinik-gala"(1078) and
"Giz Galasi" ("Maiden Tower") the lower part of which was
probably built in VI-VII centuries B.C.

As the significance of Baku as a commercial city grew
throughout the centuries, many  caravanserais (guesthouses)
were built around the Maiden Tower, which as a rule,
belonged to some merchant guilds of different cities, each
bearing the name of its owner. 

The vibrant ethnographic mixture of the city was reflected
in the constant stream of merchants who lived and traded in
Baku, they came not only from nearby towns, but also from
the farthest parts of the Caucasus, Iran, Central Asia, Russia
and other countries. For example, the merchants from
Punjab, Gujarat and Rajput lived in the caravan-saray
"Multani" and "Butchery" was a place for the concentration of
merchants from the Central Asia. As a whole, development

V century A.D. 
He noted about the place, where

"the flame was rising from the under-
water rock". Since IX century Baku was
noted in the essays of Arab geographers
and historians as a small, developed
feudal city, which has sources of white
and grey oil. Slavic, Byzantine, Chinese,
Venetian, Indian merchants, caravans
from the Middle East came to Baku for
the oil. 

The oil produced on the fields of
Absheron peninsula was carried on
pack animals, bullock-carts and camels
to Baku and then by sea- to Iran,
Central Asia, Daghestan and Northern
Caucasus. This contributed then to the
development of the caravan trade, as
well as to the change of Baku into a
city-harbor. 

The town, a territory of about 22
acres located on the hills, was sur-
rounded by the city walls. The Inner
City (Icheri Sheher) has preserved
much of its 12th-century defensive
walls. It is believed that the 12th-centu-
ry Maiden Tower (Giz Galasy) was built
over earlier structures dating from the
7th to 6th centuries BC, and the 15th-
century Shirvanshahs' Palace is one of
the pearls of Azerbaijan's architecture.
In the second half of the 9th century
A.D state of Shirvanshahs was estab-
lished, which along with
Shamakhi and Baku had
turned into one of the main
cities of Shirvan. 

Since 11th century A.D,
Baku had been enclosed
within the fortress walls.
Strong flotilla (fleet) was
created during the rule of
Shirvanshah Akhistan I. in
1191 Shirvanshah Akhistan
I moved his residency from
Shamakhi to Baku. A lot of
castles, towers and the
mosque of Muhammad
rose in Baku fortress in
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of such places is an evidence of a considerable growth of
cultural, commercial and political contacts between the State
of Shirvan with Baku as its government and its neighbors
which also included Baku during the XV-XVI centuries. 

The natural and climatic conditions of the Absheron
Peninsula played an important role in the formation of the
urban structure of Baku in the Middle Ages. The curvilinear
planning of streets not only assisted in stopping the gusts of
the ice-cold North wind of Baku in winter, but also created
coolness in day time, owing to the shadow of walls of houses
in streets. There were small inner yards which were sur-
rounded by houses in the castle and there grew nothing in
these yards except one or two fig or mulberry trees or rose
bushes. 

As a rule, there were water wells in those yards to provide
the inhabitants with water through complicated but at the
same time a perfect system of "kahrizes" - the medieval
underground water supplies, pierced in thick continental
rocky soil. The system, mostly known as Qanat, was invented
by the Persians, thousands of years ago, and is still being
used in Iran, was adopted in many regions of the Middle
East, Mediterranean an even Africa throughout the history. 

For the common use of water, there were "ovdans" (reser-
voirs) built in some places of Ichery-Sheher (inner city). They
were semi-underground installations for transferring the
water. It should be added that since the XV century there
was a perfect system, composed of separate ceramic ele-
ments, underground sewer system, connected to all houses
located in the Baku castle. 

The majority of houses in the city were one or two - story
high with flat floors and plane roofs covered with tar and
small cupolas draining the smoke. Silhouettes of these hous-
es, arising like shelves over slopes of the hilly relief of the cas-
tle, were interrupted by massive minarets and smooth twists
of cupolas of mosques and baths in some places. This com-
bination of different architectural configuration was the most
distinguished feature of the "feudal" Baku.

Ensemble of Shirvanshah's Palace
The Shirvanshahs' Palace ensemble is the biggest monu-

ment of the Shirvan-Apsheron branch of the Azerbaijani
architecture. In the XV century following the rise of econom-
ic and political importance of Baku, which was one of the
strongly fortified fortresses and the main port in the Caspian,
Khalilullah, the Shah of Shirvan, transferred the Shirvanshahs'
residence from Shamakhy to Baku. Due to the flood of the
Sabail fortress, the construction of a new palace was carried
out in a new safe place on the top of the Baku hill. Although
it was founded in the thirteenth century, many structures in
the palace were built in the fifteenth century during the reign
of Khalilullah I and his son Farrukh Yassar in 1435-1442. An
Egyptian historian named As-Suyuti described the father in
superlative terms: "He was the most honored among rulers,
the most pious, worthy and just. He was the last of the great
Muslim rulers. He ruled the Shirvan and Shamakhi kingdoms sh
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for 50 years. He died in 1465, when he was about 100 years
old, but he had good eyes and excellent health." The palace
was originally integrated into the urban fabric and was later
enclosed with a peripheral wall.

The ensemble was not built according to a single architec-
tural project and consists of a range of constructions located
in accordance with the relief on three levels: the main build-
ing of the palace (the 1420s), the octagonal-shaped
Divankhana "Royal Assembly" (the 1450s), the burial-vaults -
(1435), the shah's mosque with a minaret (1441), Seyid
Yahya Bakuvi's mausoleum (the 1450s) and the remnants of
the Keyguba mosque. The palace constructions include a
portal in the east - Murad's gate (1585), a reservoir and the
remnants of the bath-house. According to some data to the
north-east of the palace building there formerly used to be
the shah's stables, but at present there are living houses in
this place. To the north of Divankhana in one of the living
houses one can see the foundation of the surviving ancient
wall, the laying of which is similar to the laying of the palace
facade. This seems to be the remnants of the laying of the
buildings belonging to the palace ensemble. In 1964 the
complex was declared a museum-reserve and was taken
under the state protection. All of these buildings except for
the living premises and bathhouse are fairly well preserved.
The Shirvanshah complex itself is currently under reconstruc-
tion. It has 27 rooms on the first floor and 25 on the second.
Like so many other old buildings in Baku, the real function of
the Shirvanshah complex is still under investigation. Though
commonly described as a palace, some experts question this.
The complex simply doesn't have the royal grandeur and
huge spaces normally associated with a palace; for instance,
there are no grand entrances for receiving guests or huge
royal bedrooms. Most of the rooms seem more suitable for
small offices or living quarters.

The palace has five gates; one adjoining the Divankhana
leading into the residence and a second across the mau-
soleum at the top level, two along the northern wall of the
mid-level courtyard and a fifth along its southern wall next to
the Old Mosque. Each courtyard is also connected to the
adjoining courtyards with gates and passageways.

The Palace
The palace, the main building of the Ensemble which is

the earliest construction at the same time was built almost
within ten years according to the historians. This is the largest
building of the complex both for its dimensions and for the
area it occupies. Its construction was started in 1411 A.D by
Shirvanshah Sheykh Ibrahim I, Timur's ally. But after his
death his son Shirvanshah Khalilullah I who is said to be mar-
ried to Khanika, Timur's great-granddaughter continued his
work.

It is a two-story high building with a monumental pishtaq
on its western elevation. It leads into a round entry hall that
connects, via a narrow passageway, to an octagonal hall to its
northeast, from where corridors lead to the palace rooms. 
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cupola both inside and outside. It adjoins a rectangular
apartment of the vestibule. Inside the apartment the
vestibule is linked with the entrances into the gallery-arcade,
into the hall and beneath the floor of the hall into an octahe-
dral chamber under which there is a second chamber of a
rectangular shape in the dungeon as an entrance of which
serves an opening on the ground level to the north side. In
the rock serving as a basis for the second chamber there is a
mouth of a five-meter deep well. The functional purpose of
these two chambers as well as that of the entire apartment
remains unknown. This unique building, located on the
upper level of the grounds, takes on the shape of an octago-
nal pavilion. The filigree portal entrance is elaborately
worked in limestone. The central inscription with the date of
the Assembly's construction and the name of the architect
may have been removed after Shah Ismayil I known as
Khatai (the founder of Safavid dynasty of Iran) conquered
Baku in 1501 A.D.

However, there are two very interesting hexagonal medal-
lions on either side of the entrance. Each consists of six
rhombuses with very unusual patterns carved in stone. Each
elaborate design includes the fundamental tenets of the
Shiite faith: "There is no god but God. Mohammad (pbuh) is
his Prophet. Ali is the Head of the believers." In several
rhombuses, the word "Allah" (God) is hewn in reverse so that
it can be read in a mirror. It seems looking-glass reflection
carvings were quite common in the Islamic world at that
time.Scholars believe that the Divankhana was a mausoleum
meant for, or perhaps even used for, Khalilullah I. Its rotunda
resembles those found in the mausoleums of Bayandur and
Mama-Khatun in Turkey. Also, the small room that precedes
the main octagonal hall is a common feature in mausoleums
of Shirvan.

The Palace Mosque
The mid-level courtyard contains the Palace Mosque and

the Royal Tomb of the Shirvanshahs. Oriented north-south,
the mosque consists of a square domed prayer hall, a smaller
domed praying hall for women next to the portal to the
northwest, and a single minaret at the northeastern corner.
The round minaret has a restored muqarnas (stalactites orna-
mented) balcony with an iron balustrade and rises to about
twenty meters above ground. This small balcony (sharafa) of
the minaret had previously been made of stone, but in 1723
when Baku was exposed to the Russian troops' bombing, the
shell destroyed part of the minaret. Later in our times the
small balcony was restored and made of iron.

Its date of construction, 1441 A.D, is given in an inscrip-
tive band under the balcony. The mosque has three
entrances; a central portal at the northern façade and two
side portals facing east and west. The northern entrance is
the main one emphasized by a portal. On both sides of the
portal there are half-circular bays which were designated for
shoes, as according to the Islamic belief the mosque should
not be entered with shoes on and without performing the

This two-storey building numbers
about 50 different dimensions and out-
lines of the constructions connected
with 3 narrow winding staircases. The
big lancet portal directly leads from the
courtyard to the second floor, into a
high octahedral lodging covered with a
cupola. A small, also an octagonal
vestibule, located behind it, connects it
with the rest of the lodgings in the
palace. A crack-like inlet in the bays of
the octahedral lodging served as a
means of communication with the
lower floor. Only 16 out of 25 rooms
on the second floor have survived. The
lower floor of the building with 27
rooms served to house the servants and
to store the household reserves. It has
remained as well as it was built in the
XV century A.D. The austerity of the
front courtyard of the main façade dif-
fers from a richer treatment of the
buildings in the other courtyards. The
laconic forms, the sunny tones of the
smooth surfaces of the walls, the pat-
terned network of the upper windows
and window-inlets of the lower floor
give a unique expressiveness to the
image of the building. The excavations
of the rooms on the first floor showed
that the palace stands on the rock.
Back in the antiquity and before the
construction of the palace, below this
structure there was a large construction
with the foundation of its walls wedging
in the foundation of the palace. Apart
from the entry hall, which was original-
ly domed, the rest of the palace is cov-
ered by a contemporary flat ceiling of
iron girders and concrete.

Divankhana
The main building of the

Shirvanshahs' Palace adjoins
Divankhana, a small fine pavilion situat-
ed inside a small yard surrounded by a
gallery-arcade on three sides. The
Divankhana pavilion consists of an
octahedral hall covered with a stone
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ceremony of ablution. The ablution process was performed
in the northern part of the court behind the portal passage to
the lower court where there is a well and a small pool on a
lofty square. In the east on the part of the middle court there
is a second entrance leading to the mosque which is marked
with a more modest portal; in the west the entrance aper-
ture is not distinguished by anything.

Four big clay jugs with their narrow necks turned into the
hall are walled in the upper corners of the central hall of the
mosque. On the one hand, this gives an excellent resonance,
for the jugs serve as an original microphone; on the other
hand it is a constructive-engineering anti-seismic method,
giving a big steadiness to the building lowering the centre of
gravity by lightening the upper part.

In the butt-end of the southern wall of the central hall of
the mosque there is a modestly decorated mehrab with a
shallow bay covered with a lancet semi-cupola. There are
bays of different shapes and designations in the mosque.
They served as the storehouse of the prayer carpets, lamps,
the holy Koran and beads. The windows are taken in stone
bars-patterns (shabakas) which give a special beauty to this
modest building from the point of view of an architectural
decoration. 

Royal Tomb (Burial Vault)
The family burial-vault of the Shirvanshahs is of a rectan-

gular shape and crowned with a hexahedral cupola which is
decorated from outside with multi-radial stars. In the past the
planes of the cupola's hollows were covered  with blue glaze.
This is also confirmed by I. Lerkh, the traveler, visiting Baku
in 1733. He points out, "The roof (burial-vault) was covered
with stones of azure color."The inscription on the entrance
doorway indicates the purpose of the building:

"Khalilullah I, the greatest Sultan, Great Shirvanshah, the
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namesake of the divine prophet, the defender of the religion
ordered to construct this light burial-vault for his mother and
son in the year of 839 A.H" (1435-1436 A.D). 

On the pointer of the entrance doorway there is a hexa-
hedral rosette with the name of Imam Ali reiterated 12 times
(symbolizing the twelve Imams of the Shia Muslims). An
inscription from the Koran, glorifying Allah crowns the top of
the portal.

On 2 drop-shaped medallions in the flannel parts of the
portal there are inscriptions with the Memar (architect)'s
name - Ali. On each medallion the same inscription is
repeated twice; in a direct and mirror reflection. With great
art and skill did the architect cut on the shah's burial-vault his
own name which had remained unknown for long years and
was read only in 1945 by the Azerbaijani scholars.

The centre of the building is a sepulchral place with a
cupola. According to some sources in 1501 A.D after
Shirvanshah Farrukh Yassar's death, Shah Ismayil's troops cap-
tured the fortress of Baku and dumped the remains of the
deceased in the burial-vault to the flames. The archaeologists'
work in 1945 refuted this version. A vault with 5 burials cov-
ered with tombstones was discovered under the wooden
floor of the burial-vault. It was made known that in three
tombs there had been buried adults and in the two others -
children. As the work continued in the burial-vault a number
of untouched tombs were discovered which totaled 14.
These burial-places were the graves of the family members of
the Shirvanshahs. The tombs turned out to be intact, but the
tombstones were missing.The archaeological work confirmed
the existing inscriptions by proving that here were buried
Bika khanym - Shirvanshah Khalilullah's mother and his son,
and the other members of the family too. During the clearing
of the burials the remains of the material with traces of geo-
metrical ornament were discovered, with medallions within
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which were woven inscriptions in the
Arabic print, several blue beads, a gold
pin with a turquoise and 6 rubies and
gold earrings. At present these materials
are kept in the funds of the History
Museum of Azerbaijan.

Bath House
The Palace Bath-house is situated on

the lowest terrace of the complex. It
was discovered in 1939. The archaeo-
logical excavations exposed a big bath-
house consisting of 26 rooms, covered
up with earth above which there was a
garden. On the basis of the surviving
remains of the walls of the bath-house
one can say that its rooms used to be
covered with cupolas and the light pen-
etrated through the openings in the
cupolas. The bath-house was semi-
underground for keeping the heat in
winter and the cool in summer. The
indicated system is typical for the bath-
houses in Baku and Absheron. One
group of rooms "churl" or "bayir" (exter-
nal) was designated for undressing and
another group "icheri" (internal) for
bathing. The bathing section adjourns
reservoirs for cold and hot water -
"khazana". A special furnace chamber
for heating the water was installed in
the place where the reservoir for hot
water was. The heating of the baths
was carried out with the condensed
white oil, hardened as a yellow stone
that burns like a candle. The heating
went through the steaming channels
beneath the floor of the bathing sec-
tion. The cloakroom was heated by
means of the hot air coming from the
bathing section. There were many
rooms: a cloakroom, a bath-house and
"khalvati" (a secluded place) - a nook
for single bathing. There are small
swimming pools of a round shape and
cells for shoes in the rooms. The last
compartment with a restored cupola
has a majolica decoration of the walls
partially preserved.

Seyed Yahiya Bakuvi's Mausoleum
Seyid Yahya Bakuvi's Mausoleum is situated in the south-

ern part of the palace complex and is generally known under
the name of a "Mausoleum of the "dervish". According to the
sources Bakuvi was a royal scholar in the court of
Shirvanshah Khalilullah. He was born in the town of
Shamakhy. He was a sufi, adherent to the teaching of Sheikh
Sadraddin who was at the head of the sect "khalvati" (a
secluded place). After Sheikh Sadraddin's death Bakuvi
moved to Baku. According to different sources he died in
868 (1464) and was buried in the territory of the palace
complex. About 15 works by Seyed Yahya Bakuvi have been
survived to this day. His books have a sufi-mystic nature and
are kept in the cities of Turkey: Istanbul, Konya and Manisa.
These are such works as "The Mysteries of the Seekers of
Truth", "The Mysteries of Inspiration", "The Symbolism of
Signs", "Commentaries on the Samanid Dynasty", "The
Mysteries of Spirits" and other works which are valuable
sources in philosophy, astronomy and mathematics. 

The mausoleum consists of an octagonal chamber covered
with a pyramidal roof which is quite similar to Anatolian
Seljuk tombs of the thirteenth century. It is attached to the
wall of the oldest structure of the complex, the Old Mosque,
originally named Keykubad Mosque. Now in ruins, the
mosque had a square plan with four piers supporting a cen-
tral dome.

Murad's Gate
Murad's Gate was a later addition to the Ensemble. An

inscription on the gate tells that it was built by a Baku citizen
named Baba Rajab during the rule of Turkish sultan Murad III
in 1586 A.D. It apparently served as a gateway to a building,
but it is not known what kind of building it was or even if it
ever existed.Visitors to the Shirvanshah Ensemble can also
see some of the carved stones from the friezes that were
brought up from the ruined Sabayil fortress that lies sub-
merged underwater off Baku's shore. The stones, which now
rest in the courtyard, have carved writing that records the
geneology of the Shirvanshahs. The complex was designated
as a historical site in 1920, and reconstruction has continued
off and on ever since that time.

Tsarist Russia
In the 19th century (during the rule of Tsarist Russia), the

complex was used as an arms depot. Walls were added
around its perimeter, with narrow slits hewn out of the rock
so that weapons could be fired from them. These anachro-
nistic details don't bear much connection to the
Shirvanshahs, but they do hint at how the buildings have
managed to survive the political turmoil and material dam-
ages that have been brought upon them during the long tur-
bulent time since their construction. 

......................................................................................
Compiled and Summerized by ECO Heritage Editorial Boord.
from available Surces on the subject.
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success of this play made her translate
the play into English and it was staged
in the Olympic Games' Art Festival,
which received the same attention
and admiration of the audience. After
that, Saberi decided to return to Iran.
However, it took her quite some time
to start her theatrical activities again.
Islamic mysticism and Gnosticism
became Saberi's major concerns since
her return to Iran. She directed two
plays, "In the Garden of Gnostic",
which was inspired by the life and
poems of the late Iranian contempo-
rary poet "Sohrab Sapehri", "The
Flying Shams", an adaption of works
of Maulana Jalol-din-Rumi and "Seven
Valleys  of Love" inspired by poems of
the great Iranian Sufi, Attar
Neishabouri. She also staged two
plays, "The Flying Shams" and "The
Myth of Siyavoush" at UNESCO Hall
in Paris. "The Knowing Recluse
Gnostic" is one of her latest produc-
tions which is a short synoptic review
of the mysterious life of the renown
Persian mystic Poet known as
"Hidden Tongue", Khaje Shams-ud-
Din Hafez. 

Ferdowsi, Iran and
Shahnameh 

She is fascinated with Persian
ancient texts and believes that they
should be looked upon as a new
source of inspiration in modern arts
(here in particular performing arts and
theater). Her latest work is "Rustam's
Seven Adventures", the adaption of
Ferdowsi's grand epic "Shahnameh".
"The dramatic and fictional sources
are capable of turning our theater
into a real national theater. Using
these potential capacities along with
our ancient rich culture is the key fac-
tor in achieving this goal. This theater
can be the perfect medium in repre-
senting and expressing the real
thoughts and beliefs of Iranian people
throughout the world", says Saberi.

She hopes to be able to direct all

By: Mitra Lotfi Shemirani

“Rustam's
Seven

Adventures”
on Stage

Ferdowsi's Shahnameh, Narrated by Pari Saberi

In 1954, during her final year at
Vaugirard, she made a short film
about the poetry of Omar Khayam,
which attained the prize for best artis-
tic and technical film. After gradua-
tion, she went on to study theater
with Mrs. Tania Balachova and after
spending some time in Spain to com-
plete her studies, she retuned to Iran
in 1955. On her return to her home-
land, Saberi founded Passargad
Theatrical Group, in the meantime
during the years 1968-1979 she was
the manager of extracurricular activi-
ties/programs in Tehran University
and established Molavi amphitheater
in Tehran. 

In 1979, After the Islamic
Revolution in Iran, Saberi went
abroad. During the years out of her
country, she wrote and directed the
play "Where is love from, where am I
from?" in 1981, this successful play
which was a free interpretation from
the life of great contemporary Iranian
female poet, Forough Farokhazad was
staged in Los Angeles. The instant

hahnameh has a strong
dramatic structure, which
can be adapted for several
epic theatrical works." says

the veteran Iranian director, Pari
Saberi. Saberi is one of the distin-
guished directors of Iranian theater.
Besides directing, she has written and
translated several plays and literary
works in Persian. Saberi's professional
career spans a long record of forty
years of inexhaustible endeavors on
stage.         

Pari Saberi was born in Iran in the
city of Kerman in 1932, where she
spent her childhood and most of her
adolescence and high school years. In
1948 she migrated to Paris, France
with her family- There, she finished
her high school studies and went on
to pursue cinematography at the
Vaugirard School of Cinema. While in
university, she also continued to study
her own native Persian language and
literature under the late Professor
Henri Masse and Professor Lazare at
the Paris School of Eastern Languages.

S
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“Rustam’s Seven
adventures” are
symbols &
manifestations of 
huuman vices in
this world.  

stories of Shahnameh some day, but
she still has to look for the proper
financial support and due conditions.

She talks about Shahnameh and its
creator, Ferdowsi with enthusiasm. "I
have always looked upon Shahnameh.
Ferdowsi is the provenance of Persian
literature. Shahnameh has influenced
Persian literature since 3000 years
ago, many Persian prominent authors
such as Maulana, Saadi and Hafez
were indebted to Ferdowsi.
Therefore, if I got any chance, I will
return to Shahnameh's stories." In
response to the question of her next
project she comments: "I am still
involved with ‘Rustam's Seven
Adventure’ but I would like to work
on ‘Rustam and Esfandiyar’ as well.
Ferdowsi is an ocean of knowledge.
He teaches us the humanist aspects of
human beings, how he should look at
his world in truthful way. Morality,
love for our motherland, valor, abstain
from evil doings and many other
human values are among major
teachings of Ferdowsi. In short,
Ferdowsi is like a limitless ocean that
defines the human's view to the
world. Throughout Shahnameh, it
appears that whenever Iran is in dan-
ger, there are three main elements
which help this civilization- builder
country through hardships and perils.
First, Simorgh who is the symbol of
"divine charisma", it guards Iran
against the devil's vices and its
fiendish enemies. The second ele-
ment is Zal (Rustam's father) who is
Simorgh's protégé, he is the symbol of
man who has access to the divine
knowledge and wisdom and the third
element is Rustam in whom the
Iranian identity finds its true manifes-
tation. 

Saberi believes that "Seven
Adventures of Rustam" consists of two

separate narrative parts, in the firs
part Ferdowsi gives us an account of
events and situations that lead Rustam
to take on this mission and set out for
his "Seven Adventures", the second
part focuses on "Rustam's Seven
Adventures" and Rustam's challenges
and fights with dilemmas set in front
of him in each quest. Throughout
these seven phases, each experience
signifies an evil which Rustam has to
face and fights with. These are sym-
bols and manifestations of human
vices in this world and Ferdowsi uses
these symbols in an ideal way to
teach the profound meanings of
moral human values. For example
"the lion" symbolizes the concept of
"pride and superiority complex" in the
first adventure, "the dragon" is for
"rage and hatred", "the seducing
woman" is for "Lust and carnal desire",
"Arzhang Demon" and "the White
Demon" represent the deadly forces
of Iran's enemies…. When Rustam set
his foot on this path, he actually sets
out for a mystical challenge and only
after passing all these seven adven-
tures with triumph, he becomes wor-
thy of the title "Jahan Pahlavan"
(Eternal Hero), even Rakhsh (his faith-
ful horse) is the symbol of a driving
force for Rustam, it can also be inter-
preted as Rustam's willpower and res-
olution for achieving success in saving
and guarding Iran's sovereignty. It
seems that Saberi has devoted herself
to Ferdowsi and his masterpiece so
fully that she will not yield to leave
this huge project unfinished. When
being asked about her passion and
enthusiasm for Ferdowsi's work, she
replies: Shahnameh has a powerful
dramatic structure which rivals the
greatest epics of the world. Due to
the designation of year 2009 as the
Year of Ferdowsi by UNESCO, I
decided to reemphasize the everlast-
ing values of Shahnameh for the audi-
ence through the preparation of
"Rustam's Seven Adventures". This
prominent director talks about the
love for her country and her affection
for Shahnameh as follows: "I am
obsessed with theater, the theater

which roots in my identity and exis-
tence. I am from Iran and my identity
is Iranian. Iran is a country which took
shape and prospered in hands of its
celebrated luminaries and scholars
and who else can mirror Iranian
nation better than Ferdowsi whose
work is the manifestation of this nation
through the history. Who else can
guide us to the God Almighty better
than Simorgh and the Wise Zal?
Which Pahlavan (hero) has assisted us
in hardships and crisis better than
Rustam? Seven Adventures of Rustam
is one of the fatal paths which lead
and elevated us to the highest human
values and now teaches us not to be
afraid, to overcome our vices and take
the journey to the knowledge and
honor.

Rustam's Seven Adventures
(Haft Khan-e Rustam)

Apart from the introductory section
of Shahnameh which is about the cre-
ation of universe and the couplets
allocated to "adoration of reason",
"Rustam's seven adventures" are per-
haps one of the most allegorical sto-
ries of Shahnameh where Ferdowsi
explains in detail his views about the
human vices and weaknesses, the
morality and ethic, the eternal chal-
lenge of man against evil and its final
triumph over the evil. These issues are
closely related to fundamental ele-
ments of mysticism and Gnosticism.
The title of "Haft Khan-e Rustam",
refers to seven adventures of Rustam,
"Khan" in Persian means table and
"haft Khan" refers to seven journey or
seven predicaments which Rustam,
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the great Persian mythical hero has to
face. In ancient mythology and reli-
gions, the number seven is the magic
number. In ancient texts we frequent-
ly come across names such as seven
countries, seven mountains and seven
heavenly bodies. In Shahnameh's
"Seven Adventure", Rustam and
Esfandiyar set out to a long journey
for two supposedly different purposes.
Rustam is determined to release Key-
Kavous, the mythological Persian king
from the prison of the King of
Mazandaran, who is a demon indeed
(Dive Sepid). Esfandiyar, another
Persian Hero (a saint hero) also sets
out for Touran territory to free her sis-
ters from the prison of Arjasb (the
King of Touran). He also has to pass
seven adventures to achieve his goal
and free his sisters. 

The Socio-Historical Order
of Shahnameh

In order to understand the signifi-
cance of this story, first we have to
look at the general socio-historical
structure of Shahnameh. Iran, (the
ancient Persia) is the focal point
around which all events and adven-
tures of Shahnameh are evolved. It is
a sacred land, the land which was
given to Iraj by his father King
Fereydoun, another mythological
Persian king and we know that Iran
had a special significance for
Fereydoun therefore he entrusted Iran
to his most beloved and wisest son
i.e. Iraj. The name "Iranvij" (Aera
vaeje) is derived from Iraj's name. The
microcosm of Iran can be compared
to the microcosm of universe.
Beyond this territory lies the unknown
world, unfamiliar and mysterious
realms where only heroes and fearless
revered warriors dare to venture.
Hence to pass the borders of Iran and
set foot into another realm like Touran
and Mazandaran is not a usual and
common task; only the most worthy
heroes can set out for such journeys.
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Passing through the known territory
and facing the Unknown is the task
that Persian Heroes are fit to fulfill.
On the other hand many researchers
of Shahnameh believe that the socio-
historical structure of Shahnameh
shows us four major eras: 

1- The first era which follows the
preface, is the era of Pishdadi kings
(Pishdadian) i.e. King Kiumarth to King
Tahmoureth and it also includes the
golden age of King Jamshid (the age of
patriarchy and hunters) and the emer-
gence of Zahhak (the evil king) and his
final defeat and imprisonment in
Mount Damavand by Fereydoun. 

2- The second era begins with
Fereydoun and his sons; this era is also
known as the silver age or the age of
matriarchy and husbandry. This age
continues till the emergence of Sistani
heros (pahlavans).  

3- The third one is the age of
Kiyanid Kings which begins with King
Key-Ghobad. This age is known as "the
age of off springs and sons" and the
age of Bronz. The Seven Adventures of
Rustam happens in early years of this
age and it coincides with the reign of
King Key-Kavous. This age continues till
the first half of the semi-historical Iron
Age.

4- The historical era spans from the
reign of King Bahman till the reign of
Yazd-Gerd the Third, the last Sassanid
King. However Esfaniyar's journeys to
Touran (seven adventures) take place
during the last years of Kianid Kings.   

The Origins of Seven
Adventures in Ancient Times

The Analogy between Traditions and
Literature

In ancient times when central pow-
erful governments with strong struc-
tures of civil society had not gained a
strong organic unity yet and societies
still had rather a tribal form of life, it
was customary for young men who
longed to enter in the circle of
respected warriors, to pass trials and
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Simorgh who flies over the world and
the emergence and birth of the white
Mount Damavand. Hereafter, it nar-
rates the creation of man. Saberi uses
the traditional folk music and musical
instruments such as fiddle and
Ghanoon and percussion instruments
quite successfully to give an authentici-
ty to her performance and the narrator
(naghaal) who narrates the story is one
of the most famous Iranian naghaals.
She believes that using Ghodrat Mirza
Ali gives a special momentum to the
performance but considering the pow-
erful performance of this naghaal, it is
not necessary to bound him to a strict
pre-dictated dialogue so you can see
many beautiful improvisations through-
out the performance.  The use of video
projection instead of decors is also one
of the advantages of Saberi's work
which lends a modern artistic effect to
the performance and work in general.
The music which is in Dashti musical
system goes well with the depiction of
the grievous human pains. The acting
and directing were in harmony and
one can easily connect and generalize
Saberi's interpretation of human suffer-
ings during the imprisonment of King-
Kavous to the universal sufferings of
human kind in this earthly world. The
world has been devastated by poverty
and famine (an allegory of our today's
world) and at this turning point it is
Rustam who is willing to sacrifice his
life for saving Iran (symbol of the
world) through passing seven stages or
seven adventures and liberate Iranian
people from the evil of Div-e Sepid
(one of the manifestations of ahreman
or devil). Pari Saberi says that she is
happy to work on Shahnameh as the
cultural heritage of Iranian people and
tries to preserve this heritage through
the medium of theater.     

ture, Rustam kills the dragon. In the
fourth adventure, Rustam kills the
cruel witch. In the fifth adventure,
Rustam tears off the ears of the field's
guardian. In his sixth adventure
Rustam kills Arzhang Dive (a demon)
in his cave and in the seventh adven-
ture; he kills Dive Sepid (white
demon) of Mazandaran and set Kay-
Kavous and his army free. There is
strong connection between the mysti-
cal teachings of Persian Sufis and
Gnostics in the story of "Rustam's Seven
Adventure", One can even assume that
this story served as a prototype for
Attar's seven valleys in his "Conference
of Birds" in later centuries. In his eter-
nal masterpiece, Ferdowsi subtly out-
lines the thematic elements of Sufi
Persian literature which was due to
transform the image of Persian litera-
ture forever. Seven adventures could
be well identified with seven valleys
through which the birds (in Attar's
work) have to fly in order to reach
Simorgh (the symbol of truth, unity and
divine knowledge).  In the first
Adventure, Rustam is asleep.
Therefore, he is saved by Rakhsh's
neighs that warns him and wakes him
up to fight with his enemy. In the sec-
ond and third adventures, Rustam is
still sleeping (especially when he is
attacked by the dragon). But as he
moves forward he becomes sober and
vigil so in the last adventure when he
finds Div-e- Sepid, he does not kill him
in his sleep, no it is not the way of a
Pahlavan to kill his enemy in sleep.
Rustam waits till dawn and when the
enemy is awake, he then kills him. This
is an evolution, the enlightenment of
heart and soul that makes Rustam the
greatest hero of all time and Ferdowsi
succeeds to explain the most profound
ethical principles and moralities, his
worldviews in a brilliant yet subtle way.   

Rustam's Seven Adventures
on Stage

In directing "Rustam's Seven
Adventures" Saberi has her special
interpretation. The play starts with the
stories of creation of the universe and
our world. Then it tells the story of

difficult physical and sometime spiri-
tual tests in order to become qualified
for such rank and position within the
society. The way of Pahlavani and
warfare reached its climax with the
emergence of a special cast known as
warriors in different cultures. In
Mithraism (the ancient prevailing faith
in ancient Iran which was brought to
Rome through Roman captive sol-
diers), there were also seven religious-
warfare stages for the followers who
wished to enter in this faith. As we can
see, the warrior's acquisition of the
necessary fighting skills is in harmony
with his spiritual evolution and his
ascent to a sort of Gnostic knowledge.
It reminds us of the famous verse of
Shahnameh: “Tavana bovad hark-e
dana bovad” (mighty is the one who
has the knowledge) which considers
the spiritual education of man as
important as his physical training and
fighting skills.     

In the "Haft Khan" Rustam faces
with the following adventures:

In the first adventure, Rakhsh, his
loyal horse and his vigilant companion
kills the lion. Lion is a symbol of
earthly pleasures and can be com-
pared to the fundamental teachings of
Sufism that instruct the seeker of the
truth (salek or talabe) to relinquish
earthly possessions and pleasures.       

In the second adventure, a fountain
appears with the guidance of Ghorm
in front of Rustam. In the third adven-

In his eternal mas-
terpiece, Ferdowsi
subtly outlines the
thematic elements
of Sufi Persian liter-
ature which was
due to transform
the image of
Persian literature
forever.
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Editor's Note:
The Republic of Kazakhstan, can boast of a rich

culture and unique history that took the form of a
bitter struggle for freedom, independence and the

preservation of its national pride. It cannot be
denied that the Kazakh people have, time and

time again, been in danger of disintegration. The
present generation is indebted to the great

thinkers of the past who made it possible for the
Kazakh people to have a present and a future.

The great poet and philosopher, Abai
Kounanbayouly, whose 150th anniversary was cel-

ebrated worldwide under the auspices of UNESCO
in 1995, was one of their numbers.It is not easy,

in such a short article, to properly present the
important role played by Abai in the life of the

Kazakh people. For each and every Kazakh, Abai
was not only a man of letters but also a preceptor
and teacher, a person much loved and cherished,

not to say a confessor. That is why his work is con-
stantly referred to as a true reflection of the

Kazakh people's mentality and existence. Yet this
work has an even wider dimension in that it

touches on all the fundamental questions that the
human race has been asking since time immemo-

rial.In the words of Noursultan Nazarbyev,
President of the Republic of Kazakhstan, "Abai
Kounanbayouly set out to answer a number of

major ethical questions such as those pertaining to
good and evil, justice and cowardice, love and

treachery, and life and death. His appeal for unity
and brotherhood between all countries and peo-

ples retains its full historic meaning, for it is by
learning from one another that the human race

manages to go forward as one on the path of
progress. Whatever path the world takes, the

poet's work will never lose its freshness. Quite the
contrary: Abai's name is destined to become the
spiritual kingpin of the Kazakh nation for genera-
tions to come." The two articles presented below
offers two distinct perspectives of this giant lumi-

nary of the ECO region 

A.Kekilbaev and N. Polonskaya,

Abai
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Reflection of the 
Kazakh People's Mentality
and Existence

mountain wrapped in
light mist stands in the
unending steppe. In the far-
ther distance stretches the

cordillera of the Altai and farther
afield to the south the snowy peaks of
Tian-Chan.

Abai was born in 1845 in this
mountainous region where the hordes
of Genghis Khan halted in their con-
quest of the West, six centuries
before. Since then the ancient,
stumpy mountains have been called
after Genghis.

No one could ever have guessed
that this corner of an unknown steppe
would be made famous by a local
child, as yet quite unknown, rocking
in his willow cradle in the rich white
yurt of Kounanbay, head of the
Tobykty clan whose village or aoul
stood at the foot of the Genghis
Mountains. This child was to become
the glory not only of his country but of
the entire steppe and the whole
Kazakh people too. Abai was born,
therefore, in an ancient land that had
been witness to more than a few trou-
bled historic events. Like any child in
a Kazakh aoul, Abai loved to run
barefoot over the thorny grass, play
knucklebones, and tame foals.
Sometimes in the mild air of an
evening with his head on his grand-
mother's knees, he would listen in
wonder as she told stories. Abai was a
sensitive, inquisitive lad, besides being
Impressionable. Yet no one could ever

A
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imagine that he would one day be a
poet. Even his father Kounanbay, who
was nicknamed "the People's Khan"
and who was a man of rare intelli-
gence, would never have thought so.
He hoped no doubt that Abai, quick-
witted and resourceful as he was,
would one day be a respected ruler.
Seasoned in family disputes and quar-
rels, Kounanbay had no desire to
relinquish the reins of power to others
and, in order to ensure his succession
by his son, sent him to a madrasa (tra-
ditional Islamic school) and later to a
Russian school. Abai himself was
unaware of his poetic calling. He
regarded the few lines that he wrote
at the madrasa as nothing more than
imitation of the oriental classics that
he loved to recite by heart. Some of
the lines that he composed in the
country were a biting mockery of his
close relatives. Those on his mother's
side adored him and considered his
mischievousness as hereditary and
worthy of the Chanchar clan who
were noted for their wit and repartee.
Indeed, Abai did not really devote
himself to writing poetry until he
reached the age of 40.

The Kazakh steppe was then at a
turning-point in its history. The tiny
Khanates were in decline. All attempts
at revolt against the colonial policy of
the Tsar and the local nobility were
savagely put down, thereby suppress-
ing any desire for emancipation. The
romanticism and spirit of rebellion so
characteristic of popular Kazakh poet-
ry were replaced by anguish and reli-
gious mysticism, while hymns were
sung only to the glory of the Muslim
saints or the Prophet (Muhammad-
pbuh). The rebel poet, Mahambet,
was decapitated for calling on his
countrymen to fight for freedom.

Torn  apart by internal strife
between tribes, the steppe was deaf

to his message. Abai had never heard
of Mahambet or of his poetry. The
Kazakh steppe of the period may be
compared to a nomad tribe suddenly
meeting an insurmountable barrier on
a road it knows very well. Cut off as
they were from centers of develop-
ment and social progress, the nomads
were in a state of complete helpless-
ness and awaited the coming of a
wise and daring leader. Just as the
mysterious Genghis Mountains sprang
from volcanoes, so too was Abai, the
poet born of the awakening of his
people.

Abai's poetic motto was 'A golden
word in a silver setting'. Moved as he
was by the aspirations and sufferings
of his people, he sang of all that 'Was
most sacred to their souls'. One of his
very first poems points up the
hypocrisy, narrow-mindedness, and
sycophancy of many of the akyns or
bards of his day.

Abai also sang the joy of life and
the beauty of nature. In his eyes,
poetry was not an idle waste of time
nor a matter of verbal acrobatics, but
rather 'the soul of the language' help-
ing 'eyes and hearts' to see.

Abai's work reached its highest
point with his civic verse. He man-
aged to develop poetic reflection or
tolgaou which has its roots in oral lit-

erature, and replace the merely
poignant by profound thinking.
Equipped with a first-rate knowledge
of folklore epic poetry and the splen-
did works of his predecessors, Abai
made a deliberate decision to reform
traditional methods of versification
and changed and extended the
themes of the nation's poetry. These
innovations bore the mark of genius
and, despite their daring new spirit,
were welcomed by contemporaries as
an organic whole. Later on, his school
of poetry profoundly marked Kazakh
literature, making it intellectually rich-
er while opening it to the values
shared by all the nations and enabling
it to participate in the process of self-
determination by the people.

Even if his entire output can be fit-
ted into a single book, however large,
it should be said that this volume
none- the- less contains a universe
that reflects the spirit of an entire per-
son. Abai held that poetry consisted of
truth, however bitter, rather than
dreams. Born at a time of upheaval,
when the old was at grips with the
new, Abai considered it his filial and
civic duty to uncover the evils of soci-
ety. The reader who discovers his civic
lyricism and Thoughts in Prose for the
first time might well feel that the poet
is more concerned with the negative
aspects rather than the qualities of his
people. Yet, although it is spiced with
anger, the criticism leveled by the
poet is anything but spiteful: it is
merely an expression of the pain felt
by a man who loved the steppe.

Abai did not set out to humiliate his
people but rather to awaken it and
give it a sense of its own dignity,
honor, and pride where it had only
known despotism, barbarity, and igno-
rance. Thus he attempted by means of
the truth to rescue the Kazakh people
from obscurity. He knew that it was
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Even if his entire out-
put can be fitted into a
single book, however
large, it should be said
that this volume none-
the- less contains a
universe that reflects
the spirit of an entire
person
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Openness to the future
and to all that is new

and unknown and the
humanitarian ideals put
forward by Abai is very

much alive in the
Kazakhstan of our day,

and the inspiring fire of
his poetry will never be
quenched in the hearts

of his people
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important for the future not to hide
evil or betray the truth.

The principle character in Kazakh
folklore, particularly the epic poems of
the period immediately preceding
Abai's lifetime, was a valiant or imperi-
ous khan. Abai's hero on the other
hand was a representative of the peo-
ple. The poet's ideal is a cultivated cit-
izen and one who can think. The
great poet held that social contradic-
tions could be untwined by way of
the intellectual development of the
people. Being of a progressive bent,
he projected the most democratic and
humanist ideas imaginable.

Pushkin's dictum, 'Human destiny is
the destiny of the people', was funda-
mental to Abai's way of thinking. This
explains why the humanist in him was
so given to praising such ever-present
aspects of life as love, happiness, joy
and sorrow, hope and disappoint-
ment. Abai held that despotism and
violence were wholly evil. He was
also the first to speak of social
inequality. Even in his lyrical passages
about landscape, he speaks of injus-
tice and inequality between rich and
poor. Yet Abai was not content merely
to weep over the fate of the socially
deprived: he did all he could to help
them by denouncing their torturers.

Love of others he regarded as a
basic principle which imposed duties.
He did his utmost throughout his life
to combat inequality, at least in his
immediate milieu. He accordingly
accepted the post of financial admin-
istrator of a volost or departement, no
doubt with the idea his honesty would
enable him to act with equity. His
hopes unfortunately were dashed and,
within a very short while, the reins of
power were taken from him. That was
at the time of colonialism, just before
the "imperialist" wars. On the one

hand, the Tsar's policy was to forcibly
Russianize the Kazakhs, while, on the
other, the nationalist middle class con-
tinued to strengthen its pan-Islamic
leanings. Despite everything, Abai
remained human and self-restrained.
He used his poetry and philosophical
prose to lampoon the ignorant and
obscurantist who germinated distrust
of and hostility towards other peoples.
Abai exhorted the Kazakhs to learn
from others, particularly the Russians.
When he announced that the West
had become his East, he evidently

meant that what the people needed
most was education. Yet however
much he was drawn to Russian cul-
ture-he was especially attracted by
Pushkin and progressive thinking - he
utterly reviled the Tsar's colonial poli-
cy. He felt proud whenever a Kazakh
showed the desire for knowledge and
for Russian culture because that was
the way to reach world culture. He
was scornful of the rulers, upstarts,
"pen- pushers," who hung around the
Tsarist bureaucrats. Opposed to slav-
ery of any kind, he felt that the
inequality and oppression of his coun-
try were infamous. 

Abai is the glory of his people. His
works present the former nomads to
the whole world with their unbend-

able will and heartfelt generosity, their
remarkable insight and flowering poet-
ic spirit. Abai was also a noteworthy
humanist, democrat, and poet. His
language was accessible to one and
all. The wise son of the Kazakh steppe
was therefore heard by all those who
aspired to intelligence, good, and
freedom.

Just as Pushkin was Russia's spiritual
father, so too did Abai become the
founder of Kazak culture. Openness
to the future and to all that is new
and unknown and the humanitarian
ideals put forward by Abai is very
much alive in the Kazakhstan of our
day, and the inspiring fire of his poetry
will never be quenched in the hearts
of his people. 

Abai has been a plentiful source of
inspiration to the plastic arts in
Kazakhstan. Painters, draughtsmen,
sculptors, and artists in monumental
decorative art have expressed it in
their portraits, landscapes, still lives
and theme paintings. The heroes of
their works are Abai and his contem-
poraries, the characters in his books,
the steppes, and mountains of his
childhood years and the streets, muse-
ums and theatres that bear his name.

Abai's popularity came to the fore
most forcefully in the 1930s at a time
when very many painters were exe-
cuting his portrait far and wide, and
after the October Revolution when
Kazakhstan first turned to the plastic
arts. When the Abai Museum was
opened in Semipalatinsk in 1940,
painters were contributing actively to
renewing the image of the poet and
thinker. The celebration of the cente-
nary of his birth too gave a new
impulse to the interpretation of his life
and activity and sparked interest in
the origins of his work.
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powerful torrent of soulfulness,
expressing an unquenchable thirst
for redemption and inner spontane-
ity.

Then suddenly, unexpectedly, a
heart-rending voice of conscience
and a naked soul impinge upon us –
his compassion for the sorrows and
poverty of mankind.

His art is full of pain, and some-
times despair. His lyric poems are a
deep-felt experience of the tragedy
of the fate of human beings. A per-
son must feel worthy of life and
death, in order that death may
redeem him only with new life.
Abai’s poetry brings a great breath of
thought and feeling- a breath of the
history of the Kazakh people, of the
planetary comprehension of exis-
tence. His sad, enchanted songs are
imbued with lofty wisdom and the
utmost clarity. 

Abai communicates the power of
his art; he shocks the imagination
and ennobles the soul. His artistic
world, created and brought forth by
his genius, is huge and great. His art
sprang from life. He was extraordi-
narily well-read and knew thousands
of lines by heart. He read books in
Arabic, Farsi (Persian), old Chagatay,
and Russian.

Like any great poet, Abai let the
world go through him and created
his world within him. He rejected
many of the means of external
expressiveness, of high-flown inven-
tion, which he had mastered with
such virtuosity. All his life he
eschewed the realities that surround-
ed him, and extricated himself from
the oppressive atmosphere of feu-
dalism and lawlessness.

Abai, like none other, had a gift
for expressing with clarity and preci-
sion the formulas that capture the
features of spiritual and historical
phenomena. It was only at the
beginning of the 1940s that Kazakh
thinkers began to appreciate the
essence of Abai’s poetry and his sig-
nificance as a world-class poet. This
came about as a result of the very
great novel by the Kazakh writer
Mukhtar Auezov. He was the first to
understand that Abai is a genuine
classic of the literature of his time,
and that the true essence of his
poetry lies in the fact that in it con-
tained the seeds of the new future, a
future that was already beginning to
burst through the layers of imperial-
ist persecution.

Abai was profoundly interested in
philosophy. His erudition in this field
was fundamental to this work. The
ideas put forward in eastern and

Abai was the first to enrich
Kazakh poetry with philosophy. He
discovered a new poetry, realizing
the synthesis of philosophical and
artistic principles.

With the name of Abai, a new
Kazakh poetry of conscious philo-
sophical and stylistic purpose was
born on the steppe.

Like no one else, Abai achieved
the renewal of ideas in Kazakh soci-
ety. This could only be achieved by
awakening the old national feelings
and resurrecting the genuine folk
traditions. Already at the end of the
nineteenth century, Abai’s art rose to
the height of poetic realism of the
twentieth century.

Poetry must bear the stamp of an
integral, unstrained personality,
saved from alienation. Abai always
remained on the side of the people-
for they, in his understanding, are
the only support of art, the only pre-
server of spirituality in the world.
The poet did not admire from out-
side the original picture sequences
of folklore-Abai’s art, with a deep
and meaningful necessity, penetrates
into the essence of the world of
imagery of folk poetry, and perceives
the relationship to life, love, death,
as events of the cosmic order.

The poetry of Abai is melodic and
mysterious. The poems of Abai are a

The Poetry
of Abai
By: Rollan Seissenbaev
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western philosophy at the end of the
nineteenth century are anticipated,
meditated on, or argued about in his
lyric poems. The same is true of the
ideas of the Sufi poets-Omar
Khayyam, Rudaki, Rumi and Yassavi,
with whom Abai carried on a discus-
sion over many years.

“I go down to the bottom, and
thirstily drink the venomous poison
of days I lived through.

Again I take as reality the decep-
tive noise of the crowd

Again I begin to believe the cun-
ning of the eternal deceivers.

I don’t runaway at breakneck
speed.

Is there any poison that I have not
drunk?”

Philosophical reflections for Abai
are the sign of a defined relationship
to the world, a sign of a possible
position of mankind in the world.
Ethics were an element of his
thought and poetry. In his conscious-
ness all was drawn into a single cen-
tre of search for moral integrity,
which would help man to overcome
his fear of death and doubts about
his understanding of life. Indeed, for
Abai only the human being, his
moral and spiritual existence, is
important and necessary.

So in his poems it is not the
human being who dissolves in
nature, but nature that finds its place
in the inner space of the human
being.

The poetry of the mature Abai
enjoins contact, a heartfelt connec-
tion with people. He calls on his
people to wake up and keep their

In his poems it is not the human
being who dissolves in nature,
but nature that finds its place in
the inner space of the human
being
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souls and bodies vigilant, urging
them to ceaseless moral endeavor.
At the core of eastern poetry lies a
special, honored relationship to the
word, a distinctive cult of the word
for the poet of the East, the genuine
word of poetry was also an act. The
significance of the word served on
the steppe as a weapon, a powerful
sword Abai was able to unite organi-
cally the wisdom of the East and the
progressive ideas of the West. The
steppe poet Abai succeeded in fus-
ing the formal poetics of East and
West to create a deeply humanistic
synthesis. In the same way he devel-
oped the western-eastern synthesis
of Goethe, opposed in equal meas-
ure to the colonialising concepts of
“Eurocentrism” and nationalistic
dogmas.

In the creative evolution of
Pushkin, we find the special devel-
opment of the “eastern theme” in
his poetry. It is amazing how deeply
Pushkin felt the many, subtle musical
nuances of eastern poetry and able
to preserve them and give them
their own resonance. The last line of
his famous poem “The Caucasus”
was left out because of the censor:

“So the laws confine the stormy
freedom, so the wild tribe is in
anguish under the power, so now
the silent Caucasus indignant, so
alien powers oppress it.”

The western-eastern synthesis in
Pushkin clearly exposes the colonial
oppression of the tsarist autocracy.
The poet was wholeheartedly on the
side of the persecuted, on the side

The highest spiritual value of
the works of Abai is the concept
of the free personality of a fight-

er against social evil and inhu-
manity
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of the freedom-loving people. At the
end of the nineteenth century, the
colonial oppression of Kazakhia by
the Russian autocracy was intensi-
fied. The colonial steppe was chok-
ing in economic, social, and cultural
backwardness.

The nomadic culture had fallen
into decline, leaving a void in its
place.

The harmonious world order was
forcibly broken. A face less crude,
monstrous power of destruction
came into the steppe as an everyday
reality. The steppe was cowed under
the oppression of gendarmes, and
with it poetry, legends, fables...
Death from the saber and the bullet
is against nature.

Arbitrary rule does not bring
about rebirth. The harmony of a
world is destroyed when social cata-
clysms and expansionism violate it.
In those years the way of every
Kazakh poet and thinker was one of
tragic loneliness. Abai understood, as
a great poet, that he only had one
way-the people. He desired to see
his people as having lofty spirits.

Never, since as far back as the
seventh and eighth centuries, had
Kazakh thought worked with such
effort and accord.

The current of general problems
and anxieties runs through the
whole of national culture from philo-
sophical abstractions to lyrical out-
pourings.

The humanistic synthesis of every
great poet of the nineteenth century
comes out in its unrepeatable indi-
vidual aspect.

The highest spiritual value of the

works of Abai is the concept of the
free personality of a fighter against
social evil and inhumanity. The same
understanding is characteristic of
many great creators: Shakespeare,
Goethe, Byron, Pushkin, Lermontov,
Rabindranath Tagore. Abai’s reflec-
tions in poetry and prose about the
personality, about its finiteness and
infiniteness, led him to God.

“It’s easy to say: “Here is God!”
But the way to him does not lie

through the word.
Be pure in soul and heart; there is

no need for any other truth.
But you cannot reach God with

your mind; in vain my tongue inter-
prets him.

There is no doubt! God is in
everything that exists in the visible
world.”

The world was not created by

God to become a dwellingplace of
evil. The world was created for peo-
ple, for human beings participate in
godliness, and part of it and its out-
come. The unity and harmony of the
world are inconceivable without
mankind. Reason is given to humans
so that they may understand the

world created for them and use that
knowledge as a weapon to achieve a
higher aim. For those that are truly
wise, there is no abyss separating
heaven from earth. Evil, which
seems to exist, is born only of igno-
rance and can be overcome by
directing knowledge to the affirma-
tion of good, to the higher aim:
union with God and the higher
structure and harmony.
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advanced years to find myself at the
end of my tether, tired of every-
thing. I have realized the vanity and
futility of my labors and the mean-
ness of my existence. What shall I
occupy myself with now and how
shall I live out the rest of my days? I
am puzzled that I can find no
answer to this question.”

His Book of Words is a deeply
meaningful way to truth.

The idea that permeates it is both
simple and grand. The poet tirelessly
reminds us that humans have the

greatest value in the world, and that
they should be beautiful and harmo-
niously perfect. Their souls should
also be beautiful, as should their
mind, body and feelings. Humans
are called upon to direct their
thoughts and actions only to the
good, only to exalted actions.

The striving from a separate per-
sonality towards humanity changed
incredibly the spiritual climate of the
poetry of Abai.

Understanding of the real world
and the personal responsibility of
everyone in the world-this is what
the great poet worked for in his art
and life.

Abai relentlessly placed the ques-
tion of the fate of Kazakhs before his
people. When laying stress on higher
moral standards, he does not deni-
grate his own people, but rather
calls them to his wisdom. It is pre-
cisely because of this that his art
arouses and sustains the faith of
human beings in their strength, in
the triumph of good. Abai explains
that the world is eternal, united, and
harmonious. Discord, anguish, even
death cannot destroy the harmony,
for they are natural.

The extremes of anger, despair,
and hope seize people when they
confront the inevitability of death.
This burst of feelings, tension of the
whole human being, is a passion
without which there is no original
inspiration.

Abai was a raging creator. With
this rage the poet contemplated
clearly his own and the world’s fate.
Human life moves within the laws of
a beautiful and tragic harmony: love
and freedom are found in death,
anger does not settle for the small,
and the raging soul rushes to the last
redistribution. Like a truly great
man, he did not fear slander, open
insults, and the hatred of fools. Like
a true citizen, he fulfilled his duty to
mankind, served it to his last breath,

Abai considers that human beings
are destined to live, create and act,
and not to be in the captivity of evil.
In his amazing Book of Words, the
poet expressed his reflections over a
period of years, his searching and
discoveries, anxiety and despair, sor-
rows and joy of revelations, impetu-

osity of soul and bitter reckonings,
anger and humility.

At the beginning of the book, he
writes: 

“Whether for good or ill, I have
lived my life, traveling a long road
fraught with struggles and quarrels,
disputes and arguments, suffering
and anxiety, and reached these
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and remained honest in his striving
for the truth. Love is always on the
border of death, for love that has
not reached that incandescence is
not love. One should also remember
that freedom is only attained
through self-denial. We search for
moral lessons in the poems of Abai,
whose life has become a legend.

The great poet of the steppe, not
understood by his own people,
remained alone, face to face with
God.

“Many are captives of the transi-
tory, and so they trip and fall.

But can one say “died” about one
who left behind immortal words?”

Abai loved his people as no other,
and that’s why his words ooze blood
as his soul bleeds.

The frail soul of the creator was
taut as the bowstring. He left this
world without any farewells. Those
who were worthy of his conversa-
tion, love and fellow-suffering were
waiting for him on the other side. 

All his powers were dedicated to
the enlightenment of his people, but
the people only appreciated the
enchanting melodies of his songs,
and did not comprehend the deep
essence of his thoughts, did not fol-
low his wise advice.This was the
beginning and the end of the
tragedy of Abai.

And the tragedy of his freethink-
ing and irresponsible people was
born and grew stronger.

Abai explains that the world is
eternal, united, and harmonious.
Discord, anguish, even death
cannot destroy the harmony, for
they are natural.



The Development of 
Persian Literature in 
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Afghanistan
t the beginning of the twentieth century,

Afghanistan was confronted with economic and
social changes which also sparked a new
approach to literature. In the first decade of the

twentieth century, social and political life in Afghanistan
went through a period of reorientation. In 1903 the first
modern school was opened, modeled after the new
schools in Europe. This school was named Habibieh after
the Emir who ruled the country at the time. Beside
Afghanistanis, there were also Indian teachers working in
this school. It soon became a centre for new ideas, and it
was there that Afghanistan’s constitutional movement was
born. 

In 1911, Mahmud Tarzi, who returned back to
Afghanistan after years of exile in Turkey and was influential
in government circles, started a fortnightly publication
named Saraj’ul Akhbar. Saraj was not the first such publica-
tion in the country, but in the field of journalism and litera-
ture it instigated a new period of change and moderniza-
tion. A periodical named Shams’ul-Nahar had started pub-
lication in the year 1873, but it was unable to influence
journalism in any major way and left no traces whatsoever
in literary circles. Saraj not only played an important role in
journalism; it also gave new impulses to literature as a
whole and opened the way for poetry and lyrics to search
for new avenues of expression so that personal thoughts
took on a more social color. 

Mahmud Tarzi, who had become familiar with French
and European literature indirectly via the Turkish language,

By: Latif Nazemi, renowned 
Contemporary Afghan Writer & critic

A
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In 1298 (1919 AD), the King of Afghanistan, Amir
Habib‘ullah, was killed. His son, Eyn’ul-do’leh Aman’ullah,
became the new king. He soon set free the constitutional-
ists and the leaders of the modernization movements, who
were suffering in prisons. These modern thinkers became
leaders and took on managing positions in many areas. A
new period of cultural development began (1919 – 1929)
and publications and journalism flourished. In this same
period, the fight for independence prevailed and the first
constitutional law was established in Afghanistan. 

As the liberal government was making efforts to modern-
ize Afghanistani society, traditional forces organized them-
selves to fight this modernization, and every effort by the
government to bring about change and establish new meth-
ods in the fields of economics or politics was confronted by
resistance from the traditionalists. In the end the fight
between the forces of modernization and traditionalism
ended with the bitter defeat of the liberal forces. 

Once attempts to modernize Afghanistan had been
defeated, a period of repression began in which cultural
efforts were put under the black umbrella of selfish rulers
who left society no room to breathe. The period after the
rule of Aman’ullah was a period in which journalists and
publications were placed under scrutiny and censorship,
thus losing their right to free expression. Even modernism
in literature and poetry was suppressed. 

In the year 1309 (1930 AD), after months of cultural
stagnation, a group of writers founded the Herat literary
circle. A year later another group calling itself the Kabul
Literary Circle was founded in the Capital. Both groups
published their own regular magazines dedicated to culture
and Persian literature. But both, especially the Kabul publi-
cation, had little success in becoming a venue for modern
Persian poetry and writing. In time, the Kabul publication
turned into a stronghold for traditional writers, poets, and
modernism in Persian literature was pushed to the fringes
of social and cultural life. Meanwhile two-thirds of the writ-
ers of the Kabul group, who tended to be more liberal and
hoped for freedom, were condemned by the government
to long prison sentences. 

Three of the prominent classical poets in Afghanistan at
the time were Qari Abdullah, Abdul Hagh Beytat and Khalil
Ullah Khalili. The first two received the honorary title of
Malik-ul-Shoara (King of Poets), one after the other. Khalili,
the third and youngest, felt himself drawn toward the
Khorasan style of poetry instead of the usual Hindi style.
He was also interested in modern poetry, and wrote on the
side a few poems in a more modern style with new aspects
of thought and meaning. 

In 1318, after two poems by Nima Youshij (of Iran) with
the names ‘Gharab’ and ‘Ghaghnus’ were published, Khalili
also wrote a piece of poetry under the name ‘Sorude
Kuhestan’ or ‘The Wall of a house in Kabul Song of the
Mountain’ in the and sent it to the Kabul Literary Circle.
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used his publication to introduce
these to his readers. He started to
copy the style and use them as a
model. 

If we try to list the various aspects
of Tarzi’s influence on the changes to
traditional Persian literature, we come
up with the following developments: 

• European novels were translated,
introducing readers to the European
style of writing fiction which was very
different to the Persian style. Jules
Verne’s novels were translated into
Persian (Dari)* and published sepa-
rately. The ground was laid for Afghan
writers to get acquainted with western
literature. 

• There was also a change in the
field of poetry. Brushing aside person-
alized themes and the subject of love
and romance, Tarzi’s efforts opened
the way for technical and European
literary styles, and social and national-
istic aspects were given more impor-
tance. He did not change the old style
of writing; what he did was to cover
new ideas and perceptions in the
classical style, and put new modes of
expression in the framework of old
forms of writing. The poetry style he
liked was the School of Moghtaziat,
which was first used in France and
then found its way into Turkish, and
Persian poetry. The Moghtaziat School
not only used the two features men-
tioned above, it also tried to use the
language of the street to give color to
poems. But it had to ignore the criti-
cism leveled at it from some quarters.
Tarzi even encouraged poets to write
in their own dialects and published
their poems in his magazine. At the
same time other literary modes of
expression were used which also
reflected the European literature of
the time. Tarzi also published newly
written plays for Saraj readers. 
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But the traditionalists in Kabul refused to publish the piece
in their magazine because it was not written in the old tra-
ditional rhyme, and they criticized Khalili for modernizing
his style of writing poems. Still, very gradually and despite
all the efforts of traditionalists new styles did find their way
into literature and literary circles. 

The first book of “new poems” was published in the year
1957, and in the year 1962, a collection of modern Persian
poetry was published in Kabul. The first group who wrote
poems in the new style consisted of Mahmud Farani,
Baregh Shafi’i, Solyman Layegh, Sohail, Ayeneh and a few
others. Later, others such as Wasef Bakhtari, Asadullah
Habib and the writer of these lines joined the group. Each
had his own share in modernizing Persian poetry.
Historians have named the decade from 1964 to 1973 the
democratic, constitutional monarchy, or the decade of con-
stitutional law. In reality this decade brought about the end
of the monarchy in Afghanistan. In this period constitution-
al law was implemented, giving people the right to organ-
ize political parties. The law of free press was put into
place and newspapers and publications with different polit-
ical views and aims started to appear. In this decade there
were repeated mass protests in the streets, strikes, and
political actions at the University of Kabul which led to its
closure. 

Those who had influence on political and social life also
left their marks on the cultural life of society and brought
their new ways of thoughts and expressions into the literary
and social circles. 

These new ways of thought and the changes in the
socio-cultural life were followed by new styles of writing
and literature. In the fourth and fifth decade of the last
century in the Islamic calendar used in the region (approxi-
mately the years 1950 to 1970 AD), we see clear changes
in Persian poetry. Modern Persian poetry finds its place in
the literary mainstream and reflects the joyful but also sad
moments in the lives of contemporary authors.
Retrospectively, we see that it divides into two separate
schools. One school of poetry concerns itself with the
hopes and fears of the individual and at the same time has
a slightly pessimistic view of the future. The other tends to
be more thoughtful and reflective in its outlook and is
inclined toward Marxism-Leninism. It sings the praises of a
world which does not yet exist, a better world of their fan-
tasies. In the first group we find poems in praise of the
beauty of the countryside, declarations of joyful and happy
sentiments. In the second group of poems we find social
critique, praise of imaginary heroes and songs about the
better world of the poet’s fantasies. One group is in search
of solutions to personal problems and needs. The other
group concentrates on the social issues and is in search of
solutions for the problems of the society. 

In 1973, an assassin’s bullets put an end to the relative
freedom. The new one party rule took over, curfew was

Those who had
influence on political
and social life also
left their marks on
the cultural life of
society and brought
their new ways of
thoughts and
expressions into the
literary and social
circles



enforced and an anti-democratic regime came to power.
The new rulers allowed no compromises and accepted no
other views. Free speech was dead and the desire for free-
dom was quashed. But the tragedy was not over yet. The
April 1978 coup was still in the making. The Red Army had
not yet crossed the border into Afghanistan, and the enemy
bombers had not yet emptied their deadly cargo onto
rooftops and fields. The coup and the occupation of

Afghanistan by the Soviet army also split the ranks of the
Persian poets and writers. One group consisted of

those who were in the establishment and worked
with the new rulers; the other group was out-

side the new ruling class. One group
accepted the new rulers and the other

did not. Those poets who supported
the government, and whose work

had little literary merit, put
themselves in its power and

were followed by some vac-
illating poets who adopted

their example. So poetry
surrendered itself to

ideology and was
made its servant and
helper. However, at
the same time the
poetry of resistance
and opposition, both
inside and outside the

country gradually
began to take shape.

The poets outside the
country worked in a free

atmosphere and escaped
censorship. These poets were

not under the rule of the new
Afghanistani government and did not

have to heed the rules and constrictions
put in place by it. They did not have to hide
their criticism in allegories. They could
openly express their views and criticize with-

out having to use indirect forms and hints. In
this way poems written outside the country during

this period took on the color of political slogans. 
Those who lived in the country itself had to be much

more careful in choosing their words and expressing their
thoughts. They had to veil their criticism for fear of punish-
ment and torture. In time their style became very indirect
and allegorical and their poems and novels became master-

ly works of indirect expression - so much so that even
some of those who were being criticized did not real-

ize that they were the object of criticism. 
In the years of occupation, and for the first

time in the Persian literary history, a writers’
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the same time it also contains ele-
ments of traditional Persian writing. 

The first truly modern Persian novel
is Taswire Ebrat, which was written by
Mohammad Abdulghadere Afandi,
the son of Sardar Mohammad Ayub
Khan, an Afghanistani prince. The
Sardar had lost his claim to the throne
to his cousin and had to flee to Iran.
Later he moved to India with his fam-
ily, including his eight-year-old son
Mohammad Abdul Ghader. Abdul
Ghader stayed and went to school in
India, and it was there in the year
1922 that he wrote his book, Taswire
Ebrat. 

Taswire Ebrat is a novel of its time
and is written in the modern style of
prose. In this novel the author takes a
critical look at contemporary society,
particularly the upper class still cling-
ing to traditional ways of the rich. The
main character is a woman named
Bibi Khoury Jan, a typical woman of
her class. 

Although Taswire Ebrat is the first
short Persian novel written in the new
style, the author is able to develop the
story very well and the characters are
full of life and typical of the time. The
language used by the characters in the
novel, especially that of Bibi Khouri
Jan, is a sample of the language used
in the society of the time. The novel
also contains elements of traditional
prose, but because of the clear story-
line and the use of contemporary lan-
guage, it becomes an enjoyable mod-
ern novel. 

Ten years of relative freedom
passed and, as we have said, were
replaced by the new era of cultural
repression and censorship. The Union
of Writers in Kabul still appeared to
be active but it also, like the other
few remaining groups, lost its influ-
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union was formed. It was named the Union of the Writers
of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan. From its incep-
tion in the year 1980 until 1987, this Union was a source
of propaganda for the government, military rule and the
occupation army. 

In 1987, this writers’ union was given a new status and
was renamed the Union of Persian Writers. In time it was
able to attract writers with other political and social alle-
giances, and paved the way for literary work in Afghanistan
to be freed from politicization. In its twelve years of exis-
tence this union succeeded in publishing almost 200 books
of poetry and novels, and made huge progress in introduc-
ing modern Persian poetry to the public at large. 

In the year 1992, the Muslim extremists attacked Kabul
and other Afghanistani cities and closed all centers of litera-
ture and culture including the Union of Persian Writers.
Suppression of culture, prejudice and reactionary rule left
no room for modern literature and liberal views.
Lawlessness and the rule of the Taliban burned all bridges
to modernism and darkened the horizon of hope for the
future. A time of chaos ensued to the extent that over five
million people had to leave their homes and go into exile
both within and outside the country, including thousands of
writers, poets, novelists, translators, actors and artists.
Fellow Afghanistanis were spread all over the world. It is
estimated that they have found sanctuary in sixty countries.

Prose
In the early years of the publication of Saraj (1911 –

1918), the ground was laid for Persian writers to become
familiar with western prose. But new impulses in literary
circles, cultural developments during the reign of
Habib’ullah and even Tarzi’s efforts could not entirely pave
the way for Persian writers to develop a modern style of
prose. 

Under the rule of Aman’ullah, an atmosphere of political
and social change developed. The people enjoyed political
self-determination and constitutionalists were managing the
affairs of the country. Free publications appeared in Kabul
and spread to other cities. The press was free and writers
enjoyed freedom of expression. Novelists who earlier had
to resort to allegories and hints could now use a direct and
simple style of narration. 

During this period the first novel was printed by the gov-
ernment-owned M’arefate Ma’aref, a publication devoted
to educational themes. This novel, which was printed in
installments in the year 1298, is called The Great War (The
Holy War). It is a tale of people’s resistance against colonial
“Great Britain”. The hero of the tale is a man named
Mohammad Akram and his courageous struggle is the main
theme of the story. The author of The Great War is
Moulawi Mohammad Hossain Panjabi, who earlier had to
endure long imprisonment because of his political beliefs.
Although this novel uses a more modern writing style, at
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ence on the literary and cultural cir-
cles. Adab magazine, a Kabul
University publication, concentrated
on research into traditional writing
and had no bearing on modern prose
and poems. 

It is surprising that other newspa-
pers and magazines printed in
Afghanistan took up the cause of
modern Persian prose and poems.
The dailies Eslah and Anis started out
by printing short novels as a supple-
ment. Later they published books of
writers of modern Persian prose and
novels. Still more surprising is that the
first book of modern short stories was
published by Aryana magazine, the
official publication of the Persian
Historical Society. At a time when
Persian culture was facing resistance
to every form of change and modern-
ization, this publication printed works
of two modern Persian writers, Pajwak
and Toruwayan. 

The ten years between 1964 to
1973 were not only an important
period for the development of mod-
ern Persian poetry; they were also of
great importance for the development
of modern Persian prose. During
these period new styles of prose writ-
ing developed, and the influence of
Western literature is quite conspicu-
ous. Asadullah Habib, Dr. Akram
Osman, A’zame Rahnaward Zaryab,
Sepujami Rouwuf (later Sepujami
Zaryab) busied themselves with writ-
ing short stories. In 1965, Asadullah
Habib wrote his first modern novel,
Sepid Andam, and Rousta Bakhtari
published his modern novel in
Tehran. 

In these years one could easily dis-
cern the influence of Soviet literature
on the Persian scene. Persian students
studying in the Soviet Socialist
Republic, the friendly relations

between the two nations and the visits of delegations to
both countries all played a role, as well as a flood of mod-
ern Soviet literature which became easily available in
Afghanistan. These were books written by authors such as
Maxim Gorky, Michail Sholokhov, Chingiz Aitmatov and
others. These were worthy examples of modern prose for
Persian writers to emulate. At the same time, as well as the
Realists, writers like Franz Kafka, Albert Camus and
Sadeghe Hedayat (an Iranian writer), who employed a
more subtle and psychological style of writing, also exerted
their own influence on Persian prose. 

Some other writers sympathized with the philosophical
pessimism prevalent at the time and reflected these
thoughts in their prose. 

Schools of Literature before the April Cup
d’état

We can distinguish three different schools of literature in
the decade before the April cup d’état: 

Realism, reflecting on the social situation and in search
of lost ideals. Those who took a more psychological view in
their writings and were more interested in the individual
Romantic novels and stories. These can again be subdivid-
ed into two groups: firstly, those novels dealing with a
romantic form of love, and secondly those with a more
erotic undertone.

Schools of Literature after the April Cup
d’état

After the April 1978 Coup d’état, writers such as the
poets split into two main groups. The group working in the
service of the Party and the Government can be divided
into three categories: 

• In praise of the Coup, introducing it as a “people’s
revolution”, justifying its achievements 

• Promoting friendship between the people of
Afghanistan and the Soviet Republic. 

• Critical of the opposition and the Islamic resistance,
introducing them as the “enemy of the people” and also
attacking the “American imperialism”. 

Almost all of those writers who belonged to these groups
were themselves members of the Democratic People’s
Party of Afghanistan, which ruled the country under the
one-party system. These writers supported and praised the
April Coup in their short stories and novels. 

In opposition to the “loyal” group of writers, we have
writers who produced “resistance literature”. Here the
reader encounters criticism of the Regime and the Central
government, or praise for the opposition movement. 

Sources of Influence
There are three main sources of influence

on Afghan culture and literature: 
1) The Russian prose and literature,
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written both in the Tsarist period and in the time of the
Soviet Republic, in other words the ideas and writings of
Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Gogol, Chekhov, Pushkin,
Mayakovsky, Lermontov, Gorky, Sholokhov, Chingiz
Aitmatov and others. 

Nineteenth century Russian literature left its impression
on Persian literature. After French literature, it was Russian
literature that affected Persian literature the most. The rea-
son was the proximity of the two countries on the one
hand, and on the other hand the ready availability of classi-
cal Russian books and novels in Afghanistan. 

The Russian literature written after the October revolu-
tion primarily influenced the  leftists and members of the
Marxist party. For them it was a form of prose to be emu-
lated. The main themes were social realism in Russia, the
differences in the social structure of society, protection of
the lower levels of society, fantasies of a better socialist life

and fictitious heroes of the system.
Poets like Mayakovsky, Yase Nien

and even revolutionary poets
like Lahuti (an Iranian poet
living in exile in Russia)

exerted a special influ-
ence on the Persian
poets in Afghanistan. 

2) The influence of
Iranian literature on modern

Persian prose and poetry,
especially in the second half

of the twentieth century,
must also be taken

into considera-
tion. 



The Tudeh communist party, the Iranian Marxist party
that went through many ups and downs and changes in
this period, left a very clear impression on Persian socialist
literature. Socialist literature in Afghanistan was very recep-
tive to influence from the socialist countries and parties.
The writers belonging to this group have always emulated
and praised such ideology in other countries. Beside the
influence exerted by the Russian writers, we also find that
these groups admired writers like Brecht, Garcia Lorca,
Pablo Neruda, Farukhi Yazdi and the Iranian poet Ahmad
Shamlu. 

3) Western literature, especially French and German,
was also much admired and influenced Persian literature
from the second decade of the twentieth century onward. 

In recent times American literature has also gained influ-
ence. Short stories, plays, essays, novels, prose and poems
from the West have all had their effect on our literature.
Translation of European literature in Afghanistan, and also a
flood of Western books printed in Iran, has helped to make
this literature better known and paved the way for the
Persian authors. So traditional literature was confronted
with a modern form that, especially in case of poetry, was
innovative and colorful. Traditionalists insisted on their old
forms and were unwilling to accept new styles, while on
the other hand the followers of the new school of literature
experimented with the new styles. Some of them boldly
and eagerly, others gradually and timidly, they offered their
essays, poems and stories to the public. The fact that many
Persian students were studying in countries like Russia and
the western European countries also played an important
part in introducing the public to European writers and
intellectuals. 

We have noted that in the early twentieth century the
first translations of some European prose and novels
appeared. Tarzi had for instance translated some works of
French writers like Jules Verne into Persian. There were of
course also some translations available earlier in the second
half of the nineteenth century, but these were mostly books
on political, historical and social subjects. Notable amongst
these earlier translators was Abdulghader, who in 1873
translated an article from The Times of London and had it
printed. 

Translation from other languages has been very infre-
quent and slow, and mostly unsatisfactory, but since 1950
we can discern a marked improvement in this area. Most
of the translations are from the French, followed by the
works of German and English writers. 

These translations include the works and novels of
German authors like Goethe, Schiller, Thomas Mann,
Hermann Hesse and Bertolt Brecht, as well as translations
of English language writers like Rabindranath Tagore,
William Grey, William Manchester, Somerset Maugham,
Agatha Christie and others. Persian translators living in
other countries have also been active and have translated

4488  ECO HERITAGE

After French litera-
ture, it was Russian

literature that affected
Persian literature the

most. The reason was
the proximity of the

two countries on the
one hand, and on the
other hand the ready

availability of classical
Russian books and

novels in Afghanistan



some books and novels from other languages to our mother
tongue, but because the facilities for printing them are not
readily available, these translations have not found much
public recognition. 

In the past twenty-three years, many of our writers and
intellectuals have had to leave their country and go into
exile. This has dealt a heavy blow to Persian literature. The
occupation of our country through one hundred and thirty
thousand soldiers of the Red Army started this wave of
exile from Afghanistan. Afterwards the Mujahidin (Islamic
fundamentalists) took power, and the wave became even
stronger. With the appearance of the Taliban it turned into
a flood. So hardly any Persian writer was left in Afghanistan
to continue the work. Persian literature, which up to this
period had enjoyed some coherence, was divided into fac-
tions. Each group found itself against a different cultural
backdrop and took a new turn. 

After this period, we can make out three distinct factions
and styles of writing: 

1) Persian literary work in Iran 
2) Persian literary work in Pakistan 
3) Persian work in the European countries. 
Each of these groups has developed its own style under

the influence of the local style and literature. In Iran, given
the common language, and the availability of and free
access to a very rich literary heritage in the Persian lan-
guage, the Persian writers could more or less continue the
style they had started in their homeland. At the same time
their counterparts in Iran were a source of literary help and
encouragement. When we compare the modern Persian
poems written during this time of exile in Iran with those
written in other countries, we can discern a more pleasant
and mature style of rhyming, and a group of young Persian
poets that has developed a contemporary poetic style. It
has to be noted that under the influence of the Islamic gov-
ernment in Iran their poems some-times have a religious
touch, while at the same time retaining their originality, fine
balance and pleasant rhythm. 

In Pakistan, the Persian exiles had very intense contact
with the developments in their country. Their works, poems
and essays reflect these negative experiences, such as war,
and social and cultural crisis. Another difference to Iran was
that in Pakistan there was no censorship and the costs of
publishing books was lower, so the writers could more easi-
ly print and offer their books to the public. In the last twen-
ty years hundreds of Persian books have been printed in
Pakistan and distributed all over the world. 

In Europe, America and Canada, because of language
barriers and the relatively small number of readers of
Persian prose literature and poems, we do not find a very
active literary circle. The young generation of Persian poets
and novelists in particular has not found the means to
develop in these countries. 

Many Persian poets and novelists who lived in Pakistan
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have now returned to their country.
But the majority of Persian living in
other countries have not yet returned
and are waiting to see which direction
the events in Afghanistan will take in
the future. Today, Persian poetry, and
prose too for that matter, can be
described as political. Its themes are
war, occupation, exile, sadness, the
problems of living in a foreign land,
discarded chairs at the end nostalgic
tales of the past. University of Kabul
There still are rival factions of tradi-
tionalists and modernists, but the new
names we encounter in the last thirty
years of Persian literary history are the
names of those who have found their
literary homes on the field of modern
Persian poetry. Some are even follow-
ers of so-called ‘free verse’, a form
that does not even accept rhyme in
poetry. Although this style has not yet
found a place of its own in the arts, it
could well develop into a new form in
the future. 

Novels and short stories have in the
recent past also mainly had themes
based on the events and changes of
the past few decades. The newcomers
to this scene focus their work on illus-
trating and relating the recent
changes, but they use a modern prose
to achieve this in their stories and
novels. 

Modern Persian literature has lost
its coherence and is moving in differ-
ent directions simultaneously. Only
when it finds an all-embracing style of
its own can we be optimistic about its
future development. 

......................................................
Note: By the word “Persian”,”Dari Persian is

meant throughout the text.



Q: The debate over issues like vocation, commitment,
and responsibility was brought up with the ideological par-
ties and groups taking shape in Afghanistan, did these issues
have a pre-established record in Afghanistan's intellectual
society, if so how was the issue handled? In what respect
was it discussed?

L.N: Talking about commitment, vocation, and respon-
sibility in art and literature is nothing new. In fact it has been
the center of debates and discussions among theoreticians
and thinkers for many centuries until today. But apparently
all these debates and discussions reached to a critical point
two hundred years ago, when Madam de Stael published
her work; a book on relation between literature and society.
Its title was "Literature from the perspective of its relations to
social institutions." She wrote in her book: "I intend to study
the reciprocal impacts of religion, rules, and traditions on lit-
erature and that of literature on religion, rules, and tradi-
tion". In 1945 Jean Paul Sartre broached the subject of
"commitment" and "bonds" in literature and applied the
word/concept "Engagement" for the first time and published
his article in "New Age magazine".

Sartre applied this word/concept in respond to the con-
cept of "Literature of ivory tower". This concept aimed to
lend social features to literature, it attached a sort of co-rela-
tion between literature and society which means the litera-
ture is affected by the society and in return it reflects this
effect on the society. Sartre believed that literature should
be in service of the impoverished stratums of the society. It
should awaken the people and lead the freedom move-
ments and revolutions to the right direction. The "commit-
ment" defined by Sartre and his supporters had a more
social characteristic than a political one and with collapse of
colonialism in African countries, the excitement and tension
it had produced subsided gradually. Hence the
Existentialistic cause is the abolition of colonial domination,
and at the same time it supports the resistance of freedom
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movements against the colonial domination. It eventually
lost its importance with the change in political and social
approaches and burgeoning of democratic systems.

After World War II the cause of intellectuals like Sartre
centered on the democratization of countries and authori-
tarian regimes, while it limited itself to mobilization of these
societies in their national liberating movements, so
Existentialists attached such meaning to the concept of
"commitment" in prose literature.

Before that, in 17th century first in painting and then in
literature with works of writers such as "Daniel Defoe"
(1660-1731 A.D) and Henry Fielding (1707-1752 A.D)

socialism had already appeared and since 1830 it was con-
sidered as a literary school in France and from there it dis-
seminated in other countries. Realism was the reflection of
nature and contemporary life, without author's mentality
having interfered in the process and without author being
committed to interfere in his observations.

Many writers in different countries paved the way for this
school (realism), they showed a detailed picture of life in
their works. Works by Charles Dickens and Elliot in England,
Tolstoy, Tourgeniev and others in Russia, Hemingway and
John Steinbeck in America and Thomas Mann in Germany
are distinguished examples of this literary school. These
authors and their circles even deserted the grandiloquent lit-
erary language and used the colloquial vulgar language of
common people in their works. They pictured their protago-
nists with ordinary, normal characteristics and without any
factitious extraordinary attitude. True, that the 19th century
and early 20th century realistic authors chose their motifs
and protagonists from real life peoples and from poor com-
munities within the societies like merchants, workers and
downtrodden people, yet they felt no commitment to inter-
fere in and interpret the events through certain approaches.
They saw the events through a neutral lens and from a con-
descending perspective, despite the fact that not all the real-
ist authors shared a common style and method; however

Sartre believed that liter-
ature should be in serv-
ice of the impoverished
stratums of the society.
It should awaken the
people and lead the free-
dom movements and
revolutions to the right
direction. 
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they never used literature as a medium
for propaganda and idealism.   

However, it was during the decade
of democracy that the issue of "com-
mitted literature" was raised among the
intellectuals in our country. The
sociopolitical structures divided our lit-
erature in two halves so that one half
turned to committed literature and the
other one inclined towards the lyrical
literature, a literature that denied any
utilitarianism. After the decade of con-
stitution or the so-called "the decade
of democracy" we passed three phases
of governmentalism. In all three phases
the dominating ideology enslaved and
ruled the literature, culture and art or
at least it had every intention to do so. 

After April Coup d'état, socialistic
realism became the official doctrinaire
in aesthetics and any defiance from its
fixed rules was considered as a major
crime. Authors who had not yielded to
socialistic realism were labeled as
deviant, reactionary, flunkies of
Western imperialism and vassalage of
bourgeoisie.

After the collapse of People's
Democratic Party, a tragic era began
during which we witnessed the
destruction of culture, art and cultural
heritage, the era of rigid ideology, a
historicized fundamentalism that labels
and discards any from of art, literature
and poetry as sinful sinister creations.
In this way, during the past 25 years of
20th century, the left party's ideology
as well as the fundamentalist ideology
put a ruthless pressure on our litera-
ture and poetry.    

Socialistic realism that from 1933
became the dominant tack in former
Soviet Union had always overshad-
owed sections of our literature and
parts of our cultural society. The teach-
ings of socialistic realism and its deter-
minative ideology was considered as

The sociopo-
litical struc-
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the sole source of progress and enlightenment. Art and liter-
ature were turned into a medium for propaganda, the
means for achieving the ideals of the socialist society. The
author and the poet were in service of this ideology and yes
men of such regimes. 

In the first congress of Soviet's authors (1934) Stalin asked
the authors to use their works to teach the socialist cause
and ideals. In this congress "Zhdanov" said that the author is
not only responsible to reflect the real life in his works but
he has also to picture life in its revolutionary evolution. He
also emphasized that the author should only reflect the posi-
tive achievements of the social society, at the same time the
author should not examine the social realistic thought from
an objective and critical point of view, and rather he must
approach this process idealistically. Therefore the protago-
nists of social realistic literary works are humans, free from
weakness and failures and you can clearly see these charac-
teristics in the literature of our country during the 50s and
60s. This idealistic aesthetics could never separate itself from
the ideological responsibilities and propaganda that sur-
rounded it.  

We know that the word "ideology" infuses and produces
beliefs, notions and certain views and sentiments in order to
justify itself. It intends to assume the needed justifications so
that it becomes an unconditional reality and other ways of
thinking, beliefs, views and approached other than this ide-
ology are denounced. These beliefs may be philosophical,
religious, or political but they are regarded as the sole fitting
approach/attitude and imposing these approaches on art and
literature results in the death of art and literature. The politi-
cal ideology believes that it has the answers to all questions
and problems so it gives its prefabricated model to the
author and poet to realize its goals without having reflected
on this model.      

The ideological propagandistic literature has no other
motif other than provoking and inciting the people. This lit-
erature endeavors to persuade the audience to make a cer-
tain stand or to take a certain action against the political
order. A branch of this literature may have an educational
and guiding approach where author's intention is regarded
educational, nevertheless such literature are politicized and
tendentious. Socialistic realism had only ideological and pro-
pagandistic responsibilities, it insisted to be regarded as the
exclusive model of aesthetics in Soviet Union and other
socialist countries. In our country few writers tried to follow
and copy this model but, during 1978-1991 socialistic real-
ism was used in writing fictions by a group of writers in
Afghanistan. 

The literature of first group can be labeled as (propagan-
distic literature) which aims to provoke and raise the audi-
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ence to make a stand and take action
in favor of a certain ideology, politics
or religion. Such works can be catego-
rized as infusing literature. These
works can also be used against certain
politics, or religious beliefs and it aims
to induce certain propaganda.  For
example George Orwell's "animal
farm" which once was so popular and
now with the collapse of socialist soci-
eties it has lost its popularity among
the people. Socialistic Realism is a
special type of propagandistic litera-
ture that depicts the reality in the way
it should be and not the way it is.
James Scottlan who is one of the sup-
porters of socialistic realism quotes a
popular joke which had been pro-
duced in the anti-socialistic realism
circles, on the issue of difference
between the naturalism, Bourgeois
objectivism, and socialistic realism: 

"Imagine a soviet general whose
right part of his face has been severely
injured in a war where he was defeat-
ed and the injury has left its mark on
his face. If a painter draws the right
profile of general's face then it is natu-
ralism. If the painter draws him full-
faced then it is bourgeois objectivism
and if the painter draws the socialist
military hero's uninjured left profile
then it is socialistic realism. However,
socialistic realism is certainly a para-
doxical combination, since socialism
and realism, are in contradiction with
all their existing meanings and con-
tents. Therefore, Albert Camus
believes that: "the socialist art should
show us the future and not the pres-
ent. The real issue and concept of
socialistic realism is exactly something
that has not yet been realized and ful-
filled. The paradox is quite remark-
able… eventually, this art, in a precise
comparison, will become socialist only
when it is not realistic. So as you can
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see the issue of "commitment and responsibility" and the
concept of "committed literature" in our country was insinu-
ated with the appearance of political parties and followed
the model of contemporary soviet's literature, especially for
many years the works of Maxim Gorky in a certain part of
our literature was the dominant accepted aesthetics of this
doctrinaire.  

Q:  Can we assume that like other fields of social life
your art and literature have passed a phase of politicized
and ideology-centered phase?

L.N: Absolutely. With the emergence of ideological par-
ties, our parties became ideology-centered too and with
these parties gaining power, the same ideological politicized
literature became country's official doctrinaire. After the abo-
lition of this thought and idea throughout the world, its dom-
inance in our society was also terminated. If few writers,
here and there are still attached to this method, it does not
mean that the method (literary school) has not been totally
abolished. Maxim Gorky once said: "due to many reasons
there is hope that through scientific writing about culture, it
will become clear that the share of bourgeoisie in creating
culture, particularly in regard with literature, has been esti-
mated more than what it really is." 

Gorky's claim, as Arnold Keitel says, means that authors
like Shakespeare, Milton, Goethe, Hayne, Balzac, Tolstoy
and other great authors of Bourgeoisie era, are not as emi-
nent as people have always imagined, while today a look at
works of writers like Gorky proves that their share in the
development of literature has not been as remarkable as
they had claimed, in fact their criticism returns to them-
selves. Therefore today not us, but the followers of this idea,
if they are still alive today, they themselves have discarded
this method. 

Q: If politicization and ideology-centered art and litera-
ture have reached or are reaching to their end in your coun-
try as you suggest, then what is the present situation? What
phase have they entered? Could you please describe the
characteristics of this phase?

L.N: As a phase and dominant mainstream and domi-
nant aesthetics, we can not speak of Sartre's "commitment
and responsibility" nor can we refer to Socialistic realism, but
these methods, as an individualistic method and as a specific
approach they still exist and always will. No doubt that the
ideological literature and party politics in literature hinders
the artistic creativity and today a special importance is
attached to the creativity in literature as well as more value
to the creativity during the process of creation of a literary
work. Creativity is an individual matter therefore we can not
talk about a specific mainstream in Afghanistan.

Q: What is your approach to the issue of "responsibility
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and vocation" in art and literature? Do
you think that the responsibilities of
author, poet and artist as social lumi-
naries have been mixed with their
responsibilities, vocation and commit-
ment as artists and intellectuals in
Afghanistan?

L.N: As a social factor, an artist
should be always in search of truth. I
believe in utilitarian art, but the
essence of utilitarianism or purposive
art and literature or in other word the
reflection of important humane issues,
the vital and side issues in poetry
should not be according to prescrip-
tions of a certain ideology, political
party, an organization, or a govern-
ment. Since there is true critic inside
each artist, there is a power that calls
and pulls him towards the commit-
ment, now the answer to the question
of the nature of this commitment and
responsibility depends on the socio-
cultural and political views and under-
standing of the author. It depends on
his ethical education, way of thinking
and his ideas, his character whether
he is a rascal with mendicant attitude
or he is a bighearted broadminded
character all these factors can influ-
ence his art. 

I completely disagree with what G.
Pelkhanov said: "there is no artistic
creation void of ideological content
(meaning)", it is an exaggeration which
is rooted in misinterpretation of ideol-
ogy and worst of all the misinterpreta-
tion of art and literature. True writer
has always and in all ages been at the
service of freedom and justice, but the
question is from which perspective
and according to which approach
does he look at the issue of freedom,
social justice and other concepts of
this nature?                       



In the middle ages, several main routes of the
Silk Road ran through the present day territory of
Turkmenistan. Along them, big and small cities
developed and prospered, numerous caravansaries
were built.

There lived famous rulers and poets, scientists
and saints who glorified their country and the
names of whom are kept in the people’s memory
and historical annals. Their names and acts are
inseparable from the cities and monuments recog-
nized as the world heritage or will gain such high
status in the nearest future. 

One of the main historical protected places in
Turkmenistan is Kunya-urgench it is through this city
that the ancient trade route ran from Arabia to the
Volga River used by Ibn Fadlan, the Muslim Arab
diplomat and writer, in the early X century. 

The description of his travel opens a millennia
old chronicle of humanitarian ties between the East
and West, North and South. He was hardly the first
one, but it is his notes that have reached our days…
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In the north of Turkmenistan, in
the outskirts of the modern city of
Kunyaurgench a vast territory of the
State Historical and Cultural
Preserve is situated. The preserve
consists of the ruins of the capital
city with the fortified wall around
that existed since the times imme-
morial and reached its heyday about
thousand years ago. 

Over its long history, the city
changed its name a number of
times. The whole epochs in its biog-
raphy are yet hidden, but a few
things that the time spared and
were discovered by historians and
archeologists allow us to imagine
the greatness and beauty of the for-
mer capital of Khorezm. As is
known, in 2005 Kunyaurgench was

included in the UNESCO List of the
World Heritage. 

A lot of preparatory work, done
by the Turkmen specialists from the
National Department for
Preservation, Research and
Restoration of the Monuments of
History and Culture, preceded this
event. As is known, the World
Heritage Council annually consider-
ing the large list of candidates for
this prestigious international status
for monuments of culture and
nature from almost all countries of
the world sets very high require-
ments. 

The submitted materials on

Kunyaurgench were so impressive
and convincing that all twenty
members of the Council sitting at
their regular session in Durban city
(South Africa) voted for it unani-
mously. It is generally considered
that the city emerged 2600 years
ago. At that time, Khorezm was the
northernmost province of the
(Persian) Akhemenid Empire. 

In his geographic work Gekatey
of Milet, the ancient Greek traveler
of the late VI century, was the first
in the West to tell about the country

across the Caspian Sea and the «city
of Horasmia». 

What was this city and what
famous archeological sites can it
identify with? 

Since the ancient times, the fer-
tile delta of the Amudarya River was
settled by people. The tracks of
their activities can be traced here
from the Neolithic epoch. During
the antique period it was the highly
populated and urbanized country, in
which small fortified cities stood
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among the fields irrigated by the
network of canals dug from the
great river. 

At least two big fortresses
described by Gekatey may lay claim
ownership to the name «Horasmiy»:
one of them is  known under the
Turkmen name Kyuzeligyr (Yetimgyr)
60 km to the west of Dashoguz, and
the other is Kalalygyr (Ayrytam),
ruins of which are located 20 km

nearer to the
present day
administrative
center of the
province.

On the territo-
ry of Old
Urgench the
archeologists
have been study-
ing a mysterious
hill named
Kyrkmolla. There
is a legend about
forty sages who
taught in the
madrasah locat-
ed on this place
wonderfully hid-
den under the
ground together
with all its inhab-
itants not to be
seized by the

enemy that conquered the city. 
The recent excavations, during

which the contours of the powerful
ancient fortress raised on the earlier
cultural layer with ceramics of the
VII centuries BC were discovered,
confirm a version that the oldest
part of Kunyaurgench is located
here.

There is another fortress in
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Urgench
Citadel was
the heart of
the imperial
Capital of
Great
Khorezm
shahs. who
Succeeded to
Create the
most powerful
empire of the
eastern part of
the Muslims
World.



Juweini who lived in the XIII centu-
ry, wrote in his monumental "History
of the conqueror of the world" that
"when Mongols finished conquering
Khorezm, took prisoners, stopped
robbery, killings and bloodshed,
they divided and sent to eastern
countries those citizens who were
artisans. Even today, there are many
places built and settled by the resi-
dents of Khorezm".

Thus, the first wave of masters
from the glorious city started to
spread traditions of their art to other

countries. Several generations later,
everything was repeated again. 

It is claimed that Timur smashed
Urgench for the second time and
sent its architects to Samarkand
where their creations decorated the
Timurids’ capital that was gaining
the imperial luster. However, this
claim have not been verified. 

Of course, the influence of the
artistic school of old Urgench is
clearly traced in the Volga River
region – in cities of the Golden

times larger in the occupied territory
and was circled by a deep fosse,
across which the wall made of burnt
brick stretched. 

It is Gurgandj (Kunyaurgench’s
name before the Mongol invasion),
more precisely, its citadel, the heart
of the imperial capital of Great
Khorezmshahs, who in the late XI –
early XIII centuries, strengthening
their centralized state, succeeded in
creating the most powerful empire
of the eastern part of the Muslim
world. 

In fatal 1220, it was the first state
to stand the blow of Genghis-khan’s
horde. Gurgandj was ceded after
the long siege lasted for many
months. Thousands of citizens were
killed by conquerors, who destroyed

the dam and flooded the city by the
Amudarya waters. 

According to witnesses, only two
buildings remained safe from that
catastrophe: the tomb of Sultan
Tekesh and an "old palace" Keshk-i-
Ahchak. 

If the mausoleum has remained
till our days, the second site is
another riddle leaving a space for
speculative hypotheses. Though, it is
historically known that another
three tombs, the minaret and part of
the bazaar avoided destruction. 

The disaster that fell on the city
was not fatal for it. The first biogra-
pher of Genghis-khan, Ata Melik

Kunyaurgench, which has not been
studied yet and by some signs may
hide the original core of the city in
its layer. It is Akkala that springs up
in the South- Eastern outskirts of the
settlement. Eighty years ago, oriental
scientist Andrey Yurievich
Yakubovskiy, who led the first scien-
tific expedition to Kunyaurgench,
wrote: "The fortress was built at the
right place as its southern wall
directly looks at the old bed of the
Amudarya, which makes it inacces-
sible". 

The 2-meter thick mud walls and
round towers of Akkala are compar-
atively young; they are no more
than 500 years old. However, it is
not known what foundation it was
built on. As is known, in 1388
Tamerlan ordered to destroy all for-
tifications of Urgench, and three
years later he started to fortify the
conquered city. 

Akkala, to the west, borders with
other Urgench settlement called
Dashgala. It is approximately five
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Glazed tiles revo-
lutionized the art
of construction
of the mediaeval
ages, because for
the first time in
the history of
architecture the
buildings lost
their material
uniformity



Horde, reaches the Azov Sea (Azak)
and Northern Caucasus (Madjara).
Majolica or faience served as one of
the most important indicators of
these processes in the architecture
of eastern and northern regions of
the Islamic world starting from the
XII century. 

Glazed tiles revolutionized the art
of construction of the mediaeval
ages, because for the first time in
the history of architecture the build-
ings lost their material uniformity,
i.e. stopped to be simply mud, brick

or stone structures. 
Now, along with carving or fig-

ured brickwork the monotonous
facades began to be adorned by
multicolored ornamented tiles sup-
plied by ceramic shops. They pro-
duced bricks, the face side of which
was covered with the even layer of
glaze before burning. Subsequently,
silicate ceramic mass with the
glazed coating allowing masters to
cut out thin and curvilinear parts for
ornamental compositions was also

Several books in
various lan-
guages are

devoted to the
monuments of

this city, but
there are even

more questions
than answers

related to them. 
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History and Culture started in
Kunyaurgench. 

Candidate of Historical Sciences
Yekaterina Alexandrovna
Armarchuk, whose rich professional
experience include the excavations
of Khorezm’s southernmost, almost
washed fortress of Djigerbent on the
left bank of the Amudarya River,
became the initiator and manager of
the project. 

According to her, the main goal
of the project is to address issues
connected with the sources of raw

materials, production sites, artisan
traditions and innovations related to
the architectural slip ceramics of the
Golden Horde and Khorezm in the
XIII-XIV centuries. 

Creation of the data bank about
the chemical composition, technolo-
gy, technique of decoration and
types of ornament of medieval col-
orful tiles and mosaics of this region
is scientifically important for the
restoration and preservation of cul-
tural heritage sites located in

turned out. 
All of this was started from hardly

visible shining turquoise fillings as
seen on the Kunyaurgench minaret
of Kutlug Timur and coating of the
hipped domes over regal tombs.  

However, before the parade
structures of Muslim Asia’s capital
cities put on the luxurious decora-
tive attire, there had been the
invaluable experience of the
Kunyaurgench masters who created
such masterpiece of polychrome as
the Mausoleum of Tyurabek-hanym
in the XIV century. 

This unregistered wonder of the
world is still waiting for keen
researchers. We still know less
about than it can be able to tell
about itself. 

Meanwhile, the scientists contin-
ue to analyze discoveries, although
few in number, made in
Kunyaurgench 60 years ago by the
famous Khorezm expedition of
Academician Sergey Pavlovich
Tolstoy and continued by his col-
leagues and followers, restoration
architects, and historians of art. 

Last fall, the joint research project
of Russian specialists from the
Institute of Archeology of the
Russian Academy of Sciences and
their Turkmen colleagues from the
National Department for
Preservation, Research and
Restoration of the Monuments of
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Kunyaurgench. 
Inclusion of them in the presti-

gious UNESCO list makes this proj-
ect especially important. There are
many written documents about
Kunyaurgench. Several books in var-
ious languages are devoted to the
monuments of this city, but there
are even more questions than
answers related to them. 

Many years of excavations and
searches for writ-
ten documents of
the past will be
needed in order
to fill the white
spots in the his-
tory of ancient
Khorezm and its
great capital, to
clarify the
sources of the
wonderful art of
architects,
ceramicists,
sculptors and
calligraphers
who spread the
experience and
traditions of the
local school of
art to different
cities and coun-
tries. One thing
is clear: the real
discovery of Kunyaurgench is ahead.

It is generally
considered

that the city
emerged

2600 years
ago. At that

time,
Khorezm was
the northern-

most
province of

the (Persian)
Akhemenid

Empire.



She may have been
a tiny mite of a

woman, but Suna
Pekuysal was a giant

name. In the wake of a
life 'filled with plays

and prizes, she made
her final journey as she

always wanted, to a
standing ovation.

6622 ECO HERITAGE



orn Suna Belener in Istanbul on 24 October
1933 Suna Pekuysal took her first steps in stage
life as a student in the Voice and Ballet
Department of Istanbul Municipal Conservatory.

Making her debut in Kadri Ögelman's play, 'Artist Araniyor',
in the children's section of the Istanbul City Theater in 1949,
Pekuysal was transferred three years later into the drama
Department. In 1964 she married the journalist Ergun
Köknar and their son, Sait Ali Köknar, was born in 1973.
Pekuysal, who worked in the City Theaters for 54 years,
retired on 24 October 1998. But retirement did not suit a
woman who had devoted her life to theater; as she said,
"actors never retire; I want to die on stage." The artist, who
acted in more than 250 plays during her lifetime, also
played in close to a hundred films.  

Pekuysal played opposite Zihni G6ktay for fourteen years
in a musical titled, 'Lüküs Hayat' (The Luxury Life), written in
1933 by Ekrem Resit Rey and staged in 1984 by Haldun
Dormen at the Istanbul City Theater. Lüküs Hayat was an
operetta. Staged by several different groups. The play was
also turned into a film by Örner Lütfi Akad in 1950.
Regarded as a major piece in the cultural jigsaw puzzle of
the Turkish Republic and staged continuously from 1984,
Lüküs Hayat earned the acclaim of a wide audience by por-
traying the confrontation between Turkish culture and the
West in its often risible manifestations. Up to the neck in
theater till her dying breath, Pekuysal's friends and col-
leagues of course had much to say about the artist who bid
farewell on 23 July following a life enriched by dozens of
plays and prizes. But there is a common thread running
through all of them, namely, that Suna Pekuysal was a
woman with a love of life and a perennial smile on her face.
The dialogue between her and Sava? Ay, who interviewed
her for the last time when he visited her in hospital where
she was being treated following an accident in her home,
asked up Suna Pekuysal about being asked how Ergun
Köknar managed to catch such a beautiful and brilliant girl,
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she snapped back, "It wasn't easy!" She then went on: "I am
never content with what the director tells me. I try to go
deeper into the character, on my own. That's my style.
Once I had a part in which I had to speak in dialect. I told
my co-star Ergun, 'We're both playing characters from the
same part of Turkey. If we don't capture the local dialect
we'll make fools of ourselves. Will you train me?' He was
surprised but very pleased. He realized there was somebody
in the theater who took the work seriously and really want-
ed to learn, and that made him happy. Later the play was
staged. One day he stopped the action right in the middle
of his lines, took a look around him and said in a loud
voice, 'Hey, you people! I want all of you to be my witness
that I'm going to get this girl in no time flat, so help me

God!' Everyone froze in place. Even me, I was shocked,
"says Pekuysal, adding, "So did fate decree it. That great,
huge man was so sensitive, so full of life, such a wonderful
person... my mind, my heart and my love are with him still." 

A World Class Actress
Haldun Dormen, the director of 'Lüküs Hayat', thought

Suna Pekuysal had an incredible acting talent. "It's extraordi-
nary that a woman of her physical type and physique could
take the stage and produce such a miracle. As I've said, I've
seen thousands of plays all over the world, and I've never
seen anything like her. I repeat, she was a great actress, not
just in the Turkish context but on a world scale." Film and
theater actor Göksel Arsoy, who had a splendid friendship
with Pekuysal going back 45 years, expresses his feelings like
this: "She was the life of the set, a person with a pure heart

and respect for herself, the other person and society in gen-
eral. I never once heard her say a nasty or hurtful thing to
anybody. This is a major kind of perfection." Emphasizing
that Suna Pekuysal's contributions to Turkish cinema will
never be forgotten, Arsoy went on, "people like Suna are
the ones in our films who are enthroned in the eyes of the
people." Actor Semsi Inkaya points out that it is very difficult
for an actor in Turkey to command the same level of respect
throughout a lifetime career, adding, "Suna succeeded very
well in this, right up to the end. I hope that our young col-
leagues have learned something from her, because our pro-
fession is a matter of discipline, of respect. 

Young people need to learn this, and Suna was the per-
fect example. If only she had stayed on the stage longer."
"None of us can ever capture her comedy spirit, her energy
or her pace, "says Hümeyra with a smile."I hope stars will
fall on the place where she lies. We last performed together
on the European side. She played a fortune-teller. From the
minute she came on the stage until she left, her energy

“For that reason the the-
ater, fiction, literature, cul-
ture, cinema are not mere-
ly a spice that adds variety
to life but a necessity, a
ticket to freedom in this
cramped and crowded
world. She gave me my
freedom through her per-
formances. I stand before
you not as the son of Suna
Pekuysal and Ergun
Köknar but as one who
has grown up with culture
and literature.”
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never faltered. We all bowed in reverence before her.
Whenever I think of her I want to smile." Zihni Göktay, who
played opposite Pekuysal for fourteen years in the operetta,
'Lüküs Hayat', and was her close friend both on and off the
stage, has this to say: 

"Actresses like Suna Pekuysal, Adile Nasit and Bedia
Muhavvit come along only rarely. This country rarely pro-

duces actresses at all. When I say 'actress', I mean real
actresses. There is no shortage of those who call themselves
actresses. That's why it's essential that we protect and look

out for the real ones, both as a society and as a state. "As we
bid farewell to Suna Pekuysal, we leave the last word to her
son, Sait Ali Köknar, for whom his mother's lively stage pres-
ence is unforgettable. 

'Her roles are part of me. "He says, adding:  "My mother
gave me a calm and orderly upbringing. You see me at this
moment as Suna Pekuysal's only son, but I am not just one
person. I multiplied with every play I saw, and I became
free. I understood what life in the theater is, and I was liber-
ated. My mother taught me what I can do as a person, my
limitations, my horizons. For that reason the theater, fiction,
literature, culture, cinema are not merely a spice that adds
variety to life but a necessity, a ticket to freedom in this
cramped and crowded world. She gave me my freedom
through her performances. I stand before you not as the son
of Suna Pekuysal and Ergun Köknar but as one who has
grown up with culture and literature. She gave me not one
life but many, and not just me but everybody. Long live the-
ater. Long live Suna Pekuysalf" Farewell, Suna Pekuysal.
Farewell, Big Sister....

......................................................................................
Photos: Mummer Yanmaz
Source: Skeylife, The Turkish Airline Magazine

She may have been a tiny
mite of a woman, but Suna
Pekuysal was a giant name.

In the wake of a life 'filled
with plays and prizes, she
made her final journey as

she always wanted, to a
standing ovation.
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History 
Usually when there is a conversation about ancient coins

people intuitively expect to see something round and
sparkling. But in reality ancient coins look like irregular
shaped turned green pieces of copper. 

Otrar is an ancient city where the whole history of
Kazakh money is reflected in the mirror of time. This
money was very different and at that time the curren-
cy reforms took place more often than now. 

Nowadays you can find Chinese Yuan only in cur-
rency exchange offices of Almaty. But in regional cen-
ters Yuan is not needed at all. It is a fact that the first
coins which were used in Kazakhstan were Chinese

ones. The archeologists have found coins which are
called "ushu" in Mardan tomb of Otrar oasis. 

They are related to the turn of AD. Thereby
people of South Kazakhstan began using
money at the time of Tiberius' rule in Rome
and Jesus Christ's testimony in Palestine.
There was the great state of Kangyui flour-
ishing at the territory of South Kazakhstan.
The state was large enough for Chinese
emperors of Han dynasty to take it into
consideration. Trade on Great Silk Road
was flourishing also. That's why money cir-
culation was supplied and implemented by
China. 

Stamping of "Ushu" coins or as it is also
called "Ushutsan" – continued in China dur-

ing the reigns of several dynasties and ended
only in VI century AD. After that in southern

cities of Kazakhstan a new kind of Chinese
coins such as "Kaiyuan" and "Tunbao" started to

appear, one can notice that the name of those coins
sound similar to the name of contemporary Chinese cur-

rency. It was during the VII century when Chinese money
monopoly was under mind by sogdians. 

Sogdians used to be very enterprising people, whose ori-
gin was from the east of Iran, that's why they conducted their
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main groups: 
1) Without Turkic titles (they picked out by their icono-

graphical features of decoration); 
2) With Turkic titles transferred by sogdians' scriptures. 

From Turgeshs to Mongols 
As a matter of fact, Turkic states also began to stamp their

own money very early. And of course the Khaganate of
Turgeshs played the major part in the stamping. Turgeshs
who recklessly fought against Arabs and Chinese, were the
first tribe among Turks who converted to Islam and they did
it voluntarily by Muslim missionaries (and not by fire and
sword as some western historians want us to believe). 

There were four types of coins which Turgesh Khans used
to stamp. This money was in circulation on the great territory
from Semirechye to Sogda (which is in today's Tajikistan).
These coins were stamped in Taraz and Suyab cities which
were the residence of Khagan. On the one side of coin there
was Khan's tamga and on another side there was a scripture
– "the denga of heavenly Turgesh-Khaghan". 

At the same time there were Turkic people named
Tukhusi who lived in the valley of Chu and were submitted
to Turgeshs. They also stamped their own coins but this
money was in use only in the valley of Chu. 

Samanids and Tahirids
In the beginning of second part of VII century, Turgeshs

surrendered to another Turkic tribe of Karluks. In the mean-
time, most genealogies of Kazakh people such as shezhire
are related to this epoch. For example, it was within the
Karluk's khaganate where legendary Baydybek-ata, lived and
he is considered to be progenitor of Senior Zhuz. 

Karluks established their political domination in the south-
ern part of the country. But they didn't stamp
their own coins. However there was not
only domestic currency in the region
of the land of Kazakhstan but also
foreign one known as Felses.
This money was brought to the
region by  Muslim Arabs, who
started their incursion to
Middle Asia in the beginning
of VIII century. Samanids and
Tahirids, the southern Muslim
neighbors of Karluks started to
stamp "global currency" of that
time, which were made of silver
and it was called Dirhems. 

In IX-XI centuries, these Dirhems turned
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trade along the whole Great Silk Road. Sogdians comprised
the major part of population in the cities of Kazakhstan,
which were dependent to Turkic Khagans. Also it was sogdi-
ans who kept numerous caravansaries on the way from
China to Iran. 

Sogdians started to stamp their own coins just copying the
Chinese ones. Today we would say that such act was some
kind of piracy and breach of copyright! 

Then scriptures in sogdian language and Bokhara symbols
in the image of knife began to appear on those coins. 

Great amount of Chinese and sogdian
coins have been found during the

excavations at the market-
place of Otrar city. These

coins were dated to
the VII-VIII cen-

turies. As we know
at that time,
cities of Europe
were on the
decline. But
on the con-
trary cities
and trade at
the middle
Syr- Darya

were flourish-
ing. These cities

began to stamp
their own bronze

coins by following the
example of sogdian coins'

model. But the Chinese origin
of coins hadn't been forgotten in

that region and the proof of it can be seen
in the coins with square holes in the middle of them.

Such money was in circulation at the region of Kazakhstan
for two centuries. Turks were the governors of the cities and
they used to depict fierce lions on the one side and their
own tamga on another model of their coins. Such coins are
typical examples of currency at the territory of Semirechye
and also in Otrar and Chach (Tashkent) oasis. 

Ancient Turkic Chach coins are usually divided in two
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the distribution of counterfeit money along the territory.
Archeologists have found hidden hoards of counterfeit
money and it is probable that the owners of these coins did-
n't know about their true nature. 

Meanwhile "silver crisis" swept the whole Central Asia and
South Kazakhstan in XI century. And it lasted for a period of
250 years. Silver mines at Talas and Akhangaran head rivers
began to peter. Great amount of coins departed to Europe
where an intensive urban expansion had started at that time. 

However the cities of the South Kazakhstan region were
continuing their intensive growing. For example total area of
Shymkent at that time came up to 30 hectares. Apart from
copper coins the circulation of gold started there. But they
were not coins made of gold, just pieces of this metal which
archeologist have found in plenty of hoards. The result of cri-
sis was that counterfeit money was recognized and used as
legal. State mint workshops started to stamp copper coins
plating them with silver and claimed it was pure silver
money. Around that time at least five mint workshops were
functioning at the territory of Kazakhstan.

Shortly before Mongols came to the territory of South
Kazakhstan, it had been conquered by Khorezms' Khorezm
Shah Muhammed. It was he who started to stamp his own
Khorezm coins in Otrar.  

From Mongols to Kazakh Khanate 
Sometimes archeology makes history more exact. It says

that though Mongolian invasion was ruinous for the region of

to be the main currency. People called them "Black Dirhems"
due to the high amount of copper used in the coins. The
outer surface of the coin was decorated with the governor's
bust including scriptures and accoutrements of power, and
on the reverse side of the coin there was a sacrificial altar
with fire and guard.

Adding copper to the silver of a coin decreases its pur-
chasing power. And we can see that the government was in
economical depression at that time. But on the other hand,

when the economy of the state was flourishing coins consist-
ed of six kinds of metal. And sometimes silver Dirhems con-
tained gold. 

As soon as Karakhanids established their power in XI cen-
tury in the region of South Kazakhstan the flourishing period
of the region began. There wasn't any change in currency
during the first part of this period. But "Black Dirhems" start-
ed to disappear in the middle of the next century. New
dynasty came into power and started to stamp its own coins,
which was made of bronze and copper. But to tell the truth,
it was Black Dirhem that established a record. They have
been stamped and used for 400 years. It is the longest peri-
od of coins' circulation in the territories of Kazakhstan. 

There were functioning mint workshops in Barab (Farab of
Otrar), Ispidjab and Taraz during the period in which these
coins circulated.

A complicated specific system functioned in the state of
Karakhanids which was typical for classical feudal states of
Europe. All governors who had established their own rule
wanted to stamp their own coins. Consequently there was
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territory of South Kazakhstan. 
Such cities of South Kazakhstan like Taraz, Otrar and

Kendje were actually in the lead of producing silver money
in the whole Chagatads' empire. The coins which were pro-
duced in these three centers were practically identical. 

In spite of all wide spread prejudices, the Mongols pur-
sued their economic policy very wisely. It was Middle Asia
that was of interest as a source of great and fixed incomes to
the Mongols. There was special deputy who ruled the econ-

omy and delivered money to the Mongols. 
Mongols didn't usually interfere in the business of stamp-

ing money. At first the whole region was under the adminis-
tration of the merchant Mahmud Yalavach and then his son
Masud-bek who outlived many khans and implemented
great money reform had taken the lead. 

It was he who stimulated the business of mint places and
established unitary weight and hallmark for the silver coins.
Thereby the empire got its free circulated silver coins and
state standard of its weight. But there were copper money
flourishing in retail trade which was of the same weight and
size with the silver ones. It was the Masud-bek's money
reform that put an end to the "silver crisis" and caused the
continuing and stable economic growth of the region. 

There is some mystery in the thing of the Mongols' money.
There are no names of Mongol khans on their coins but
there is the name of Baghdad's caliph Nasir who was
dethroned and killed by the Khulagids in 1258. The
Khulagids were the Mongols too. And, by the way, the same
name was stamped on the coins of Djuchids in the Golden

our land yet it wasn't so fatal is it is shown by chroniclers.
The cities like Sauran which surrendered to Mongols weren't
ruined. And after the default of the second part of XIII centu-
ry economical upturn soon took place. It means that the
need of great deal of money was the result of this upturn. 

Kazakhstan was a part of Chagataids' state of Mongols
where the stamping of silver coins was established very soon.
And this money was of great quality. In Otrar and in
Khodjent golden Dinars were produced. But for the reason
of its high price gold wasn't circulated in single pieces. But
coins used to be broken to pieces and dug into the ground
as hoard. People did it in spite of Kurultai which Mengu
khan had held in 1251. During this Kurultai a decree about
tax collection of golden coins was issued.

The excavations of Otrar city were the largest scale digging
in USSR after the diggings of Novgorod for a period of 25
years. These excavations proved the thing that there were
golden Dinars, copper based and silver plated Dirhems and
copper Felses circulated in the city together. It is usually easy
to find copper Felses in the region of the city today. 

Sometimes there was the name of Chingiskhan on the
coins. It was there for assurance of authenticity of this
money. People of Otrar city and Khodjent had confidence in
copper based and silver plated Dirhems and that's why this
money was in circulation there for a very long period of
time. Stamping of a great amount of copper, golden and sil-
ver plated Dirhems and copper Felses in the region of Otrar
city is the evidence of flourishing of money circulation at the
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Reforms and Hoards 
After the collapse of Timurids' States the south part of

Kazakhstan became a field of long strife between Kazakh
khans and Maverannahr's governors. There was a competition
for rich cities which were situated in the middle course of the
river Syr-Darya. The end of the strife finished in the beginning
of XIX century with decay of these cities and by connection of
the land to Kokand's khanate.  

Firstly Sheybanids conquered the land and extended their
power up to Afghanistan and Iran. 

In the year 1507, Muhammad Sheybani khan captured
Herat and immediately in the cathedral mosque there was
proclaimed a new decree about new currency reform which
promised unchanging system of money stamping and circula-
tion of silver coins to the all who was interested in trade. New
Tanga was assigned as basis of silver coins circulation. It was

decorated with governor's stamping which is the name and
the title of Muhammad Sheibani khan. 

The date of accomplishment of reform is the
year 1508 when new Tanga, identical by

their weight, inscriptions content and
whole appearance, had been released in
many cities and regions of spacious
Sheibanids' empire. The cities were –
Samarkand, Bokhara, Merva, Neese,
Serakhs, Herat, Mashhad, Nishapur,
Kain, Sabzevar. Equal silver coins had

the same status and circulation through-
out the state. An inflation process was

free; it means that any private individual
could order money stamping using his own

metal for a certain payment to the state treasury.
The money stamping was a source of income for the

state treasury. 
But certainly it doesn't mean that enormous incomes from

stamping and circulation of silver money flew to the treasury
of central authorities. The head of dynasty was just the first
among equal at that time. Big landowners bestowed him
ostentatious honors, glorified his name and titles of statesmen
by the inscriptions on the coins but they took all incomes of
money stamping. Regular and plentiful release of silver
money has been found in four culturally great areas –

Horde which were in active circulation at the western part of
Kazakhstan. 

Historians suppose that they just honored the tradition this
way. And in Golden Horde where Berke khan had pursued
the policy of Islamization which was also the index of loyalty
to the new religion. 

As soon as many Mongols' states had fallen into decay,
money stamping business started to be on the decline too.
The money stamping process stopped in Otrar in the period
of XIV century when major portion of Kazakhstan had been
the part of Ak-orda. But when in the end of the century
Timur had come to this region economy became more brisk. 

Copper coins stamping started again in Otrar. But for trade
there were silver "Tanga" too, which were produced at the
territory of the south part of contemporary Uzbekistan, sub-
stantially in Bokhara. 

That's how the name of contemporary Kazakh cur-
rency at first time has appeared at the territo-

ry of land. But at that time, nobody knew about
"Tiyns". Tanga could be divided to four parts and one fourth
part of Tanga called "Miri". There were functioning more that
thirty mint places at the territory of Timur’s States. 

At that time, there was a famous scientist and statesman
Ulugbek who was the initiator of another currency reform. In
1428, old copper money was changed to new ones and after
that all mint places were closed. And over a period of sixty
years, there was single currency in the empire. And if there
was lack of money, it was stamped only in Bokhara. 

Otrar is an ancient city
where the whole his-

tory of Kazakh money
is reflected in the mir-

ror of time. This
money was very differ-

ent and at that time
the currency reforms

took place more often
than now. 
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result of it money were ousted from circulation and natural
economy took place there. Because of currency reform, new
money mode of payment began to be reestablished. 

In November 15, 1993 – the national currency of
Kazakhstan – Tenge was released in circulation and in
November 15, 2006 – banknotes of new design had been
released. 

Tenge – The National Symbol of the
Republic of Kazakhstan

In addition to the National Anthem, Flag and National
Emblem, National Currency is also considered as the State
symbol. There is an inscription in the book of special guests of
bank note factory which was made by the President of
Kazakhstan Nursultan Nazarbaev in the day of opening the
factory in 06.19. 1995. It says – Tenge is the manifestation of
economical independence of our country first appeared in

our capital and must serve good to our peo-

ple and future descendants. 
Sauk Takezhanow was the "godfather" of national currency

who was the chairman of Planning and Budgetary
Commission of Supreme Soviet of Republic of Kazakhstan. It
was he who offered – Tenge as the new name of currency.
And this name has been chosen in closed discussion among
the members of Supreme Soviet and Republic's administra-
tion.

....................................................................................
The article has been provided by the National Back of Kazakhstan.

Bokhara, Samarkand, Balkh and Tashkent. Out of the last one
they came to the territory of Kazakhstan and circulated freely
in Kazakh khanate, though the owners of this money used to
be political enemies of Sheybanids. 

Very important event of that time was the regular release
of golden coins which started in XVIII century by Djanids who
were the descendants of Astrakhan's khans. One golden coin
"Ashrafi" cost about 50-80 silver coins (depending on theirs
hallmark and rate). All of them also circulated throughout
South Kazakhstan and penetrated to the north. From the mid-
dle part of XVII century there appeared Russian money which
generally were copper coins. 

After the unconstrained connection of Kazakhstan to Russia
(1731-1798) there appeared Russian coins, Kokand's and
Tashkent's khans' coins in money circulation of the region. In
the XIX century all trade operations were conducted with
Russian money, and money circulation in Kazakhstan turned
to be part of money circulation of Russia. 

The system of golden monometallic with circula-
tion of golden coins was brought into service
by the currency reform of 1895-1897 in
pre-revolutionary Kazakhstan. There were
golden, silver and copper coins in circu-
lation. But the main type of money was
the bank-notes of Russian State Bank
which were based by gold on 92 per-
cent.

October Revolution
Within the period of provisional govern-

ment of 1917, there was new money in circu-
lation which was called "Cherenki". Also there were
various substitutes like current liabilities of state treasury
or loan coupons. As a small change, there were various
checks, marks and other money substitutions. At that time the
process of currency system breakup started, which strength-
ened after the October Revolution. 

In the year of 1919, there were released first soviet state
bank notes and then bank notes of RSFSR which were called
Sovznaks. In a period of civil war and foreign intervention,
money were printed by interventionists, foreign and White
Guard administration. All this money devalued soon and as a

“Tenge is the 
manifestation of 
economical inde-
pendence of our
country first
appeared in our capi-
tal and must serve
good to our people
and future descen-
dants”.
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Artistic Creation with
Practical Functions

Since far back, Uzbek decorative
and applied arts has merited good
fame. The historical conditions, in
which the culture of the Uzbek peo-
ple advanced, predetermined applied
art a particular role. Over the cen-
turies, popular traditions have been
created in techniques and art. Applied
art is domestic in essence, whose main
indication is the close connection
between artistic creation and material
needs. The organic merging of the
artistic with what was needed for prac-
tical purposes made up an indivisible
unity of elevated artistic and socio-
practical functions. The works of
applied art are distinguished by expe-
diency, unity of shape and design.

For many years and centuries,
Uzbek decorative, folk and applied art
went through periods of flowering and
decline, but the traditions were always
passed on from generation to genera-

zbeks are among the
most traditional nations of
Central Asian peoples.
With the ancient cities of

Bukhara, Samarkand, and Khiva
within its borders, Uzbekistan con-
tains Central Asia’s oldest and most
important cultural centers. 

Although Islam has been the pre-
vailing religion and the most con-
structive cultural force giving people
a sense of aesthetic inspiration since
the 8th century, however during the
Soviet period cultural development
was restricted under the dogma of
socialist realism, which forbade top-
ics that were deemed “nationalist”
and mandated that literature and art
extol Communist themes. 

However, folk art continued to be
produced during certain periods of
Soviet history and has enjoyed a
great renaissance since the late
1980s. 

The Uzbek people created outstanding works of monu-
mental, decorative and applied arts, which to this day
impress the art world with their beauty, refinement and
daring fantasy.

Cultural life in Uzbekistan is developing on the basis of
using all the best that the Uzbek people have accom-
plished in the past. In the history of the cultural life of
Uzbekistan, folk art and decorative and applied arts hold a
special place. During the middle Ages, on the territory of
Central Asia, ornamental and decorative art attained a
leading place in folk art.

Has Roots in History

Folk Arts of 
Uzbekistan

Compiled by: Maryam Shafa

U
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tion. Uzbek decorative, folk and
applied art includes the following:

Traditional Crafts
The applied art of Uzbekistan is a

real cultural and historical phenome-
non. It is well known because of
Uzbek traditions.The beautiful archi-
tectural ensembles of Bukhara,
Samarkand, Khiva, Tashkent and
Ferghana are famous for their pieces of
applied arts. The attractive pieces are
created by masters of wood-carving,
chasing, lacquered miniatures,
embroidery and jewelry plus all arts of
Uzbekistan.

Folk Decorative Applied-
Arts

The origins of Uzbek folk arts are
hidden in the depths of history.
Numerous archeological excavations
in rural areas have revealed new
aspects of this ancient land and its
culture. Uzbek applied arts have a
large diversity when it comes to style,
materials and ornamentation.
Ceramic, silk and cotton weaving,
stone and wood carving, metal
engraving, leather stamping, calligra-
phy and miniature painting are a few
genres passed down from old times. 

Ceramic art is used to make tradi-
tional Uzbek dishes such as lyagan,
shokas, krynka, badya, ibrik, vases,
pots and jars of various forms. The
works of masters from Rishtan,
Gurumsarai, Tashkent, Urgut, Bukhara
and Samarkand have their own unique
colors and forms. Besides utilitarian
ceramics, there are traditional terracot-
ta painted small-sculpted figurines,
whistles and others.

The art of ceramics in Rishtan
emerged and flourished in one of the
most picturesque oasis of Ferghana
Valley. The history of its emergence,
described in numerous legends, is still
to be discovered.
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narrative paintings of Paleh prompt-
ed Uzbek artists to turn to the classi-
cal examples of Middle East minia-
ture, which contributed to the
beginning of the new art form of
varnished miniature. Medieval
miniaturists very often used fixed
patterns and copied elements of
painting by outstanding artists, so as
to later create original compositions.
Modern young artists follow the

same principles. The characters of
the poems "Shah-Namie" by
Firdowsi, "Khamsa" by Nizamiy,
"Yusuf and Zuleikha" by Jamiy,
"Khamsa" by Navoiy, and other liter-
ary sources are being resurrected in
modern varnished paintings, charm-
ing with their lyricism and dazzling
beauty. 

Of the modern Uzbek fine arts,
the miniature is not just an art form
but rather an extensive artistic and

20th century, the art of Rishtan
ceramic school was enriched by the
works of talented masters, who con-
tinued the traditions of their ancestors
glorifying the Rishtan ceramics at the
end of this century.

Miniature
Miniature paintings on paper,

bone, leather, in lacquer on boxes,
bowl and dishes are noted for their
originality. The artists using classical
subjects of Eastern poetry and prose
create historical and contemporary
national scenes from the lives of the
people. 

Varnished Miniature
Painting

The art of varnished miniature
painting is one of the most wonder-
ful inventions of the Uzbek people.
According to sources, caskets with
varnished painting were made in
Bukhara in the 15th century. But
currently we don't have samples of
these varnished paintings, which
used to be made on the papier-
mâché articles of that time. Much of
this technology has been forgotten.
In the 1970s a number of Uzbek
artists and craftsmen accepted the
challenge of reviving this amazing
fine art. They set up a studio, head-
ed by the famous Uzbek artist,
Chingiz Akhmarov. 

The artists discovered that the
technology of Oriental painting on
papier-mâché articles is amazingly
similar to the art of varnished paint-
ing of the famous Russian art centers
Fedoskino, Paleh, Mstera, and
Kholui. The techniques of tempera
painting used by Russian miniatur-
ists, who inherited the skills of the
icon painters, in many aspects were
the same as those practiced by the
medieval miniaturists of the Orient.
Familiarizing themselves with the

The people of Rishtan have intro-
duced colorful and unique features in
the art of burnt clay that has existed
since time immemorial, and their
works can be clearly distinguished
from anything that has been created in
this field not only by other peoples but
also by the masters from other
Uzbekistan centers of ceramics as well.

The traditions of most of those cen-
ters still in existence at the beginning of
the 20th century happened to be lost
by the end of the century. In this

respect, modern Rishtan handicraft
represents a certain phenomenon of
stable development of this traditional
craft which has been preserved for
than 800 years practically without any
changes, its unique stylistic indivisibili-
ty, the charm of free painting, the
richness of vegetarian ornament and
its peculiar coloring with all the
shades of azure and turquoise.

During the last two decades follow-
ing its ups and downs, the ceramics of
Rishtan remained first among all the
Uzbekistan centers of ceramic pro-
duction. In the second half of the

During the last two
decades following

its ups and downs,
the ceramics of

Rishtan remained
first among all the

Uzbekistan centers
of ceramic produc-

tion.
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set, the blossoming of peach and
apricot orchards in Uzbekistan.

Metal Chasing and
Engraving

Chased-copper articles were pop-
ular among the inhabitants of
Uzbekistan since archaic times. They
were valued for their practical use
and decorativeness. Chased-copper
vessels were displayed on the shelves

practice ancient jewelry making
techniques for cutting gemstones,
grain filigree, granular work, engrav-
ing, embossing, chasing and enamel-
ing. Modern jewelers not only
uphold traditions, but they also take
fashion demands and styles into
account.

Printed Cloth
Making printed cloth was very

popular among the people who
inhabited the region of present
Uzbekistan. Printed table-cloths,
curtains, bed-spreads,
shawls, high-quality cloth
for women's garments,
various coverlets (includ-
ing horse-cloth), and even
funeral cerements and
other printed articles per-
formed a utilitarian func-
tion and served as a daily-
round ornament.

Bukhara and adjacent
villages were famed for
making things of this kind.
Beautiful articles were also
made in Urgut,
Shakhrisabz, Samarkand,
Katta-Kurgan, Ferghana
and Tashkent.

Fabrics
The most attractive

thing in Uzbek fabrics is
the beauty of their color
and the pure dyes which
are applied in delicate
combinations. The color-
ing is driven to the utmost
stress, either resorting to
sharp contrasts or delicate
harmony. The harmony of
colors of the Uzbek
national fabrics implicates
the gold of sands, the
green of valleys, the blue
of lakes, the southern sun-

stylistic school, including the var-
nished miniature, the wall miniature,
and the miniature on fabric and
leather. Today, the miniature is flour-
ishing, the number of miniaturists
are increasing, as is their artistic
level. 

Jewelry
Jewelry is one of the most devel-

oped kinds of craftsmanship in
Uzbekistan. This art, far back widely
popular and rich in traditions of
antiquity, is being further developed
by contemporary artisans.                  

Jewelers, or zargars, made articles
basically of silver and gold combin-
ing precious metals with various
sparkling gems: rubies, emeralds,
sapphires, such semi-precious, lus-
terless and opaque jewels (bright
and rich in tone) as pearls,
turquoise, cornelian, jasper and
corals, as well as brilliant multi-
stained glass, mastic beads, which
were in use from the second half of
the 19th century.

Uzbek craftsmen of today still

Of the modern
Uzbek fine arts, the
miniature is not just

an art form but
rather an extensive
artistic and stylistic

school, including the
varnished miniature,

the wall miniature,
and the miniature on

fabric and leather.
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with various decorating objects for the
interior. 

The systems of ceilings varying from
simple structure of beams and bars
with their strict forms to complex
many-tier beam and caisson structures,
dictated various frieze, border and
medallion forms of decorating ceilings. 

Classical motifs are created in the
islimi and girikh styles, and the artist's
objective is to visually lighten the
architectural structure and eliminate
the feeling of being constrained by
low ceilings.

Art Embroidery, Weaving
One of the most popular trends of

applied arts in Uzbekistan is embroi-
dery. The most famous places in
Uzbekistan recognized for their
embroidery are Nuratin, Samarkand,
Bukhara, Shakhrisabz, Surkhandarya,
Tashkent, Jizzakh, and Ferghana. Each
school is distinguished by its unique
aspects such as ornamentation, com-
position, and color range and stitch-
ing. The traditional art of embroidery
is still alive among Uzbek people.

known as Chizma. In addition to
engraving' Uzbek masters use notch
chasing, Shabaka.

Since ancient times, the largest
cities in Uzbekistan - Bukhara,
Tashkent, Samarkand and Khiva,
have been the centers for copper
engraving based on traditional meth-
ods. Each region has specific shapes
and designs. The most popular items
of this art are jugs, teapots, and trays,
and lately, washstands, band basins,
buckets and large bowls. 

Wood Carving and
Painting

In Uzbekistan, wood
carving is executed on a
wide range of objects from
massive beams for ceilings
to tiny children's amulets.
The development of this
art in the past was linked
to ornamenting construc-
tions and local architectural
details, where the overlap
post-and-beam system
already presupposed using
wooden materials on a
large scale. In the tradition-
al architecture of the 19th
and 20th centuries, as the
originals illustrate, at times
carved wood was the sole
element used for decora-
tive purposes; objects to be
ornamented were doors,
shutters, gates, beams for
ceilings, and pillars used in
terraces - aivan and shi-
ipan.

In the traditional archi-
tecture, painting on wood
was mainly conducted with
ornamenting structures on
ceilings, stalactite-like
eaves, and caps of pillars
for palaces, temples and
splendid mansions, coupled

of open built-in cupboards as part of
homes’ decoration.

The local style of chasing has
come into being during a long peri-
od, which is characterized by the
distinctive shapes of the articles, as
well as by the techniques and artistic
methods. Uzbek chasing represents
various ways of engraving. The more
deep engraving is called Kandakori,
the less deep-clean engraving is

One of the most
popular trends of
applied arts in
Uzbekistan is
embroidery.Each
school is distin-
guished by its unique
aspects such as orna-
mentation, composi-
tion, and color range
and stitching.
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dery, applique, and paintings. These
knives, called guldor pichok, are
nicely ornamented knives varying in
shape. The blades have local peculi-
arities: they may be narrow or wide,
straight-lined or curved. 

It is known that the art of knife
making is a separate branch of black-
smith's work. Knifes of Chust,
Shakhristan, Kokand, Margilan,
Karasu, Urgut and Khiva are known
to the whole world. After a number
of years, they transformed from
housekeeping items into works of art.

Decorated with thin flowers from
plastic and horns Chust's knifes that
were made by master from
Shakhrikhan, decorated with pictures
of tigers, leopards, dragons, eagles
swords and daggers that were made
by masters from Khiva take a worthy
place in collection of the museum.

ers in rural areas, are perfect in tech-
nique and design. Three types of car-
pets are common in Uzbekistan:
short pile carpets gilyam, long pile
carpets julkhirs, and palahs.

The characteristic feature of short
pile carpets is their red-brown tint, lit
up by the harmony of light-colored
details of the principal medallions,
which usually appear in geometrical
shapes.

Since ancient times, carpets with
long pile, julkhirs, have been favored
by rural inhabitants. This kind of car-
pet weaving was unknown to other
peoples of Central Asia. Nowadays it
enjoys wide popularity for its orna-
mentation and correspondence to
modern trends in the world carpet
making. Julkhirs are monumental in
composition and simplicity of design.

Palahs fabrics are diverse in
Uzbekistan. These include: kokhma -
a fabric, plain striped in various col-
ors; terma and gadjari, a fabric
woven in pattern with different
methods of "crisscross overlap" tech-
nique and ornamented with rows of
small geometrical vegetal and
zoomorphic motifs; and arabi - a
cloth, which is woven in the so-
called ‘clearance' method.
Sometimes palahs fabrics are supple-
mented with the superposed design
method.        

This complex and arduous
method, which resembles embroi-
dery, is called beshkashta. Over the
past 50 years, the method of weav-
ing and ornamenting arabi palahses
has been practiced on a large scale
in all Central Asian Republics.

Knives
A peculiar branch of artistic metal

working in Uzbekistan is that of mak-
ing knives with a pointed blade, usu-
ally kept in leather sheaths orna-
mented with metal plates, embroi-

Embroidered cloths are widely pro-
duced in Bukhara, Shakhrisabz and
Tashkent plants.

Gold embroidery is the finest kind
of embroidery. This craft has always
been applied in Bukhara. The other
ancient craft in Uzbekistan is weav-
ing. Its richest historical traditions
have stayed with us hitherto. Cotton
fabrics and silks were in high demand
everywhere all over Central Asia.

The mystery of making these
invaluable cloths was unraveled here
long before the Great Silk Road was
established. The art of weaving still
exists in Ferghana valley and undoubt-
edly handcrafted cloth is still pre-
ferred to factory woven fabric.

Carpet making
The tradition of carpet weaving in

Uzbekistan is ancient. Carpets, main-
ly woven by numerous home-work-

The mystery of mak-
ing these invaluable
cloths was unraveled
here long before the
Great Silk Road was
established. The art
of weaving still exists
in Ferghana valley
and undoubtedly
handcrafted cloth is
still preferred to fac-
tory woven fabric.
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Tashkent

were mined, among which turquoise
was an important mineral in processing
of metal and jeweler's art.

The city also developed crafts relat-
ed to textile manufacturing; weaver's
craft which was developed with the
processing of leather, and raw material
was delivered from the neighboring
tribes of cattlemen. Makdisi specified
that cotton, clothes, silk and fabric
were delivered from Binkat to different
tribes in the region.

Occupation by the Mongols resulted
in decline of the economic and cultural
life of Tashkent. But in the XIII century,
gradual revival of manufacturing craft
began. This process was amplified in
the XIV century during Amir Timur's
reign. The increasing development of
the national crafts, was the conse-
quence of the improvement of the
social and economic life in
Transoxiana.

At that time in Tashkent, consuming
goods as well as unique articles of jew-
elry ornaments, various fabrics and car-
pets, glazed ceramics and metals were
produced. At the end of the XIV and
the beginning of the XV century, there
was a new type of ceramic in dark blue
and blue colors which was and imita-
tion of the Chinese imported porcelain.
During the Timurids' period, the pictur-
esque style of the warm tones of the
ceramics from Chach in XXII centuries
was replaced by a style whose style
showed more graphically designed fig-
ures and application of cold colors.
Fragments of dish ceramics, found by
archeologists at the Kukeldash

At the beginning of the VIII century
A.D. The advent of Islam in Central
Asian region promoted the formation
of new aesthetics based on the princi-
ples of the Muslim doctrine which at
the same time preserved the traditions
of art of the pre-Islamic period.

Since the IX-XI centuries, within the
cities of Tranoxiana, the craft arts
received special attention and articles
were designed in ornamental-decora-
tive style. In this active development of
the urban craft arts, a major role was
played by medieval Tashkent (Binkat).
Various kinds of crafts, including
ceramic, iron wares, glasses and leather
articles were developed here. Written
sources testify to the high level of
development and refinement in the
production of carpets, cotton and
woolen fabrics by Tashkent masters.

In quality ceramics of produced in
Tashkent rivaled the glorified samples
of ceramics of Afrasiab and Nishapur,
the glazed tableware from Tashkent
were in great demand all over the
Muslim world. As Arabian traveler in
the X century Al-Makdisi said, «it didn't
have an equal throughout the whole
East.» Inside the city, there were quar-
ters of the ceramic masters, and their
production was exported to many
countries in the East.

Bows and quivers, produced in
Binkat (ancient Tashkent), were espe-
cially glorified and exported to various
countries of South-East Asia and the
Middle East as well.

From mountains near Tashkent, gold,
silver, tin, copper, iron, mercury as well
as precious and semiprecious stones
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madrasah and in Shayhantaur, testify to
the high quality of potteries produced
by Tashkent masters in the XV-XVII cen-
turies.

Along with ceramics coinage, wood-
and stone-carving, weaving, rug- mak-
ing, and embroidery were also flour-
ished and reached the height of its
refinement . The markets of Tashkent a
special place had been allocated to
coppersmiths and coiners who created
in their workshops and sold finished
goods -widely known copper boilers
from Chach as well as decorated and
ornamental trays, bowls, jugs, lamps.

Based on the evidence of Zahriddin
Muhammad Babur, who mentioned
fine quality of bows and arrows of
Tashkent, the ancient traditions of this
craft were developing successfully here.

From the XV century, the cities of
Chach Tashkent, Shahruhiya -alongside
with Samarkand and Bukhara became
the leading centers of creative-cultural
activity, art and art craft of Central Asia.

In the XVI-XIX centuries, despite of
the general economic stagnation and
decreasing of trade communications,
Tashkent proceeded to develop craft
manufacturing; Neighborhoods
appeared where masters of different
crafts settled. Some names of the
Tashkent districts have still remained
including Degrezlik, Kulalgaron,
Zargarlik, Mahsiduzlik, Pichokchilik,
Parchabaf, Takachi, Temirchi, Charhchi
and etc. While jewelers, coiners were
given places in prestigious city centers,
soap and leather makers - were given
places in the suburbs.

In the second half of the XIX and the
beginning of the XX century, art craft in
the city of Tashkent, which became the
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In the XX century, because of the
social political events, that took place
in Central Asia, xapax traditions of
Islamic culture and art underwent sig-
nificant transformations. The aesthetics
of the craft of the former Muslim art of
Tashkent remained being presented
under the communistic slogan of fight-
ing against vestiges of the past and pri-
vate business. Many traditional crafts
were eradicated.

Reducing of coinage articles produc-
tion by 1960 had resulted in closing all
specialized trade enterprises. And by
the middle of the 70s there were no
masters-coiners. After its almost full
fading by the end of 1980s, art coinage
of Tashkent has been reborn by the
efforts of master M. Madaliev who in
his work tried to connect the traditions
of the Tashkent and Kokand schools of
coinage.

In Tashkent jeweler's art of the 1920-
30s, the most known masters were the
brothers Abdugani, Abdukarim and
Abduvali Abdurasulevs. Developing old
and new forms, they preserved the cre-
ativity, features and originality of the
local art forms. The new approach to
traditional forms of jeweler's art is char-
acteristic in terms of creativity of the
masters of Tashkent of the 70s and the
beginning of the 80s. Today, there are
plenty of the national jewelry masters
in Tashkent who continue to develop
traditions of this ancient craft. They are
N. Holmatov, F. Dadamuhamedov, G.
Tasheva -jewelers who are trying to
combine centuries-old traditions of the
Uzbek jeweler's art and their own indi-
vidual creative searches.

In the field of making heeltap of the
same period, the most known master

of ceramics, coinage, jeweler's art,
wood carving, and leather were the
lowerest type. A considerable amount
of Russian and Tatar adornments nega-
tively reflected the art quality of the
local jeweler's art.

In the Beshagach area of Tashkent,
in the Chorsu mahalla, there were
about 20 joiner's shops, many of which
were engaged in art carving mainly for
decoration of doors of houses. As an
excellent work, which reflects the
Tashkent style of carving, one can see a
sample of an old door which is exhibit-
ed at the Museum of Arts of
Uzbekistan. One of such masters was
Suleyman Hadja Nasrulla Hadjaev who
lived and worked in the Beshagach
area of the city in the Suzuk-ota mahal-
la. He produced heha-and octa hedral
little tables covered with plant form
and geometrical carved patterns.
According to contemporaries, this mas-
ter was taught by the popular carver
Usta Tashpulat Ayub Hadjaev who gave
him very valuable tools which no other
master had.

Tashkent was the largest center in
Turkestan for manufacturing saddles. It
is enough to mention that 15,000 sad-
dles were saled in other cities. For
example, in Samarkand there were 90
workshops with 180 workers.

In Tashkent in the XIX to the begin-
ning of the XX century, masters of
national textilese, mbroiders, weavers,
healtapers, rug makers, masters of felt
products all continued to work and
develop. The oy-palyak (tapestries) of
greater sizes were produced by the
Tashkent masters. Tapestries with char-
acteristic red -crirnson backgro und
with large sockets symbolizing the sun
and the moon embroidered with black
strings were of special popularity. In the
Museum of Arts of Uzbekistan the fine
collection of these surprising samples of
folk art of Tashkent are presented.

administrative centre of Turkestan gen-
eral-governorship, preserved the previ-
ous traditions of the Muslim aesthetics.
At the same time import of factory
goods from Russia negatively affected
the art quality of goods produced in
Tashkent.

But at that time, the basic art crafts

In quality ceramics of
produced in Tashkent

rivaled the glorified
samples of ceramics

of Afrasiab and
Nishapur, the glazed

tableware from
Tashkent were in great

demand all over the
Muslim world.
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mastery and marvellous imagination. At
international exhibitions and fairs the
national masters of Tashkent have
invariable success by their works
proudly representing the national cul-
ture of independent Uzbekistan.

Kasymdjanov and Ya. Raufov are col-
lected in different museums.

Tashkent masters of wood-carving S.
Hadjaev, N. Ziyakariev, M. Kasymov
gained excellent results in manufactur-
ing items for the rich (caskets, book-
ends, decorative little tables) as well as
making architectural designs (carved
pillars, doors, decorative panels and
bars). The high technical skill and fash-
ion sense are inherent for the works of
the modern masters of Tashkent the
Academician of the Academy of Arts of
Uzbekistan A. Fayzullaev. and
Creativity of the young master A.
Azlarov is aspired to reconstruct old
and more complicated samples of lahs
(bookends).

The ornamental mural and ganch-
carving were applied in the public
architecture of Tashkent of the second
half of the XX century. Creative
brigades' managed by D. Hakimov and
M. Usmanov and their pupils, have
created numerous .new ornamental
compositions which have decorated
many buildings in Uzbekistan as well as
beyond its borders.

At the end of 1970s and the begin-
ning of 1980s, Uzbekistan revived the
techniques of manufacturing and deco-
rating articles from papiermache -cas-
kets, cosmetic devices, etc. The intro-
duction of trends and characters from
Oriental miniature into ornamentation
was new. Creatively interpreting
medieval motives and plots, the mod-
ern artists-miniaturists of Tashkent, the
brothers Boltabaevs, F. Rahmatullaev,
N. Holmatov, B. Babanazarov, S.
Ziyamov, U. Kasymov, Sh. Rihsiev, H.
Nazirov, J. Saidaliev and others, give a
new life to the art of traditional minia-
ture painting.

Many products of art craft of
Tashkent are widespread by the local
population in everyday life. At the
same time they represent original mas-
terpieces of art full of perfect technical

was A. Abdugafarov who studied tradi-
tions of many centers of this craft of
Uzbekistan and has apprehended its
best traditions. The most typical trend
of his products is bodom meaning
«almond» . The lost technology of a
redblack heeltap was revived by A.
Rakhimov at the end of the XX century
who was a master from Tashkent.

The art ceramics of Tashkent of the
1920-30s years is presented by the
works of hereditary master in ceramics
T. Miraliev. He applied specific tech-
nique of drawing and engraving (kalami
and chizma). The basic motives of his
decor are plant sprouts, bodoms etc. In
the 1940-50s, the leading place in
ceramics of Tashkent occupied T. Mir
aliev and hissu ccessors M.
Rakhimovand A. Aminov. In 1960-80s,
the most creative ceramic maker was
Muhit Rakhimov. It is because of his
efforts, the antique masterpieces as
well as medieval ceramics have been
stored as well as technological secrets
and art manners of various school mas-
ters of Uzbek national ceramics of the
XI-the beginning of the XX century.
Today, his son Akbar and grandson
Alisher Rakhimovs successfully are con-
tinuing this master's works on reviving
Tashkent school of ceramics. At this
school, large practical and theoretical
work on revival of traditions of not only
local ones of ceramics but other region-
al schools of Uzbekistan is conducted.

In the middle of the XX century,
both ornamental mural, wood and
ganch-carving were developed in the
capital. Masterpieces of different mas-
ters of the Tashkent school of ornamen-
tal murals such as decorative little
tables, caskets, saddles, made by A.

The new approach
to traditional forms
of jeweler's art is
characteristic in
terms of creativity
of the masters of
Tashkent of the 70s
and the beginning
of the 80s.
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Creation and Evoluion
of Designs in the 

Carpets of

Azerbaijan  

By: Khadja Asadova

Historical Background
very nation is represented by a treasure of its

own arts within the realm of the grand collection
of its artistic heritage. A precious collection of
antique Azeri rugs could be considered as such a

legacy. The hand-woven rugs, dating back to 2000 B.C.
are a clear indication to the direct link between man and
the nature. These works are of great importance given
their artistic and technical characteristics. 

The Carpet Museum of Azerbaijan was founded in
1967 and from the very beginning of its functioning,
efforts were made to collect early samples and researchers
were commissioned to conduct works in such areas as

E



classic and modem carpet weaving.
This first measure was a great stride
towards the evolution of the art of
carpet weaving. 

The museum held international
seminars on oriental carpets under
the patronage of UNESCO in 1983
and 1988. 

The various localities from which
Azeri carpets originated such as Baku,
Shirvan, Guba, Ganjeh and Kazak,
have attracted the world's attention
for the key role they played in the
creation and evolution of designs. 

The art of carpet weaving first
appeared in primitive societies.
Scientific research works reveal that
carpet weaving dates back to the old
times and gradually, at various stages,
designs and motifs were significantly
employed. The evolution of each
stage was simultaneous with the
emergence of different periods such
as hunting, livestock breeding, and
farming. 

The era of image making in the art
of carpet weaving is very old and has
undergone three evolutionary stages: 

The first era dates back to 1020
B.C., concurrent with the formation
of the first primitive society. At this
stage, the images are not very accu-
rate and do not match the original
patterns. 

The hunting era is parallel with the
evolution of human's aesthetic taste,
an example of which is the epitaphs.
Another example is the Portraits of
women, being accompanied by
images of animals and birds, which
have been discovered in areas
around Nakhichevan. There are
rhythmical characteristics in those
images. Meanwhile, images of the
sun also attract the attention.

The second era is specified by
totemic designs and religious and tra-
ditional symbols when evolution of
religious thoughts and beliefs leave
gradual impacts on man's artistic
taste. In this era, gods are personified
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as human figures. Therefore, in the
second era still the images of gods
and goddesses are appeared as
designs. By the end of the period,
designs to some extent display some
kind of magic works which could be
well noticed in the Azeri carpets. 

The third period is the time when
symbols change to sustainable, origi-
nal designs. The era begins with the
first century and continues till the
Middle Ages. The people of
Azerbaijan, who converted to Islam in
the 8th century, adopted such arts as
calligraphy, wood cutting and image
making. Under such circumstances,
carpet weaving, copper-work, gold-
smith, trade and wood industry were
promoted significantly. Given the style
and design used in the Azeri carpets,
they greatly influenced the artistic
world of Islam. During this era a new
design dubbed as "Mehrabli" (the
altar) was added to the collection of
the Azeri art of carpet. 

As other fields of arts, carpet weav-
ing in Azerbaijan took shape and
underwent evolution among nomadic
tribes who earned their living through
livestock breeding and farming.
Simultaneously with the improvement
of livestock breeding, the carpet
weaving made significant progress. 

Given its proper geographical situ-
ation which has provided a suitable
condition for the growth of plants
used as natural dyes as well as enthu-
siasm of the generations  who were
absorbed in the carpet weaving
industry, paved the way for the flour-
ishing of the art in the country. For
this same reason, a variety of carpets
have been woven in different peri-
ods, the climax of which could be
witnessed in the 6th century. 

An Albanian historian in the 7th
century, as well as Tabari, Masoudi
and Waqadi in the 9th century, have
mentioned the subject of Azeri car-
pets.

There is also mention of carpet
weaving in Nakhichevan and weaving
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of gelim (felt carpet) in Shirvan in the book "Hodood-al-
Alam" of the 10th century. 

In 1514, due to the migration of many people from
Azerbaijan towards the area (ruled by the Ottoman
Empire), Sultan Salim I, Pushed hundreds of carpet
weavers towards Istanbul and today various artistic sam-
ples are on display at Topkapi Palace Museum of the city.

Today, it has been affirmed that designs used in the
decorative and fine arts have their roots in the far past
and the pre-historic nations and are being inspired by
their life-style and culture. The fine arts, in addition to
having the essence for realism, exhibit ups and downs of
old traditions and are considered as national and ethnical
manifestations.

The art of carpet weaving reveals to us a wide-ranging
world of old traditions and beliefs of people. 

The art of carpet weaving in Azerbaijan proves the fact
that designs and images used in the unique realm of
Azeri carpets have not been diversified and clearly
unchanged samples show that symbols and totems
belonging to the past are still being used. 

Therefore, spiritual, religious and ethnical principles of
people of this region could be searched for through in
the composition of images and motifs used in the Azeri
carpets. 

The precise bordering of designs, placing them in
rows, giving them special shapes and organizing them all
stem from primary efforts which, on the basis of old reli-
gious beliefs, tried to create abstract, detached conceptu-
al images out of the tangible outside world. 

In the era of feudalism and with the centralization of
the sovereignty of the religion, the impact of primary reli-
gious beliefs and old traditions faded away and the art of
carpet motif entered a new era. 

No doubt, it is crystal clear that there is no return from
the path taken in the field of fine arts because beauty
leaves a deep impact on human intelligence and mental
conception. The epoch-making changes in the art of car-

By: Dr. Roya Taqiova

Human Conceptual 
Imagintions In

Azerbaijan Carpet     
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pet weaving in Azerbaijan emerged
in the late 18th and early 19th cen-
turies. The conceptual, abstract
designs combined with objective,
tangible images in the outside world.
It is for this same reason that based
on the complexity of the  develop-
ments in human life, designs
become further sophisticated and
simplicity of the old ages, give way
to the complexity and compound
conceptual messages in motifs and
images. 

But the principal order and norm
in Azeri carpets will never be affect-
ed by these changes. The important
characteristic of this era is emer-
gence of further geometrical figures.
Carpet, in its present term, was an
object spread before the eyes of the
viewer, carrying a message of beauty
and abstract concepts of the glory of
the nature. 

This beauty has never been sepa-
rated from benevolence and benefi-
cence. Beauty and benevolence are
complementary. These designs are in
fact manifestation of human imagi-
nation and beliefs about good and
evil and the relentless fight between
them. 

This issue is more noticeable in
northern Azerbaijan, especially in
the carpets woven in Shirvan, The
motifs represent characteristics of
the life style of people in this region
at various eras. The value, creditabil-
ity and importance of carpet weav-
ing in this region has been inter-
twined with the beliefs of people
and has direct link with people 's
imaginations. 

Shirvan has always stood in the
heart of the art of carpet weaving in
Azerbaijan which has been further
supported by social and economic
conditions of the regions. It is not an
exaggeration to say that Azeri car-
pets, with their specific designs, col-
oration and weaving style have sig-
nificantly influenced carpet weaving
in the neighboring regions. 

It should be admitted that carpet
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weavers in Shirvan have taken
advantage of all artistic experiences
of their neighbors and those in the
Middle and Far East as well as the
beliefs and traditions in the hunting
and farming eras. 

The impacts are both in the form
of subject and shapes using images
of animals and objects which have
given an important specification to
the carpets woven in Shirvan.
Another significant characteristic
about the designs in Shirvan carpet
is that abstract geometrical objects,
frequently used practice, which is
almost unprecedented in the art of
carpet-weaving. The objects demon-
strate people's outlook towards the
outside world, their concept and
imagination of the world and nature
as well as people's mental and ethi-
cal concepts of beauty and glory. In
this respect, the depth of the peo-
ple's intelligence and simplicity of
style has led to the emergence of a
new order in carpet weaving.
Therefore, symbols like artistic
means, become deeply intermingled
with religious beliefs. 

For example, the tree motifs only
used in Shirvan carpet as a symbol
of nature and life. The tree of life
demonstrates a connection between
heaven and nature as well as the
link between man and earth. 

This is an indication of the exis-
tence of some types of moral human
culture. Therefore, it should be said
that: 

1-The tree, as a symbol, could
have not been emerged prior to the
farming era, and if so, it could not
have been of great importance.

2-The design had been made in
the aftermath of the emergence of
such motifs as sun, earth, rain and
plants. This is clearly visible in old
ceramic works. 

Although in the Near East a com-
monality exists in using the tree
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design, however, the way it is represented is different. In
Shirvan carpet, this motif is more geometrical. 

In fact, the tree of life like the design of animals, takes
a geometrical shape. In the second millennium B.C, in
ancient rites the design of tree represented a symbol of
blessing. 

The tree of life had been engraved on ancient clay
plates and brass works according to traditional beliefs. 

This is not merely an image of tree; rather the tree
motif in the carpet-weaving in Azerbaijan has its roots in
religious beliefs. However, it later changed characteristic
and acquired a decorative nature. 

The tree becomes so simple at this stage that it changes
to a mere "hint" but still preserves its major characteristic,
the same characteristic that is demonstrated in the motifs
of the 6th and 7th centuries in Azerbaijan or in designs
noticed in the Zoroastrian religious rites. 

The repeating hunting design and movements of the
hunter, together with designs of animals and birds and
their arrangements, have somehow some connection with
the motif of tree. 

The design for tree from the hunting era to the farming
period onwards had always exhibited a symbol of pros-
perity and excitement. The height of the tree is also an
indication of energetic activities. 

Designs gradually turned to strong messages. For exam-
ple, the design for a pomegranate tree in Shirvan carpet in
the 19th century had been used as a symbol of a plant
which joins all trees in the universe. 

The sacred number 7 in these designs is greatly impor-
tant. The motif of water is also of great importance as well
as snake which safe-guards the tree without conveying its
real meaning. 

Understanding of the nature and the skill in using
abstract designs on various events by human being is
quite obvious in the art of carpet weaving.

The tree of life demon-
strates a connection
between heaven and
nature as well as the link
between man and earth.
This is an indication of
the existence of some
types of moral human
culture.



History of Turkmen Modern Art
ainting, in its modern approach, was a rela-

tively new phenomenon in Central Asia, as it
largely emerged and was established in the
region during the 20th century. The hypothesis

that tries to connect the modern Central Asian painting
to the rich miniature tradition in Central Asia, and claims
that the modern painting has been resulted from the
evolution of old schools of painting can not be consid-
ered as a pure justification. The reality is quite contrary;
the traditions of Central Asian modern painting and cen-
turies old schools of painting are quite disconnected.
"Rather the art of painting in its modern sense emerged
as a ‘transplantation’ from one cultural environment to
another, namely from Western world to Central Asia"
says a critic. Despite the fact that for many decades
modern art was overshadowed by the Russian artistic tra-
ditions and largely by the dictated principles of Soviet's
social Realism and that many early Central Asian artists
received their formal education at Russian schools and
institutions, the artists of this vast region gradually devel-
oped some elements of their own distinctive style and
approaches. Therefore, one can assume that the contri-
bution of Central Asian artists to Soviet's Social Realism
was significant hence they show a unique trend in style
and approaches which makes their works exclusive to
this part of the world. According to the rules set by the
Union of Artists and Art Academies, Central Asian artists
followed the classic traditions of Russian schools within
an established mind set, so when you look at some
works which were produced by these artists in that peri-
od the works do not differ much from another parts of
the Soviet territory and in some way they look like a
rigid repertoire of principles implemented by
Governmental Social Realism. However, there were also
many gifted artists who could not be prevented by the
above said obstacles from expressing their thoughts and

The following arti-
cles by Mikhail

Pereplesnin, Saint
Petersburg, attempt

to explore the works
of two Turkmen

artists (though one of
them is not of a

Turkmen origin but
has painted the

Turkmen way of life
vigorously in her

works). It endeavors
to trace the painters'

concerns and ideas
in their paintings.

Atajan Rejepov and
Yevgenia Adamova

are two artists who
played a vital role in

formation of modern
school of art in

Turkmenistan during
40s, 50s and 60s.

Between Modernism 
and Traditions 

Master Painters 
of Turkmenistan
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By: Mikhail Pereplesnin
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inspirations in their works. The begin-
ning of the modern painting can be
traced back as far as early 1920s,
when a large number of young enthu-
siastic Central Asian artists were sent
to the major artistic centers to study
in various fields of visual arts in
Moscow and Leningrad (today's Saint
Petersburg). The Bolsheviks believed
that the introduction of new mass
visual forms- painting, political car-
toons, and photography and agitation
posters- would be a powerful medium
for both the introduction of so-called
modern culture and for mass propa-
ganda purposes. These young artists,
who had been trained in most
accredited centers of Soviet and in a
politically affected environment, when
returned home, joined and founded
different vivacious artistic communi-
ties that began forming in all major
urban centers across the region. The
vast territories of Central Asia were
host to an influx of professionals from
all over the country. Some of them
moved to the region in search of
"refuge in the east", they hoped to
avoid of being accused as a "formalist"
during the "fight against formalism"
which had been initiated by the
authorities of the regime. This was a
serious crime which could lead to the
imprisonment and exile even death
penalty for the accused person. Some
artists merely searched for a peaceful
life in a remote district away from the
political battles and debates which
had affected the society back in that
time. A third group included those
artists who had been exiled into the
territory after facing various accusa-
tions in the increasingly tense atmos-
phere of the political purges, in the
1930s. 
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All these groups of artists were
assigned to develop "modern national
art" and to find and nurture local tal-
ents. But one thing that proved to be
out of the tight grasp of the central
government was the "limitation and
restriction of training and the power
of imagination and creativity". The
process of mentoring and teaching
often went beyond the simplistic
social realism dogmas and teachings
about the universal socialist values. 

In the 1920's, for example, P. M.
Mazel and A. P. Vladychuk, who
arrived in Turkmenistan from Russia,
established the first experimental Hit-
Movement School of Orient, in
Ashgabat. Very soon, the indigenous

Turkmen painters began making cre-
ative works that became classics of
Turkmen paintings.                         

The Soviet regime at first encour-
aged experimentation and, where
possible, Marxist-inclined work in the
arts and sciences. It expelled several
hundred independent-minded intel-

lectuals in 1922, but tolerated organi-
zational and stylistic diversity until the
early 1930s. The inauguration of
Stalin’s first Five-Year Plan in 1928 led
to tightened political controls over
cultural activity; calling for a “literary
front” to assist in the struggle to fulfill
the economic plan, the regime
expected writers to glorify its goals. In
1932 the government ordered the
creation in each cultural field of a
unified association devoted to “the
mobilization of Soviet writers and
artists around the problems of build-
ing socialism.” An official Union of
Writers, controlled by the Communist
Party, held its first congress in 1934;
analogous “creative unions” then
appeared for architects, cinematogra-
phers, composers, visual artists, and
journalists. In 1936 all work contracts
for most artists came under state con-
trol. The sciences were likewise

expected to bolster state interests, and
the party required scientists to move
away from theoretical research to
more utilitarian projects. Perhaps the
most popular styles and genres of that
era can be exemplified by works of
Turkmen classical painter "Biashim
Nurali" especially his famous work
"The Old Way of Life in Turkmenia"
and "The New Way of Life in
Turkmenia" (Turkmenistan, 1927) and
"Cotton Gathering" (Turkmenistan,
1929), S.N. Begliarov's "Turkmen
Women" (Turkmenistan, 1929). Some
Russian painters were busy develop-
ing indigenous schools of visual arts:
P.P. Ben'kov experimented with colors
and the plein air painting while other
artists like A. Volkov tried to combine
three elements –traditional Russian
iconography, Central Asian folk art
and the modern Russian cubism. At
the same time some indigenous
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painters from other parts of Soviet
Republics attempted to incorporate
traditional and distinct Central Asian
motifs into their works. The works by
Uzbek artists such as N.G. Karakhan
and U. Tansykbayev are examples of
such attempts.  

Government thought highly enough
of the fine arts and sciences to give
them generous funding. Yet the
money came with many strings
attached. Artists after 1932 were
bound to the dogma of socialist real-
ism, whereby (in the words of the
Union of Writers’ Charter) they were
to engender “a true and historically
concrete depiction of reality in its rev-
olutionary development” and assist in
“educating the workers in the spirit of
communism.” Adherence to this
state-mandated cultural movement
was enforced primarily through the
oversight of the artists’ unions. Stalin’s

purges of artists and intellectuals in
the 1930s and the stifling pressure for
conformity administered after World
War II took an appalling toll on cultur-
al development. Several so-called
thaws occurred under Khrushchev,
alternating capriciously with cam-
paigns against deviance. Brezhnev-
period policy was stringent in the arts
and relatively lenient in science. The
Gorbachev era brought an unprece-
dented relaxation in controls. 

From Karakum Desert
to Neva Banks

Artist and Teacher Atajan
Rejepov

The human fate is unpredictable.
Who could guess that a boy from the
village of Shordepe in Mary region of
Turkmenistan would find his human
and professional calling in Saint
Petersburg, a place at such distance
from the native land? However, his

life went this way and not the other. 
The childhood passion for fine arts

brought Atajan Rejepov to the
Turkmen State Art School. In the mid-
dle of 1960-s, the strong traditions of
national fine arts had already been
established and the art school had
already had a team of wonderful
master teachers. The only thing that
was required from a diligent student,
in addition to having a creative gift,
was to catch invaluable directions of
teachers, and not to be lazy in mas-
tering the intricacies of the craft of
painting. 

Atajan was ready to work days and
nights. The enormous world of artistic
craftsmanship was opened for him
not only in the school studios but in
the halls of the State Fine Arts
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Museum that possessed the best sam-
ples of the modern Turkmen painting,
brilliant collection of works by the
Russian and Western European mas-
ters. 

The thirst for knowledge did not
disappear after successfully graduat-
ing from the school. He realized that
the path to the creative heights was
still long and one could not do with-
out new knowledge of the secrets of
craftsmanship. He entered the Faculty
of Arts of the Pedagogical Institute
named after Gertsen in Leningrad.
Leningrad struck his imagination by
the perfection of architectural forms,
richness of exhibits in museums and
novelty of esthetic world perception. 

While at the Institute in the north-
ern Russian capital, Atajan more and

more understood the importance of
the system of artistic values to bring
up a modern human being. The
imagination of the young man was
occupied with not only fine arts but
methodological approaches of using
this most important instrument in
order to develop esthetic views. In
the course of many years of study,
Atajan had to learn and do experi-
ments with the artistic methods of
many teachers. Having mastered
many of the existing methods and
styles, he gradually designed his own
system of developing the artistic taste
and professional mastery. Not sup-
pressing his calling to painting and
using any opportunity to stand at an
easel, Atajan thought more frequently
about continuing his creative career
as a teacher. Moreover, his first expe-
rience of pedagogical activity quickly
produced a positive result. He was
able to find common language with

students. The methods of individual
work with the students developed by
him turned out effective: very soon
his disciples were able to show them-
selves as promising young artists and
architects. 

The final choice was made in favor
of pedagogical activity. The time has
proved the choice was correct. For
fruitful work as a professor Atajan
Rejepov was conferred the titles of
«Excellent Worker of People's
Education of the Russian Federation»
and «Honored Teacher of the Russian
Federation». On how significant is the
latter title one can judge from the
fact that in the entire highly populat-
ed city of Saint Petersburg only three
people were awarded the title of an
honored teacher among tutors of fine
arts , and one of them is Atajan
Rejepov. 

Throughout his long and produc-
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of Saint Petersburg. The numerous
representatives of the Turkmen
Diaspora living in the northern
Russian capital visited the exhibition;
most of them were students from
Turkmenistan who studied in Saint
Petersburg's establishments of higher
education. The looks that longed for
the homeland expanses warmly and
joyously enjoyed the landscapes so
dear to them. By the end of the exhi-
bition, the guest's book was full of
messages sincerely thanking the mas-
ter for the paintings. 

It needs to be added that the
House of Nationalities, in which the
Saint Petersburg branch of the
Humanitarian Association of

tive educational activities Atajan has
never forgotten about realizing him-
self in paintings. The field easel was
always his companion, and sketches
and drafts were turned into pictur-
esque canvases in the home studio. 

Recently, his long list of personal
exhibitions was complemented by
another beautiful exposition dis-
played in the halls of Saint
Petersburg's House of Nationalities.
The Embassy of Turkmenistan in
Russia and Saint Petersburg branch of
Humanitarian Association of
Turkmens of the World assisted in
organizing the exhibition of works by
Atajan Rejepov. The special congratu-
latory note sent by the Ambassador of
Turkmenistan to Russia on the occa-
sion of the exhibition stressed that
owing to such artists as Atajan
Rejepov true art has no borders,
brings nations and states closer and

acts as a real Ambassador of peace. A
marvelous feeling embraced many
visitors watching the works by the
master. Rejepov's artistic biases bril-
liantly interlace his love for the colors
of Turkmenistan with understanding
and possession of the colorful palette
of Russian northern expanses. Two
sources of creative inspiration -
Turkmenistan and Saint Petersburg -
are equally present and easily get on
with each other on the canvasses dis-
played in the halls. Atajan Rejepov is
equally capable of depicting the blaz-
ing highlights of the Karakum desert's
scorching sun and the harmony of
cold colors of the Neva River expans-
es. 

From the end of last December till
the middle of this January the exposi-
tion of works by Arajan Rejepov was
open for all visitors of the House of
Nationalities on the Mohovaya Street
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in the entire highly populat-
ed city of Saint Petersburg
only three people were
awarded the title of an
honored teacher among
tutors of fine arts , and one
of them is Atajan Rejepov. 



Turkmens of the World is located, has
become a place of Atajan Rejepov's
meetings with young people. A man
of vast knowledge and brilliantly
speaking Turkmen, he conducts les-
sons every week in a Sunday school.
Children of expatriate Turkmens, stu-
dents from Turkmenistan come here
to communicate in Turkmen, and lis-
ten to the wonderful lessons by
Atajan Rejepov. The audiences listen
to an interesting story about the
world of the esthetics, about the way
of understanding and perceiving the
artistic harmony, sincere declaration
of love for everything that makes
human beings worthy of their
denomination as the humans. 

Colors that Never Fade
Yevgeniya Adamova
The name of Yevgeniya Adamova,

the People’s Artist of Turkmenistan, is
forever included in the list of first
painters who laid the foundations of
the modern Turkmen fine arts. The
retrospective exhibition of works by
Yevgeniya Adamova prepared by the
staff of the Turkmen State Fine Arts
Museum was devoted to the 95th
birthday of the magnificent master.
The exhibition, hosted by the
Turkmen Museum of Fine Arts, fea-
tured 60 paintings and graphic works
produced by the artist between 1941
and 1989. 

The exhibition was graced by the
presence of two canvases entitled
“Novaya Pesnya” (New song) (1950)
and “Vsyo-taki budu uchitsya” (I’ll
study all the same) (1957), the most
valuable acquisitions in the museum’s

collection. Other works by Adamova
have not been previously displayed.
Of particular interest to art-lovers
were a number of portraits and genre
canvases glorifying the industrious
people of Turkmenistan, which was a
second homeland for the artist.
Adamova’s works are a vivid expres-
sion of socialist realism in Turkmen
fine arts which according to the asser-
tion of art critics assert compellingly
tell the nation’s story.

The opening of the exhibition was
followed by a soirée held in honor of
the artist. “Holding art soirées on the
anniversaries of leading exponents of
Turkmen art is becoming a tradition
for us,” said Jeanette Karanova, the
deputy director of the museum. “Two
years ago this would have been
impossible. You could say that the
museum is beginning a new life. We
have plenty more to show our fellow
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Atajan Rejepov is equally
capable of depicting the
blazing highlights of the

Karakum desert's scorching
sun and the harmony of
cold colors of the Neva

River expanses. 



citizens and guests.”
The huge research of the painter’s

rich creative heritage was reflected in
the thorough selection of exhibited
works covering the master’s entire
creative path.

Yevgeniya Adamova was born in
1913 in Livny town of Orlov region.
She spent her childhood in Ukraine.
In 1932, Adamova moved to
Ashgabat with her family. Her parents
insisted that she enter the Turkmen
State Medical Institute. Having real-
ized that the profession of doctor was
not her calling, she, a third year stu-
dent, dropped out from the Institute.
By this time, her interest in drawing
had turned into a real passion, and
determined the girl’s future fate. She
entered the Turkmen State Art School
named after Shota Rustaveli. Such
tutors as Byashim Nurali, Sergey
Nikitovich Begliarov, Maxim

Mikhailovich Daneshvar, Yulia
Prokofievna Daneshvar greatly influ-
enced the formation of ideals and
mastery of the painter. At the same
time, the creative work by Ivan
Ivanovich Cherinko, her teacher and
friend, who later became her hus-
band, played a big role in her profes-
sional growth.

While a student, trips to Moscow,
where young artists were introduced
to the best works of the Russian and
Western European art, became unfor-
gettable for her. They played a great
role in the development of her profes-
sionalism and growth.

As a second homeland for Yvgeniya
Adamova, simple and sincere people
of Turkmenistan became the main
theme described in her canvasses.
The painter’s artistic method was con-
tinued by the young generation of tal-
ented Turkmen artists who perceived
the mysteries of the fine arts from the

master’s bright works. High working
capacity allowed Yevgeniya Adamova
to remain in continuous creative
search until her old age, preserve the
dynamism and vigilance of life per-
ception in her works. Many years
have passed since the time when
Yevgeniya Adamova created her out-
standing canvasses. The greatness of
her talent continues practicing its
strong impact on the spectator even
today. And every time, walking in the
halls of the museum, a visitor unwill-
ingly stops in front of Adamova’s can-
vasses admiring the perfection of
painting and brightness of colors that
never fade.
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or millions of years, the mighty volca-
noes of the Central Anatolian Plateau
erupted and spewed their contents
across the land that would become the

cradle of civilization. Blessed with a moderate
climate and fertile soil, one of the world's earli-

est known communities was founded 10,000
years ago at Catalhoyuk along the river banks

of the Casambasuyu near Konya. Mankind's
first nature painting was found here and it
portrays the most recent eruption of
Hasan Dagi almost 9000 years ago.
Today, its snow capped peaks dominate

the Konya plain, awash in golden hues
where vast wheat fields blend subtly

with the ochre colored soil and the
monochromatic palette is inter-

rupted only where rivers flow
and tall poplars flaunt their

greenery. 
Another great volcano

rises in the distance to
the east of Hasan

Dagi. Once called
Mt. Argeus, the

awesome pres-
ence of Erciyes

Dagi inspired
legends as the

Symbol of Tolerance Where All Beliefs
Come Together in Peace

Kapadokya
Ancient
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"Abode of the gods" and the Persians built a Zoroastrian
fire temple nearby. These two ancient volcanoes mark
the western and eastern boundaries of a region known
for its curious volcanic landscape that has been relent-
lessly carved by nature and by the people who have
lived here. 'Fairy chimneys,' cones and strange rock for-
mations have been sculpted by wind and rain while sub-
terranean towns were excavated by a populace seeking
shelter from the conquerors and would-be conquerors
who crisscrossed the wide open steppes of the Central
Anatolian Plateau. Ancient Anatolian tribes, Assyrians,
Hittites, Phrygians, Turkic tribes from Central Asia,
Mongols, Persians, Syrians, Arabs, Kurds, Armenians,
Slavs, Greeks, Romans and Western Europeans have all
passed through leaving behind some of their traditions as
well as their genes and rendering Kapadokyans as exotic
as their surreal surroundings. 

Although the ancient kingdom of Kapadokya once
encompassed a much greater area, the name now refers
to the region east of Konya that is defined by Aksaray to
the west, Kayseri to the east, Nigde to the south and
Kirsehir to the north. Guide books and tour buses focus
on the underground cities of Kaymakli and Derinkuyu as
well as the rock formations and Byzantine churches
found within the triangular area bounded by Avanos,
Nevsehir and Urgup. For those who take the time to
explore the less traveled byways, Kapadokya is a land of

discovery. Away from Göreme, Zelve
and the major tourist sites, there are
partially excavated Hittite centers,
cavetowns and hundreds of churches
that are rarely seen, gorges to
explore and some of the most vivid,
pastoral scenes to be captured in all
of Turkey.

Aksaray is located on the
Melendiz Cayi (Melendiz River)
along the old trade route that con-
nected Persia to the Aegean Sea. It
was once the city of Garsaura that
was later renamed Archelais but little
of its ancient past survives. During
the Seljuk era (1071-1300), Aksaray
was transformed into an exemplary
Muslim city where a hospital and
schools were built. One of the first
two Islamic theological schools, the
Ibrahim Kadiroglu Medrese was built
here in the 12th century. The other
was built in Konya, one of Turkey's
oldest continuously inhabited cities
and the capital of the Seljuk
Sultanate of Rum. These and later
schools attracted some of the great-
est Islamic scientists, philosophers
and theologians of the age including
Mevlana Jelaluddin Rumi, the



favorite saint of Konya who escaped
the Mongol invasion of Afghanistan. 

The reign of Sultan Alaeddin
Keykubat I (1219 - 1236) brought
prosperity to the empire when he
renovated the long neglected road
system and constructed a series of
hans (inns) along the way. Generally,
they are massive fortress-like struc-
tures with impressive entrances
framed by intricately carved honey-
comb portals. Inside, a large court-
yard with a central mesjid (small
mosque) is surrounded by arched
porches where animals were tended.
Another portal leads to the living
quarters for travelers. Hans were
located about a days distance apart
by camel and they provided travelers
with food, lodging, entertainment,
and protection. Twenty four miles to
the west of Aksaray, the Sultan han
Caravanserai was the last overnight
stop before reaching Konya. It was
built about 1229 and has been par-
tially restored. The Agzikarahan
Caravanserai nine miles to the east of
Aksaray retains its original features
and is one of the best preserved in
the area. This somnolent farming

town now serves as a base for exploring the Ihlara Valley
or as a rest stop on the way to Kapadokya but during the
13th century, it was an enclave of culture, refinement
and scholarship that attracted visitors from all over the
known world including the great Spanish Muslim scholar
and mystic, Ibn El-Arabi. 

A few miles past Aksaray, a good road leads to the
main Nevsehir-Nigde highway by way of the Ihlara Valley
and Guzelyurt. Guzelyurt is one of the most tourist
friendly communities in Kapadokya with a multi-lingual
aide who seems to materialize out of nowhere and
whose job it is to assist visitors with practicalities like
parking, food and lodging. Villagers and children will
stop to chat and give directions to the 'antique city' of
the old Greek quarter where the mosque was once an
old Byzantine church that honored St. Gregory
Nazianzus. He was born and died nearby and is promi-
nent as one of the 4th century Kapadokyan Fathers who
defended the Nicene Creed against Arianism who did
not go along with the issue pertaining to the Divinity of
Jesus Christ. 

Formerly known as Karballa then Gelvere, Guzelyurt
means 'beautiful land.' It is built on the cliffs surrounding
a narrow gorge that is but a small appendage of the
more impressive Ihlara Gorge. There are over fifty rock
cut churches inside Monastery Valley which lies beyond
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the old village, past semi-troglodytic houses that line a
narrow, winding road. People still live in these old cave
dwellings and visitors are apt to see women baking bread
in 400 year old communal ovens or children making
mud pies on the roofs of their cliff houses carved in the
rocks below. Guzelyurt has been declared a conservation
area requiring new buildings to be constructed of natural
stone so as to maintain its distinct Kapadokyan architec-
ture. The boxy, stone buildings with flat roofs and large
arched doorways are more similar to houses of Northern
Syria and Upper Mesopotamia than to structures in other
parts of Turkey. This is hardly surprising because the ear-
liest mention of Kapadokyans by Herodotus in the 5th
century BC refers to them as 'Syrians.' 

The Melendiz River finds its source in the numerous
springs of the Melendiz Daglari and the adjacent Hasan
Dagi to its west. These mountains comprise a series of
currently inactive volcanoes that, over millions of years,
deposited a thick layer (1500 feet) of volcanic lava, ash
and mud. This material hardened to form a soft volcanic
rock known as tufa which was overlaid with a thinner
layer of hard basalt. With the passing of time, the
Melendiz River has carved a steep sided gorge on its way
toward the marshes of Toz Golu (Salt Lake) leaving
behind expanses of flat, basalt topped plateaus that char-
acterize this region. Further erosion of the basalt layer

expresses itself in the surrealistic
landscape of Kapadokya but in the
Ihlara Valley (Peristrema), rock cones
are only seen near Yaprakhisar and
Selime. 

Throughout the years, this verdant
valley has remained relatively
untouched by the tides of invaders
that have swept the land. Sheltered
by a natural barrier, the massive
Hasan Dagi to the south, the valley is
located away from the major travel
routes that are still evidenced by the
main roads from Aksaray to Kayseri
and Kirsehir to Nigde. It has there-
fore served as a physical and an
intellectual oasis for the people who
have lived here. Hittites found refuge
from the Phrygian invaders while
early Christian monks sought its iso-
lation in a remote corner of the king-
dom during the 2nd century Roman
persecutions and were later sheltered
from the Arab invasions in the 7th
and 8th centuries. 

The valley became an important
center of monasticism that lasted
from the 4th to the 14th centuries.
There are an estimated 150 churches
and several monasteries in the
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wonderful place for exploration. The children know the
hidden entryways and they offer some of the most
incredible 'tours' to be found in Kapadokya as they share
their extraordinary playground, scampering up tracks
through the rocks to a labyrinth of caves and tunnels that
open to unexpected hideaways. 

Only nine miles from Ihlara, the village of Helvadere
sits among the foothills of Hasan Dagi. Its peaks are both
over 10,000 feet high and its northern face is threaded
with ribbons of snow where ravines have etched the
mighty volcano. The mountain beckons for it abounds in
secrets and legends. It has witnessed the comings and
goings of Central Anatolia since the dawn of civilization.
Roman ruins, Byzantine churches and Seljuk graves lay
scattered along its northern slopes and mountain villagers
tell tales of intriguing snake legends. In his book, Caves
of God: Kapadokya and Its Churches, Spiro Kostof inter-
prets the symbolism of the paintings in the Yilani Kilise
(Snake Church) located across the bridge from the Tourist
Pavilion in the Ihlara gorge. For one painting, he suggests
that a woman is being punished for not nursing her chil-
dren because 2 snakes are attached to her nipples. It
seems likely that the real meaning may be hidden within
the snake legends of these mountain people. While we
long to uncover the secrets of Hasan Dagi, there is only
enough time for a half an hour hike behind Helvadere to

canyon between the villages of Ihlara
and Selime. A walk through the tran-
quil 14 km gorge is a delight. The
dappled light under poplars and wild
olive trees as well as the constant
murmur of the water provide relief
from an unrelenting sun and the
monotony of endless wheat fields
that make up the Kapadokyan land-
scape. Near villages, the river contin-
ues to be the focus of village life:
women wash their laundry amid
chatter and laughter, children splash
nearby and shepherds bring their
animals for a drink. 

The main churches are marked
although a few have been closed to
the public. The most popular church-
es are those in the canyon area
between the villages of Belisirma and
Ihlara. However, Yaprakhisar and
Selime are more interesting architec-
turally with stone houses that extend
into the rock caves. The village of
Selime is named after the sultan
whose conical tomb stands on the
river's bank and numerous facades
are carved into the cliffs at
Yaprakhisar. For the adventurous, the
entire length of the Ihlara Valley is a
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visit the ruins of Viransehir (Destroyed City). There was a
large monastic complex here and remnants of a
Byzantine fortress and two churches can be seen. 

A drive through the region to the
north of the Aksaray-Nevsehir road is to
visit the true heart of Turkey. Numerous
farming communities are located
along the streams and rivers that
empty into the stalwart Kizilirmak,
Turkey's longest river
that is over 800 miles
in length. Farming in
Turkey is generally
highly mechanized,
but here, reapers still
wield the scythe and
plants are sometimes
hand-watered with
scoops dipped into
nearby irrigation
canals. When the
sun reaches its
zenith, workers
gather under
shade trees
for their
midday
meal and

a well earned rest in a scene reminis-
cent of Bruegel's 16th century paint-
ing, "The Harvesters." This centuries
old way of life continues, seemingly
indifferent to the encroachment of
mass tourism. 

There are cavetowns and rock for-
mations scattered within this area.
Tatlarinkoy boasts an extensive semi-
troglodytic complex but only a few
caves are available to the public. The

small Byzantine church has
not been vandalized

The valley
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center of
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and its original colors remain rich
and vibrant. A typical cave dwelling
with several rooms can be explored
and it is complete with 'telephone' (a
special chute for talking to those on
another level), toilet, kitchen, shelves
and a large, solid, wheel-shaped rock
that serves as a rolling door. Above
the doorway is a compartment from
which to attack an intruder who may
have broken through the barrier. The
main features of this cave dwelling
are duplicated throughout
Kapadokya. In Tatlarinkoy, cave
entrances speckle the surrounding
cliffs carved by the Acisu River. Some
caves are used by farmers for food
storage and animal shelters but many
seem to have been completely aban-
doned. 

Kayseri was already an ancient
Hittite settlement called Mazaca
when it was renamed Caesarea of
Kapadokya by the Romans in the 1st
century AD. Nearby, archaeological
excavations at Kultepe have revealed
that the area was first occupied
around 4000 BC and known as
Kanesh in ancient times. It was a
powerful commercial trade and min-
ing center around 2000 BC and
4000 year old Assyrian silver mines
can still be seen there. Most of the
artifacts from Kultepe are housed in
the Archaeological Museum in
Kayseri. 

During Byzantine times, Caesarea
Mazaca maintained its prominence
as a city of commerce and trade as
well as a major metallurgical center
that specialized in the manufacture
of heavy cavalry armor. Its schools
were ranked with those of Athens,
Alexandria and Constantinople. It
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must have been an affluent city because historical refer-
ences have been made to its beautiful homes, elegant cui-
sine and the many almshouses that were built by St. Basil
the Great, another Kapadokyan Father and friend of St.
Gregory Nazianzus. Much of its Byzantine years have been
lost because the city was razed in the 11th century when
it was captured by the Seljuk Turks and it lay abandoned
for fifty years. Ruins of a 4th century monastery and
Justinian's 6th century citadel that has been extensively
renovated by the Seljuk and Ottoman Turks, still remain.
Surprisingly, one of Caesarea Mazaca's culinary traditions
has survived. They developed a type of cured beef called
paston which was introduced to Hungary and Romania as
pastirma by the conquering Turks. It was then adapted and
carried to New York as pastrami by Jewish immigrants. 

Under the Seljuks, Kayseri became prominent once
again as the second most important city in the empire
with many architecturally important structures. Theological
schools, a medical school and hospitals were built here. As
an important center of learning and commerce, Kayseri
attracted an intellectual elite, merchants, tradesmen and
skilled artisans. Today, Kayseri is a university town, a major
agricultural center and enjoys a bustling trade in carpets
and kilims. 

Birds of the Reed Forests
To the south of Kayseri and Erciyes Dagi, the

Sultansazligi or the Sultan Marshes is an extensive wet-



Golu but boat rides on the various
lakes can generally be negotiated
from any of the villages that surround
the area. 

Underground Cities
Although referred to as "cities," the

underground communities of
Kapadokya probably served as tem-
porary shelters rather than as perma-
nent hidden cities. The incessant
darkness is hardly conducive to life
and some of the passageways are lit-
tle more than crawling spaces that
would have been intolerable in long-
term situations. No one is certain as
to the number of underground com-
munities that exist or even by whom
they were built. 
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land area that envelops the Develi Plain. The road from
Kayseri to the town of Develi affords a very scenic drive
following the Karasu River to Tekir Yaylasi where a popu-
lar ski center is located on the eastern slopes of Erciyes
Dagi. The road then descends the southern slopes of the
mountain where the entire Sultan Marshes ecosystem
spreads itself beneath the majestic, snow-capped moun-
tain. On closer view, reeds sway to gentle breezes, irides-
cent blue waters shimmer in the sunlight and masses of
pink flamingoes cavort in Yay Golu. 

This wetland area consists of two reed-covered fresh-
water lakes, Egrigol and Col Golu, to the north and south
of the Develi Plain, Yay Golu, a saltwater lake between
them, as well as the surrounding marshlands. It is the
largest wetland ecosystem in Turkey and is fed by numer-
ous springs and streams from the surrounding mountains.
Its location at the juncture of three continents makes it
an important breeding ground for birds and over 250
species are found here. While the Sultan Marshes are of
special interest to ornithologists, the pink flamingoes of
Yay Golu are as impressive to most travelers as those on
Lake Nakuru in Kenya or Lake Manyara in Tanzania. 

There is a lookout tower at Ovaciftlik just east of the
Kayseri-Nigde highway along the connecting road to
Yahyali, a village where local women weave distinctive
patterned carpets of world renown. The villages of
Sindelhuyuk near Develi and Ovaciftlik are convenient
for making arrangements to view the flamingoes of Yay
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The two largest communities that
have been unearthed are located at
Kaymakli and Derinkuyu, 20 and 30
km south of Nevsehir on the
Nevsehir-Nigde road. It is thought
that the Hittites may have excavated
the first few levels in the rock when
they came under attack from the
Phrygians around 1200 BC.
However, some archaeologists
believe that the oldest caves, those
hewn with stone rather than metal
tools, are substantially older. These
chambers were later expanded into
an extensive troglodytic complex by
Christians escaping the Arab inva-
sions of the 7th and 8th centuries. 

Discreet entrances give way to
elaborate subterranean systems with
air shafts, waste shafts, wells, chim-

neys and connecting passageways. The upper levels were
used for living quarters while the lower levels were used
for storage, wine making, flour grinding and worship in
simple chapels. Everywhere, walls have been blackened
from the use of torches. There is a connecting tunnel
between Kaymakli and Derinkuyu that allowed three
people to walk through at the same time but it is not
available to the public as parts of the tunnel have col-
lapsed. 

0nly 10 km. to the east of Kaymakli is another cave
town at Mazikoy that may be connected with Derinkuyu
but this remains to be proven. This community was built
within the walls of a cliff. Unlike Kaymakli and
Derinkuyu, there are no stairs or grades that pass from
one level to the next. Instead, the different levels are
well defined with connecting tunnels through which peo-
ple climbed up or let themselves down by means of
footholds carved into the walls of the shafts. Mazikoy is
often bypassed because it is a smaller community, its
location is away from the main road and a certain agili-
ty is required to fully appreciate its features. 

Rock Cut Churches and Monasteries
Many settlements in Kapadokya were established pri-

marily as monastic communities. As Bishop of Caesarea
Mazaca in the 4th century, St. Basil the Great wrote the
rules for monastic life that are still followed by monks
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subjected. The large inner courtyard
boasts high walls surrounded by
monastic rooms and storage cham-
bers. The main church is spacious
and airy and its well-preserved fres-
coes are considered to be the best
example of Byzantine art in all of
Kapadokya. 

Pigeon Houses
Near Uchisar is a valley that has

become quite popular with hikers. It
is known by many names (Valley of
the Pigeon Lofts, Dovecote Valley,
Pigeon Valley) but they all refer to
the thousands of pigeon houses that
have been carved into the soft tufa
since ancient times. Although they
can be found throughout Kapadokya,
they are especially plentiful in this
valley which must have one of the
greatest collections of pigeon lofts in
the world. They were carved wher-
ever space allowed including aban-
doned caves and the walls of col-
lapsed churches. They lack the archi-
tectural interest of the doo cots of
Scotland or the elaborate Persian
pigeon towers but their sheer num-
bers are astonishing. In Kapadokya,
pigeons have long been a source of
food and fertilizer. The advent of
chemical fertilizers has reduced the
use of pigeon fertilizer. However,
some farmers still maintain their lofts
because they insist that the reputa-
tion of Kapadokyan fruits as the
sweetest and most succulent in
Turkey is entirely due to the pigeons'
droppings.

.........................................................
Source: Turkey Travel Guide

and nuns of the Greek Orthodox Church. He advocated
community life, prayer and physical labor rather than the
solitary asceticism that was popular at the time and it
was under his guidance that the first churches were built
in Göreme Valley. Here, a number of small communities
with their own churches formed the large monastic com-
plex that is now the Open Air Museum. Hundreds of
churches are reported to have been built in this valley
but no churches from St. Basil's time remain. In Göreme,
the Tokali Kilise or the "Buckle Church" is easily the
loveliest of the churches with graceful arches and beauti-
ful frescoes. 

The most impressive monastery in Kapadokya is the
Eskigumus Monastery to the east of Nigde off the
Kayseri-Nigde road. It is the most southerly of the
Kapadokyan monasteries and lies close to the route
taken by the Arabs who traversed the Tarsus Mountains
from the south in the 7th century. This route follows the
Tarsus River through a precipitous defile called the Gulek
Bogazi. It was known in the ancient world as the Cicilian
Gates and was used by Alexander the Great in his east-
ward campaign against the Persians. The nondescript
entrance to the Eskigumus Monastery was designed to
shield the monastery complex from invaders passing by.
It was so successful that the monastery was not discov-
ered until 1963, having escaped the vandalism to which
many of the Kapadokyan churches and monasteries were
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