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Samarkand is one of the oldest inhabited cities in the world, prospering from its location on the Silk Road trade route 
between China and Europe. At times Samarkand has been the greatest city of Central Asia, and for much of its history 
it has been under Persian rule. Founded circa 700 BC it was the capital of the Sogdian satrapy under the Achmenid 
Dynasty of Persia when Alexander the Great conquered it in 329 BC.  
 
Today Samarkand is the third-largest city in Uzbekistan and the capital of Samarkand Province. In 2001 UNESCO 
inscribed the 2700-year-old city on the World Heritage List as Samarkand - Crossroads of Cultures.  
 

 

 
The historic town of Samarkand is a crossroad and melting pot of 
the world's cultures. Founded in the 7th century B.C., Samarkand 
had its most significant development in the Timurid period from 
the 14th to the 15th centuries. The major monuments include the 
Registan Mosque and madrasas, Bibi-Khanum Mosque, the 
Shakhi-Zinda compound and the Gur-Emir ensemble, as well as 
Ulugh-Beg's Observatory.  
 

The Silk Road. Head of camel on the background of Kalta Minor 
minaret, on the background of a map of present-day Uzbekistan. 
Top left is the Lake Aral, extending from south western Siberia 
into Uzbekistan 

Uzbekistan, Scott #74, issued Aug 28, 1995.  
 
From the 6th to 13th centuries it grew larger and more populous than today and was controlled by various tribes of 
Turks, Arabs, and Seljuks before being sacked by the Mongols in 1220.  Samarkand suffered at least another Mongol 
sack by Khan Baraq to get treasure he needed to pay an army with.  
 
The historical part of Samarkand consists of three main sections. 
   In the north-east is the site of the ancient city of Afrosiab, founded in the 7th century BC and 
destroyed by Genghis Khan in the 13th century, which is preserved as an archaeological reserve. 
Archaeological excavations have revealed the ancient citadel and fortifications, the palace of the 
ruler (built in the 7th century) displays important wall paintings, and residential and craft quarters. 
There are also remains of a large ancient mosque built from the 8th to 12th centuries. 
   To the south, are architectural ensembles and the medieval city of the Temurid epoch of the 
14th and 15th centuries, which played a seminal role in the development of town planning, 
architecture, and arts in the region. The old town still contains substantial historic areas with 
typical  narrow  lanes,  articulated  into  districts  with  social  centers,  mosques,  madrassahs, and 
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residential housing. The traditional Uzbek houses have one or two floors and the spaces are grouped around central 
courtyards with gardens; built in mud brick, the houses have painted wooden ceilings and wall decorations.  The 
contribution of the Temurid masters exercised an important influence in the entire region, leading to the achievements 
of the Safavids in Persia, the Moghuls in India, and even the Ottomans in Turkey. 
   To the west is the area that corresponds to the 19th and 20th century’s expansions, built by the Russians, in European 
style. The modern city extends around this historical zone.  Many houses retain painted and decorated interiors, 
grouped around courtyards and gardens.  The major monuments include the remains of Ulugh Beg’s Observatory. 

 
In 1370, Tamerlane (Timur Lang) decided to make Samarkand the 
capital of his projected world empire, which extended from India to 
Turkey. For the next 35 years, he built a new city, populating it with 
artisans and craftsmen from all of the places he had captured. In spite of 
his alleged cruelty and atrocities, Timur soon gained a reputation for 
wisdom and generosity. 
 
Uzbekistan Tamerlane, Scott #118, Aug 31, 1996. Souvenir sheet issued 
for  660th birth anniversary of Tamerlane, 1336-1405. In the 
background ancient Uzbek architecture.  
 

 

 
 
 

<< Uzbekistan 1994. Ulugh Beg, Scott #61, Sept 15, 1994.  
 
Uzbekistan 1994. Souvenir sheet. 600th birth anniversary of Ulugh Beg, 
Tamerlane's grandson. In the background depictions of star constellations.  
 

Succeeding Tamerlane, his grandson Ulugh Beg ruled the country for 40 years. 
In Samarkand, Ulugh Beg created a scientific school that united outstanding 
astronomers and mathematicians. He also ordered the construction of an 
observatory; it contained a gigantic but precision-made marble sextant with an 
arc length of 63 meters. 
 

Ulugh Beg was probably more famous as an astronomer than a ruler. His works 
on astronomy were known even in Europe. In the 1420s, he built an immense, 
3-story tall astrolabe, one of the largest ever constructed, in order to measure the 
positions of the stars with unprecedented accuracy. The ruins were unearthed in 
1908.  

 

<<  Uzbekistan, The Great Silk Road, Sogdian Capital 
Samarkand, Scott #725, June 12,2013 
 
Archaeological excavations have brought to light the remains of 
settlements from the first half of the 1st millennium BC. 
Afrosiab/Samarkand had a strategic location at the time of the 
formation of the first large states in Central Asia, such as 
Khorezm, Bactria and Sogd, and it was the capital of Sogdiana. 
It was part of the Achaemenid Empire (6th-4th centuries BC) 
and that of Alexander the Great (4th century BC). The city 
became prosperous and an important centre of silk trade in the 
2nd century AD. 
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Uzbekistan, 10th Anniversary of Independence – Archaeology, Scott #315a-k, August 24, 2001  
 

 
Uzbekistan, 2008 
 

 
Yahya Gulyamovich Guliamov (1908-1977) - a famous scientist-archaeologist, professor and 
academician of Uzbek Academy of Sciences. He was the first Uzbek archaeologist expert, an 
active participant in numerous scientific expeditions. Over time, Y.G. Guliamov gained fame and 
recognition for his works on the history of primitive culture and history of irrigation in 
Uzbekistan in Central Asia. He did a lot for the organization of the historical and archaeological 
research in the country, the protection and restoration of historical monuments, which are so 
numerous in Uzbekistan. (Wikipedia) 

 

The city was part of a Turkish kingdom in the 6th century, and was conquered by Kuteiba-ibn-Muslim in 712 CE, starting 
the penetration of Islamic culture into the region. The Arab rulers turned the ancient temples into mosques, 
administrative centers, places of learning, courts, and treasuries. The Samanids of Iran occupied the place from the 9 th to 
10th centuries and Turkic peoples from the 11th to 13th centuries.  Samarkand was part of the Kingdom of Khwarezm in 
the 13th century, until it was devastated by the Mongol invasion of Genghis Khan in 1220. The city emerged as a major 
center through the efforts of Tamerlane.  It was rebuilt and became the capital of Timur's powerful state and the 
repository of the material riches from conquered territories that extended from Central Asia to Persia, Afghanistan, and 
India.  It remained a cultural capital of the Timurids until the reign of Ulugh Beg (1409-49) and his successors.  Timur 
built a citadel, the Blue Palace (Kuk-Saray), and other important buildings. The eastern gates of the town linked with the 
city center, known as Registan Square, where Ulugh Beg started building a major complex in 1447. 

(cont’d pg 5) 

 

Page  # 4                                                                                  The Old World Archaeologist  / January 2016 

http://heindorffhus.motivsamler.dk/worldheritage/index.html


Samarkand  Crossroads of Cultures  

by Caroline Scannell                  (Cont’d from pg 4) 
 

In 1868, the city came under Russian rule, when the citadel was stormed by a force under Colonel A.K. Abramov (1836-
1886). Shortly thereafter the small Russian garrison of 500 men were themselves besieged. The assault was led by the Beg 
of Shakhrisyabz, and the attack was beaten off with heavy losses.  
 

    

 
Russia 1963. Samarkand. 
Gur-e Amir Mausoleum, 
Scott #2808,   Registan 
Square, Scott #2809,  and 
Schachi-Zinda Mosque., 
Scott #2810, Nov 14, 
1963. 

 

One of the most beautiful of Samarkand’s sights is the “Tomb of the Living King".  The complex is based on the grave of 
Qusam ibn Abbas, a cousin of the Prophet Muhammad, who brought Islam to this area. His shrine is one of the oldest 
buildings in Samarkand. According to legend, he is not dead, but only sleeping and his tomb draws thousands of pilgrims. 
The approach to the tomb is a vast necropolis built on the ruins of the ancient Sogdian city. The major tombs belong to 
Timur and Ulugh Beg’s extended family and favorites, and are covered in fantastic Majolica tile work.  
 

              
Uzbekistan, Registan Square        Uzbekistan princess        Uzbekistan, Scott 397-8, Oct 18, 2004 
Samarkand, Scott#5,                    Nadira Banu Begum       Jewellery & Talismans - Tumor, Samarkand & Tashkent 
Oct 28, 1992.                               Scott #1, May 7, 1992 
 

    
Issued to commemorate the 2700th Anniversary of the City of Samarkand, 4 diferent Islamic Schools are depicted on this 
set of stamps issued July 30, 2007, Scott #531a Registon maydoni Ulug'bek madrasasi, 531g Registon maydoni Umumiy 
ko'rinishi, 531b Registon maydoni Sherdor madrasasi and 531c Registon maydoni Tillakori madrasasi. 
 

Since 1989, when Islam Karimov rose to the leadership of Uzbekistan, restrictions on Islam have been relaxed. Since then 
many mosques have been restored or built in Uzbekistan, and religious literature has become much more accessible. 
Nevertheless, Uzbekistan's leaders have made it clear that the government will not tolerate the mixing of religion and 
politics by independent groups.  
 

Member Ads: 

Seeking used postal stationery with mythological subjects pictured, especially Hercules or prehistoric man or art. 
Fran Adams,   P O Box 420308,   San Diego, CA 92142      Fran.adams@gmail.com         He’s working on an exhibit and 
would appreciate any assistance in obtaining these items.  If you know a dealer carrying them let him know.  
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