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Annotation: Uzbekistan, a landlocked gem in Central Asia, is a treasure trove
of ancient wonders, where the echoes of history reverberate through its majestic
landscapes and architectural marvels. From the bustling markets of Tashkent to the
legendary Silk Road cities of Samarkand, Bukhara, and Khiva, Uzbekistan offers a
journey through time, where the past intertwines seamlessly with the present. At the
heart of Uzbekistan's allure lies its rich historical legacy, shaped by a convergence of
cultures, religions, and empires. Traversed by the fabled Silk Road, Uzbekistan served
as a crossroads of civilizations, where merchants, scholars, and conquerors left
indelible marks on its cultural landscape. The remnants of these interactions are evident
in the diverse architectural styles, intricate artwork, and vibrant traditions that
characterize the region.
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Uzbekistan is a country that holds a very special place in my heart. | grew up in
Uzbekistan but left due to political issues in 2006, so returning to Uzbekistan was like
coming home. It was wonderful to be able to cross the border without a visa — since
the death of former president Karimov, the Uzbek government has been making big
changes to promote tourism, including unilaterally declaring liberalizations in visa
policy. UK citizens (that’s me!) can now enter Uzbekistan for 30 days visa-free.
Americans can enter for five days if they enter and leave the country via Uzbek Airlines
and otherwise qualify for simple e-visas that are good for 30 days.

The following resource combines short histories of four of Uzbekistan’s major
cities, written by SRAS Assistant Director Josh Wilson, with my experience traveling
to three of those great and ancient Uzbek cities as part of SRAS’ Central Asian
Studies program.

Bukhara
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A Brief History of Bukhara

Bukhara is estimated to be about 2300 years old. It was conquered by Alexander
the Great and was also once ruled by the Kushan Empire. However, when the Samanids
later came into power, they created a large feudal state, with Bukhara as its capital. It
was part of what came to be called the Golden Road, the meeting point of the northern
and southern branches of the Great Silk Road, and hence a great center for commerce,
religion, and culture.

In Sanskrit, Bukhara means “Monastery,” and was revered the Medieval Muslim
East as a stronghold of the faith. In the 10th century, Bukhara became a scientific and
cultural center, home to famous poets like Rudaki and Dakiki, and Avicenna, the great
scientist and physician.

By the mid 19th century, Russia and Britain were both trying to gain control of
Central Asia: Russia from the north and Britain from India in the south. Isolated since
the time of the Silk Routes, Central Asia had not seen Western visitors for hundreds of
years. Although Russia gained control of much of the region by 1868, Bukhara
managed to keep its Emir as the master of the city. Inside the high walls, a strong anti-
westerner sentiment was always present, fanned by the Emir himself. In 1918 the
Russian revolution spread to Uzbekistan, but Bukhara never really fell into the fold
until the city was almost destroyed and thousands of people were massacred by the Red
Army on September 6, 1920.

Although Soviet rule lasted until 1991, the city never lost its Eastern culture and
atmosphere, or its independent spirit. With more than 140 architectural monuments
dating back to the Middle Ages, Bukhara is today a “museum town” with lots of history
to see.

Bukhara’s ancient mud-brick fortress.
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The edge of a markétplace in Bukhara,

Samarkand

A Brief History of Samarkand

Samarkand was founded at the same time as Babylon, Memphis, Athens, and
Rome — almost 2500 years ago. It has been called the “Pearl of the Muslim World,”
“Eden of Ancient East,” and “Rome of the East.”

Samarkand has been conquered many times — by Alexander the Great, Genghis
Khan, and Tamerlane, for instance. Tamerlane made it his capital and named it the
“Center of the Universe.” Here was a mix of those from Iran, India, Persia, and
Mongolia, and being the central part of the Silk Road, was additionally influenced by
China, the Middle East, and Europe. Samarkand saw its glory at the height of trade on
the Silk Road, beginning in the 2nd century and lasting until the 16th century.

In May 1868, Samarkand fell to the Russian Empire, caught up in what is now
known as The Great Game. Under Russian rule the city changed its face; buildings and
walls were torn down and the city was turned into a Russian military fortress. After the
Russian Revolution, Samarkand became capital of the Uzbek Soviet Socialist
Republic.

Despite the destruction of the early Russian era and the Soviet “imports” of
factories and concrete buildings, the city remains one of the most historical and
beautiful in Central Asia. Today, the independent Uzbek Republic is working to bring
back the glory and beauty of its ancient pearl.
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Beautiful architecture in Samarkand

Tashkent

A Brief History of Tashkent

Tashkent, or at least the region around it, has been home to humans for over
3,000 years. There is no written record of a settlement, however until Arabs took
control of the area in the 8th century A.D. and the city flourished with trade along the
silk route.

The Arabs remained in control until the arrival of Ghengis Khan in the 13th
century. By this time it had already become one of the largest and most influential cities
in Central Asia. With the fall of Ghengis Khan, the city passed to the control of
Tamerlain. By 1449, Tamerlain’s great empire fell into anarchy, and the city eventually
came under the control of the Khanate of Kokhand.

By 1865, Russian forces controlled the city and made it the capital of Russian
Turkistan. When the Central Soviet Government broke Turkistan up into several
regions, Tashkent replaced Samarkand as the capital of the Uzbek SSR in 1930, and
today it is the capital of an independent Uzbekistan.

The largest city in Central Asia, Tashkent boasts the region’s only subway
system, and is a splendid mix of old and new. The city was partially destroyed in a
1966 earthquake, and efforts continue even today to rebuild the old section of the city.
As it is the largest center for cotton production in Asia, amongst certain age groups, it
is hard to find someone who didn’t travel to Tashkent as a Soviet youth to work in the
cotton fields for a summer.

As the main transportation hub (both air and rail) for Central Asia, most travelers
to the region will likely pass through Tashkent.
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Tashkent is a mixture of old and new
Conclusion

In conclusion, Uzbekistan stands as a testament to the enduring legacy of
humanity's quest for knowledge, trade, and cultural exchange. From its ancient cities
steeped in history to its vibrant traditions and warm hospitality, Uzbekistan invites
travelers to embark on a journey through time, where the past is brought to life amidst
the beauty of the present. As the sun sets over the desert horizon, casting a golden glow
upon the minarets and domes of its timeless cities, Uzbekistan remains a testament to
the resilience and ingenuity of the human spirit across the ages.
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