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The Heritage of Bukhara
NASSIM SHARIPOV AND SELMA AL-RADI

A
famous Japanese humanist of the twentieth century said: “Nothing brings us as close to

understanding other people as touching their cultural roots”. Learning about and pre-
serving the cultural heritage of Central Asian people is an enormous and highly impor-

tant task. Over the centuries caravans of camels came out of China headed towards Europe, six

thousand kilometres away. In spite of dangers, they went through the deserts, waterless steppes and

mountain paths of Central Asia carrying all kind of goods – the most valuable and expensive be-
ing silk. Chinese masters kept the secret of producing silk carefully guarded. Because of it, the nine-
teenth-century German geographer and geologist, Ferdinand von Richthofen, called the caravan

routes connecting the East and the West the “Silk Road”. The Silk Road played a great role in the

development of urban civilisation and in creating trade relations between the countries along its path.

Movement along the Silk Road was responsible for the creation of a distinctive and unique transcon-
tinental culture. Famous architectural monuments, craft items of great masters, were not only im-
portant from an economic point of view, they also depicted the philosophy of striving to secure

knowledge of the world, and of the culture of other nations. Bukhara, in Uzbekistan, is one of the

most ancient cities in the world, and one of the most important cultural and economic centres on

the Silk Road. For twenty-five centuries the city made a significant contribution to the development

of material culture and was a mediator between East and West. Bukhara was a capital of a vast

state and one of the important centres of the Muslim East. It is a homeland of great thinkers, po-
ets and architects, such as Imam Al-Bukhari, Mohammed Narshaki, Daqiqi, Avicenna, Ruda-
ki, Ahmad Danish, Abid, Sadriddin Aini and many others.

A dense pattern of low buildings creates an original composition that represents the background

for the monuments and architectural complexes of the city. Narrow winding streets, which lead to

the group of monuments, expose them in an unexpected way and create surprise at their scale and

architecture. When one approaches the city from the northern or north-western gates the beautiful

silhouette of ancient Bukhara is visible. Visitors call Bukhara a “museum under the open sky”.

With a population of no more than three hundred thousand people Bukhara boasts more than five

hundred architectural monuments of different styles and schools. The monuments are preserved

in their original context and are in harmony with the city’s modern structure. 
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twentieth century the main façade was cleaned up to 4.5 metres, explaining its present appearance.

The Magak-i Attar Mosque is a unique example of the architecture of Central Asia during the

Karakhanid dynasty. 

CHASHMA AYUB

This monument is called a mausoleum, but it is not one. According to legend, Ayub, or the Bib-
lical figure Job, came to this waterless area. He struck his staff on the ground and a well (chashma)

of water appeared. The water was considered medicinal. The reverence of Job is of course con-
nected with the pre-Islamic period and the cult of water. The building was erected in 1390 during

the rule of Timur. 

MADRASA OF ULUGH BEG

Ulugh Beg was a grandson of Tamerlane, who ruled from 1409 to 1449. Known as a scientist and

patron of sciences, he erected several madrasas in various cities, the first of these in 1415 in Bukhara.

It has modest dimensions, but the style is harmonious and characteristic of the architecture of the

Timurid Renaissance. The name of the architect is known – Ismail bin Tahir bin Mahmud Isfa-
hani – the descendant of a master brought from Iran by Tamerlane. 

Much of the architecture linked to trade along the Silk Road survives in Bukhara. The Taqi-
Zargaran – or “Jewellers Dome” – is located near Poi-Kalon Square. It was mentioned in the be-
ginning of the sixteenth century and was obviously erected in the time of the Timurids with fur-
ther transformation in the reign of Abdullah Khan. It was built at the intersection of two streets,

its entrances outlined with arched portals. The huge dome rises above the inner space surrounded

by more than thirty trade and craft stalls under the smaller cupolas, where jewellery was produced

and sold. Further along in the same market area the Tim of Abdullah Khan is located. It is a trade

construction for the sale of silk, its closed square space covered with domes. The central dome is

particularly present and there are galleries around it, covered by many smaller domes. The arched

niches divide the space into fifty-eight separate stalls. Another significant commercial structure is

the Taqi-Telpak Forushon – “The Cupola of the Headdress Sellers”. The architect of this struc-
ture had the difficult task of erecting it on the intersection of several streets at random angles. The

building is crowned by a cupola with a row of windows at its base, giving uniform light. This

complex leads to the Taqi-Sarrafan – or “Money Changers Dome”. The central dome is based on

four strong intersecting arches, which are visible outside showing its engineering. The shops of the

money changers, who played a great role in the trading life of Bukhara, were below it.

In the eighteenth century, Central Asia faced social and economic decline and construction of monu-
ments came to a halt. In 1712, just opposite the fortress, a mosque was nonetheless built which was

finished at the beginning of the twentieth century. In front of the mosque there is a water reservoir

MAUSOLEUM OF THE SAMANIDS

Built in the ninth to tenth centuries on the orders of Ismail Samani, the great ruler and landown-
er of the Mavera-un-nahr lands, this mausoleum was erected as a family (dynasty) crypt. Accord-
ing to the rules of early Islam it was forbidden to build any kind of construction over a grave, but

this rule was broken by caliphs from Bagdad in the middle of the ninth century. This mausoleum

is very modest in size, but gives the impression of a monumental building, achieved through sim-
plicity of forms, accuracy and decorative decoration. A cubic volume is set up on a square plat-
form and crowned by a hemispherical dome, with four small oval cupolas at the corners, and an

arched gallery. All its façades are identical.

KALYAN MINARET AND MOSQUE

This minaret is the main vertical element in the silhouette of Bukhara, visible from most of the city.

Completed in 1127 it is forty-six metres high and is an example of near perfect engineering. The

minaret is crowned by a sixteen-arched rotunda – up to which the muezzin climbed using a spir-
al staircase to call the people to prayer. There seems to have been one more conical element, but on-
ly a small part of it has been preserved. The twelfth-century mosque is located near the minaret,

but it fell into decline during the Mongol invasion (pls. 49, 54, 55). In the fifteenth century restor-
ation work was undertaken. At that time the majolica panel of the main building of the mosque

– maqsura and mihrab – was laid out, and the name of the craftsman, Bayazid, survived. When the

Uzbek dynasty of the Sheybanids came to power in the sixteenth century the mosque was radical-
ly rebuilt in 1514. The name of the mosque and the minaret is “Kalyan”, which translates as “great”

and relates to the size of the monuments. 

MIR-I ARAB MADRASA

Located just opposite the Kalyan Mosque, this madrasa was built on the orders of the influential

Sheikh Mir-i Arab and finished in 1535/1556 (pls. 51, 57). The building was erected on a high

platform to elevate it above the square. The madrasa was built in a traditional composition and style.

The architectural decor of the main and courtyard façades with carved and multicoloured mo-
saics is especially beautiful. Geometrical and tiny stylised floral ornament, and refined inscrip-
tions (suls) with intricate interweaving of words are distributed on the wall, arches and other parts

of the building. 

MAGAK-I ATTAR MOSQUE

Built on the site of a pre-Islamic temple, the name of this mosque includes the ancient word “Mag”

(Zoroaster priest) or “Mogh” (the god of the Moon). Archaeological work shows that during the

Samanid period a mosque was erected here, but in the twelfth century it was rebuilt. The level of

the floor was raised and the main façade was decorated then. In the sixteenth century the mosque

was again rebuilt and was partially buried underground, since the level of the streets rose. In the
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es. The majority of these monuments are concentrated in the town centre. A ‘passport’ including

plans and elevations, old photos, a description of its physical state, and its restoration history was

made up for each of these identified locations. Restoration efforts concentrated on the major monu-
ments and a number of modern eyesores were razed, creating open spaces that permit better view-
ing of the historical buildings. Great care was taken to reconstitute the original decor wherever pos-
sible, including glazed tiles, paintings or carved bricks. Prior to a 1976 earthquake, only tradition-
al materials were used in restoration work, but new regulations after that date required the use of

reinforced concrete for load-bearing walls and portals. A gradual return to traditional materials

was made thereafter, however. 

A large number of architects worked on the monuments of Bukhara, all employees of the Institute

of Restoration in Tashkent. The Ministry of Culture in Tashkent supplied contractors, engineers

and other specialists, and very little use was made of foreign consultants. The restoration work in

Bukhara, which in fact began as early as the 1920s after the Bolshevik bombardments, has contin-
ued since the fall of the Soviet Union. In 1996, there were forty restoration projects underway or

planned in the city. Although private donations are made, they usually amount to no more than one

percent of the budget for the renovations. The labour force employed on these projects is local, with

the specialised craftsmen, or ustas, usually belonging to a family with a long history in that craft.

The old town of Bukhara functions well. It is used continuously by the people who live in the im-
mediate vicinity as well as by the more general population. Sunday bazaars draw crowds of thou-
sands of people, and it can be said that on the whole the restoration efforts have been highly suc-
cessful. One threat to the historic monuments of the city is the rising level of saline ground water

that has infiltrated and damaged many walls. A large number of monuments in Bukhara is cov-
ered with a film of salt along their lower walls and very few trees can survive given the salinity of

this ground water. Although technical solutions have been proposed to ease this difficulty, their cost

is such that the Uzbek government has not been able to finance them. 

As a whole, the combination of community effort and technical expertise represented in this pro-
ject deserves high praise. The civic pride and enhanced cultural identity that are the outgrowth of

this work demonstrate that a legacy can be more than a museum or a tourist destination. It can be-
come an important part of the living present, to be used and enjoyed by residents and visitors alike;

a continuing inspiration for new architecture and urbanism.

This text was adapted from a Technical Review Summary presented to the Aga Khan Award for Architecture in 1995 
by Selma al-Radi.

For illustrations of Bukhara, the reader is referred to pls. 49-57.

which gave its name to the whole complex, Bala Hauz. In 1917 a famous Bukhara craftsman,

Usta Shirin Muradov, erected a small minaret here which is a copy of the Kalyan Minaret. 

In 1807 Khalif Niyazkul, a rich Turkmen, built the small Char-Minar madrasa (pl. 56) to the west

of the Ulugh Beg madrasa and the madrasa of Abdul-Aziz Khan (pls. 52, 53). The architecture of

this monument differs from the traditional style. There is a small courtyard with a pond covered by

stone. The palace of the last ruler of Bukhara lies outside the city. There are in fact two palaces, one

built at the end of the nineteenth century and the other in 1912-1914. The architecture of the palace

is a mixture of European and Asian architectural forms. The old palace was built by the crafts-
man Khodzha Gaflı, and the new one by Abid Rahim Khaitov with the participation of two

Russian engineers Sakovich and Margulis. 

The Restoration of the Old City of Bukhara

Bukhara is located five hundred kilometres south-west of Tashkent and two hundred kilometres

west of Samarkand. Founded in the middle of the first millennium BC, Bukhara became an im-
portant commercial, artistic and intellectual centre after its conquest by the Arabs in 709 AD. De-
stroyed by Genghis Khan in 1226, the importance of the city decreased in proportion to that of the

Silk Road after reviving in the sixteenth century. An independent emirate from 1753 to 1868, it was

then incorporated as a vassal state by Tsarist Russia. Bolshevik forces took Bukhara after the First

World War and a number of its monuments suffered damage at that time. Uzbekistan declared its

independence in 1990 and Bukhara became a provincial capital. Situated on the edge of the

Kizilkum desert, the city has an arid climate and is mainly made of low-rise brick structures. The

Soviet-era new city surrounds the old with a ring of concrete high-rises. A restoration programme

for the old city was begun by the USSR in the 1970s, in the hope of developing tourism. The Insti-
tute of Restoration of the Ministry of Culture in Tashkent undertook research work on the his-
tory of significant monuments and made up detailed drawings and project outlines for each one.

Aside from restoration, buildings had basic utilities added, but no new additions were permitted.

Since there were few practicing Muslims after fifty years of Soviet rule, new ‘politically correct’

functions had to be found for most of the structures. 

997 historical monuments were identified in the immediate region of Bukhara, of which some five

hundred were located within the walls of the town. These included twenty-four madrasas, forty-
eight mosques, fourteen caravanserais, nine mausoleums, eight archaeological sites and 265 hous-
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49-57. Restoration Institute of Uzbekistan 
and Restoration Office of the Municipality 
of Bukhara, the restoration of Bukhara Old City,
completed in 1995.

49. Kalyan Mosque Complex (1127), Bukhara,
Uzbekistan.

50. Divan Begi Madrasa (1622), Bukhara,
Uzbekistan.

51. Mir-i Arab Madrasa (1535/1556), 
Bukhara, Uzbekistan.

52, 53. Abdul-Aziz Khan Madrasa (1651/1652),
Bukhara, Uzbekistan.
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54, 55. Kalyan Mosque Complex (1127), 
Bukhara, Uzbekistan.

56. Char-Minar Madrasa (1807), 
Bukhara, Uzbekistan.

57. Mir-i Arab Madrasa (1535/1556), 
Bukhara, Uzbekistan.




