Uzbekistan:
The Heart of Central Asia
FOM Study Tour October 2012
By Margaret White

Registan, Samarkand

The spirit of the Silk Road beckoned as we journeyed into
Uzbekistan, an ancient cradle of civilisation, but one which
until recently had remained under the radar for modern
travellers. For me, it was a chance to revisit places last seen
in 1999. Beneath the cerulean blue skies of late autumn we
ventured over the steppes in the shadow of the Zeravshan
Mountains, beginning in the capital, Tashkent, rebuilt in
Soviet style after its destruction by the 1966 earthquake and
then to the oasis cities of Samarkand, Shakhrisabz, Bukhara,
Khiva and Nukus. The legacy of Central Asia’s tumultuous
culture and history was writ large.
Amir Timur, or Tamberlane, conquered Samarkand and
made it his capital in the 14th century. With artisans from
every Muslim country he created the world’s most beautiful
city. It is crowned by the vast Registan, the ribbed dome of
Timur’s mausoleum, three madrassahs and the mud brick
Bibi Khanum mosque. Its beautiful majolica mosaic tiles in
vivid shades of lapis lazuli, midnight blue, turquoise, yellow,
green and white,
their geometric
and arabesque
calligraphic forms
still inspire awe.
On an afternoon’s
stroll, flanked
by mausoleums
erected for Timur’s
relatives and
wealthy Samarkand
citizens, we
retraced pilgrims’
footsteps along
the quiet alleys of
the hilly Shah-IZinda necropolis.
We visited Ulug
Beg’s (15th century
Bukhara Ismael Samini Mausoleum
mathematician,
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astronomer and grandson of Timur) observatory where the
enormous, half-buried quadrant testified to his incredible
skill in accurately plotting the paths of 1,022 stars, the angle
of the earth and the length of the year.
At Shakhrisabz,
Timur’s birthplace,
crowds of bridal parties
thronged the UNESCO
World Heritage site.
Milling around the
gigantic statue of Amir
Timur or under the
monumental remnant
of the Ak Serai, White
Palace, brides in
diaphanous white
gowns dotted with
An example of traditional embroidery
sparkling sequins kept
eyes downcast, since
custom requires that they appear sad to leave their families.
This did not stop everyone else from joyously and noisily
celebrating the occasion.
Everywhere, we noted the revival of traditional
handicrafts: men beating and chasing brass dishes; carving
folding, black elm Quran stands, bread baskets or puppets;
making mulberry paper and painting miniatures. Women
were embroidering suzanis (needlework), fleece weaving,
or knitting brightly hued socks and slippers. Colour and
pattern vied for our attention, from women’s ikat dresses
to patchwork cloths on cushions and tables, to suzanicovered walls.
In the holy city of Bukhara, which has preserved its
urban fabric and is today the most unspoiled and complete
medieval Central Asian city, the focus was on the physicians,
historians, poets and theologians who once flocked here.
Most memorable were the 1,000-year-old Ismael Samini
Mausoleum with its intricate brickwork resembling
basketry and the Bolo Hauz Mosque with its elaborately

Statue of Timur in Shakhrisabz

FOM group in front of the museum in Tashkent

carved wooden pillars, its delicately toned tile work and
the 47-metre Kalon Minaret, the only structure spared from
destruction by Genghis Khan. In a traditional Uzbek house
we enjoyed a delicious evening meal and were entranced
by the home’s ornately decorated plaster walls and painted
wooden ceilings.
In each city we enjoyed many performances of traditional
Uzbek singing, dancing and music. A family of tightrope
walkers in a quiet, cobbled square in Khiva conjured up
medieval times. A long horn was blown to announce their
arrival and with all the panache of their profession, they
entertained us with daring feats. The little four-year-old
daughter, dressed in ikat tunic and pants complete with cap,
was a consummate trouper.
The 10-hour crossing over the dun-coloured Kizil Kum
Desert, from Bukhara to Khiva, provided time for reflecting
about the difficulties encountered by past conquerors,
traders, missionaries, diplomats and travellers – Alexander
the Great, Genghis Khan’s Mongol hordes and Conolly
and Stoddart of ‘Great Game’ fame who ended up in the
infamous Bug Pit in Bukhara’s Ark Fortress.
During Soviet times,
irrigation expanded
agriculture and the
population in the desert
valleys between the Syr
Darya and Amu Darya
Rivers. Today, cotton
or white gold, is one
of Uzbekistan’s most
important crops. Silk is
also widely produced
and together with cotton,
provides the foundation
of the textile industry.
Unfortunately, irrigation
has also had some negative
effects, in particular, the
An Uzbek woman knitting
salination of the soil and
the near-death of the
Aral Sea. We saw the last of the cotton being harvested and
enjoyed delicious melons heaped by the roadside. Jars of
honey glowing like amber jewels, green watermelons and
pumpkins, ruby apples and pomegranates, and orange
persimmons were piled in buckets and boxes.
Khiva, dubbed by UNESCO as “the most homogeneous
example of Islamic architecture in the world” felt more
like a museum. This caravan town was once infamous for
its slave market. We stayed inside the old city, Ichan Kala,
with its bulging, castellated, adobe walls, in the former
student cells of Amin Khan’s madrassah, built between 1851
and 1854. We strolled through cobbled lanes, climbing the

Islom Hoja minaret and the Ak Sheikh Bobo watchtower for
a comprehensive panorama. Evidence of the Zoroastrian
faith’s ancient customs, prevalent before the arrival of Islam,
could be seen in walls studded with butterfly-shaped tiles.
There was a sense of time standing still, whether wandering
through the serenely beautiful Tash Hauli Palace, built in
the 19th century by the Khan for himself, his four wives and
concubines, or contemplating the Jumma or Friday Mosque,
with its 213 hand-carved, black elm pillars, originally built to
hold the whole of Khiva’s male population.
Visiting the
hand-weaving
carpet workshop,
set up by
Englishman
Christopher
Alexander in
1999, brought his
book A Carpet Ride
to Khiva to life.
The weavers and
Khiva, Part of Ichan-Kala, Canvas on Cardboard,
dyers, after much Oil, 1958 by Igor V Savitsy
experimentation,
have revived
the use of traditional, natural dyes, carpet-weaving and
embroidering suzani designs, some of which are inspired by
historical miniature paintings and also the doors and tiles of
surrounding buildings, such as the Khan’s harem.
One unforgettable experience was our day in Nukus,
Karakalpakstan, an autonomous province within Uzbekistan.
Igor V Savitsy (1915-1984) a Russian painter, archaeologist
and collector, dedicated his life to preserving Karakal culture
and the works of avant-garde Soviet artists, those not toeing
the political line in the 1920s and 1930s. Savitsky fell in love
with remote Karakalpakstan and felt it was the ideal place to
safeguard such work. We were taken on an informative tour
of the Museum of the Arts’ archaeological, textile and fine art
collections by its passionate and protective director, Marinika
Babanazarova, a former colleague of Savitsky. Inspecting
the archives highlighted a great need for more financial
assistance. Lastly, we were feted at a special dinner inside
the galleries, complete with traditional throat singing and a
wonderful rendering of O Sole Mio while being interviewed
for tourism promotion.

Margaret White lived in Singapore from 1991 to 2011, was
a past president of FOM and continues to be engaged with the
society. She is currently serving on the management committee of
the Asian Arts Society of Australia.
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