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Preface

TO WRITE A BOOK on Central Asian civilisation without imposing some
limits either to the area, to certain periods of history, or to the subject
discussed, tends to be an almost unmanageable task.

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

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

Finally, each of the three subjects mentioned in the sub-title -
Archaeology, Art, and Architecture - is certainly worth a book on its
own. But my objective has been to provide the reader who chooses to
travel in these parts with a comprehensive guide rather than with an
exhaustive and detailed study. I therefore accept in advance any reproof
of superficiality and incompleteness.

I have tried to concentrate on my main subject — Central Asia proper,
or, using again the old name, Russian Turkestan. Part I should give the
reader some information — in a very condensed form - about the
character of the country, its history, and its pattern of civilisation. I have
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thought it useful to add a chapter on Sources. The list is, of course, far
from complete, but I hope that at least the most important works are
mentioned.

Sites and Monuments, which form Part II, Chapters 5 to 9, can be
found, with some exceptions, in oases or irrigated areas on rivers with
a permanent flow of water, and along the main trade-routes. It is
therefore quite natural that the division into chapters follows this pattern,
and a survey of sites from different periods is given under each heading.
This may seem cumbersome, but the opposite principle, i.e. listing sites
of the same period regardless of distance and geographical conditions,
would run, to my mind, into even greater difficulties. Apart from
the obvious disadvantages to the traveller, it would be difficult to show
the similarity of development of one area in different periods of history,
as was the case, for instance, of Khorezm. Also, it would not be possible
to follow the continuity of certain local traditions in architecture, in
ornamentation, etc., which are typical of each oasis.

Chapters 10 and 11, on Sinkiang (Chinese Turkestan) and Afghanistan
respectively, have been added specifically to demonstrate the historical
and cultural connexions between the three countries. Only the relevant
sites have been listed and briefly described.

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

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



As for local names in the U.S.S.R., I had to accept the current
transcriptions — for example, dzh or zh for j - although it may scem
rather clumsy. On the other hand, I have not accepted the Russian form
of palatalised consonants which, I think, is not applicable to any of the
languages concerned (Pyandzhikent-Pendzhikent, Kalyan-Kalan, etc.).

The tourist in the Soviet Union cannot expect unrestricted freedom
of movement. Some of the sites and cities mentioned in this book were
accessible to foreigners at the time of writing, while others were not.
The practice of granting permits varies, and before making travel
arrangements, the authorities, both British and Russian, should be
consulted. These factors apart, some sites are almost inaccessible and it
may require a good deal of organisation to get to them.

Last, but not least, I wish to express my thanks to the staff of the
Central Asian Research Centre in London, and in particular to its
ex-Director, Colonel Geoffrey Wheeler, and to Miss Ann Sheahy, for
their help with my research and for the use of their library.

London, October 1971 E.K.
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Beyond the Oxus

Archacology, Art and
Architecture of

CENTRAL ASIA
EDGAR KNOBLOCH

This is a full account of the historical
and cultural development of Western
Turkestan, an intriguing crossroads of
civilisation, a land roughly between
the Amu Darya and Syr Darya
rivers, bounded on the west by the
Aral Sea and on the south-east by the
Pamir mountains.

The book begins with a description of
the land, its peoples, and their
history. Four major invasions—
Greek, Arab, Mongol, and Russian—
together with Persian, Turkish, and
Chinese cultural influences, have
made their mark on the region. The
Great Silk Route to the West ran
through it. There is an interesting
interaction between nomad and urban
civilisations and the Renaissance
under Timur and his successors
brought a profusion of artistic and
architectural styles and ornament,
Mr Knobloch describes the main
centres of civilisation: Khorezm, rich
in sites and monuments; the
Zarafshan valley, with Samarkand
and Bukhara; Turkmenia, with Merv,
cultural capital for the lands west of
the Oxus; the Amu Darya valley and
southern Tadzhikistan; the Syr Darya
and Ferghana valleys, with Kokand
and Tashkent; Sinkiang; and
Afghanistan. A )
Throughout, Mr Knobloch spices his
text with quotations from the works
of contemporary tl.'avellers. He also
explains the technical aspects of
architecture and ornamentation.
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