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Abstract 

The thesis examines the technical aspects of ceramics and glazes from Akhsiket, a 

regional capital in the early Isla mic period, which was abandoned in the early 13th 

century. 

Ceramics and glazes of the time period under discussion (9th - 13th century) in 

Uzbekistan are understudied, with minimal scientific analysis of the technological 

processes. These processes include the forming and firing of ceramic vessels, the origin 

of raw materials used in ceramics and glazes, and decoration methods such as slip 

painting and colo red glazes.  

A variety of commonly -seen ceramic types have been studied, giving a well-rounded 

picture  of the ceramic assemblage at Akhsiket. Comparison between ceramics from 

different sites in Uzbekistan, and the development of the technology over four 

centuries, is possible with the use of chemical and petrographical data obtained with a 

variety of scientific techniques - primarily the scanning electron microscope. 

Contemporary glazed ceramics from Kuva and Tashkent, both in Uzbekistan, were 

also examined for comparison, and to shed light on the transfer of technological and 

artistic techniques through Central Asia.  

Typological analysis of Islamic ceramics shows a progression of artistic and 

technological knowledge from the Middle East to Central Asia during the Arab 

expansion in the 8th ɬ 9th centuries. Data from chemical and petrographical analysis 

has shown interesting similarities and differences between ceramic pastes and glazes 

used at Akhsiket, Kuva and Tashkent. These analyses are used as evidence for 

relationships in ceramic production and technology in Uzbekistan and by comparison 

with published d ata, to ceramics further afield. 

Along with providing a clearer picture of ceramic production in Uzbekistan, this work 



Christina  Henshaw / Contents 

 4 

provides a new dimension to the discipline of Islamic ceramic studies, demonstrating 

the importance of archaeological ceramics of the eastern fringes to the understanding 

of the production of ceramics and the transmission of knowledge and cultural 

traditions within the Islamic caliphate.  
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1. Introduction 

 

The aim of this project is to produce a comprehensive primary investigation of the 

ÛÌÊÏÕÖÓÖÎàɯ ÖÍɯ  ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɀÚɯ ËÖÔÌÚÛÐÊɯ ÊÌÙÈÔÐÊÚȮɯ ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙÓà the glazed tablewares. 

Specifically, the objective was to investigation how  ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɀÚɯÊÌÙÈÔÐÊÚɯÈÕËɯÎÓÈáÌÚɯÍÐÛɯ

into the technological  context of Islamic ceramics both local, and in the wider Islamic 

world , using data on the chemical and petrographical characteristics of bodies, slips 

and glazes. Scientific analysis sheds light on the actions taken by early Islamic potters 

in creating the objects (the chaîne opératoire). The chaîne opératoire is a complex network 

of actions and influences comprising technical and aesthetic choices, transmission of 

knowledge and innovation, economics and other social forces, use and function, and 

cultural significance.  This thesis provides some of the fundamental data necessary for 

reconstructing this chaîne; a full reconstruction is impossible within this limited project.  

The archaeological site of Akhsiket consists of the remains of a large urban settlement 

in the Ferghana Valley, Uzbekistan dating from the 2nd/1st century BC to the early 13th 

century AD . The city has been shown, by both archaeological and historical sources, to 

be an important economic and pol itical locus in  the region during the early Islamic 

period of the late 8th to early 13th century. Akhsiket was a significant  consumer of 

pottery during the early Islamic period, as shown by the large numbers of sherds 

found in annual excavations carried out by the Institute of Archaeology, Samarkand. 

Thousands of pottery sherds have been recovered from these excavations with a high 

percentage of glazed wares, although it is unclear where the pottery was in fact 

produced ɬ there being no direct evidence for pottery production in the Ferghana 

Valley.  

The glazed wares consist of both lead glazed tablewares ɬ bowls, plates and cups as 
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well as oil lamps; and alkali glazed tablewares and other closed forms. The unglazed 

wares include finewares such as jars and urns, large storage jars, and calcite-tempered 

cooking pots. The pottery assemblage is on the whole representative of typical Islamic 

ceramic types found across Central Asia during the 9th ɬ 12th centuries.All Akhsiket 

sherds analysed in this thesis, although unprovenanced, were found at Akhsiket and 

can generally be dated. This thesis addresses the issue by working under the 

assumption that the pottery at Akhsiket is local to the Ferghana Valley (if not to 

Akhsiket).  

Developments in glaze technology in the Middle East in the 8 th century had spread east 

to the cultural centres of a newly Islamic Central Asia. Here, further innovat ions had a 

wide impact on the pottery of the region, introducing glazed wares as a fixture of 

pottery production by the 9 th century, and the creation of a new industry. This new 

industry, with its specific stylistic characteristics, contributed significantly to the 

archaeological record of urban sites stretching from Iran to Kyrgyzstan. As one of the 

most prominent artefacts found at the site, the ceramics of Akhsiket are important in 

terms of demonstrating some level of affiliation with the culture of the Islamic centres 

further West, the affluence of the inhabitants in consuming such large numbers  of 

vessels, and as a potential (albeit by no means proven) production and/or trade centre 

of these wares.  

There are many questions surrounding these ceramics, including their technological 

origins, their provenance, depth of similarity with ceramics from other sites or regions, 

and their basic production technology, to name a few.  Although many Central Asian 

pottery types have been described typologically  (Anarbaev and Ilyasova 2000; 

Brusenko 1986; Bulliet, 1992; Ilyasova 1986, 1990 and 2000; Shishkina 1979, Shishkina 

and Pavchinskaja 1993; Simeon 2009) technological analyses are few and far between 

(Shishkina 1986 as a rare example). For the Ferghana Valley, technological studies are 

completely lacking. There is a need to better understand the technological 

characteristics of this pottery, in order to expand our picture of intra - and inter -

regional connections in the Ferghana Valley, and further afield.  

Building on existing work on the visible features ɬ body shapes and sizes, fabric colour 
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and texture, decoration colour and design ɬ as well as the archaeological and historical 

contexts of the types of pottery found on the site, scientific analysis is able to answer 

many questions regarding the technology of pottery production. Such analysis also 

provides a quantifiable means for compÈÙÐÕÎɯ ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɀÚɯÊÌÙÈÔÐÊÚɯÈÕËɯÎÓÈáÌÚɯÞÐÛÏɯ

those of other sites in the region, and with published data from many other types of 

ceramics in the Islamic world.  

In order to approach the overarching question of this thesis: ÏÖÞɯ ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɀÚɯÊÌÙÈÔÐÊÚɯ

and glazes fit into the technological  context of Islamic ceramics both local, and in the 

wider Islamic world , the following research questions were posed: 

¶ What are the characteristics of the Akhsiket assemblages? 

¶ What interpretations can be derived from the scientific  evidence regarding 

technical and aesthetic style? 

¶ What relationships can be seen between the different assemblages present at 

Akhsiket? 

¶ Will the current research provide any evidence to indicate provenance of these 

ceramics? 

¶ What relationships do Akhsiket ɀÚɯ ÊÌÙÈÔÐÊÚɯ ÏÈÝÌɯ ÛÖɯ ÛÏÖÚÌɯ ÍÙÖÔɯ *ÜÝÈɯ ÈÕËɯ

Tashkent, and to the wider Islamic world?  

¶ What insights do the technological and typological interpretations provide 

regarding the social and political influences on and role of pottery production 

and consumption at Akhsiket? 

These questions required an investigation into the nature of the technology of the 

pottery ɬ the character of and comparisons between microstructures of glazes, slips, 

mineral inclusions, and clay matrices. The information available from this stu dy can 

address questions such as what raw materials were used and in what concentrations, 

what variations can be seen in craftsmanship such as the forming of vessels, 

application of decorations and firing in the kiln, and what relationships there are 
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between production methods of different cities in the region and further afield.  In 

particular, samples were obtained from two comparative sites that were near 

neighbours and had close trade links with Akhsiket: Chach (Tashkent) and Kuva. Both 

were areas of similar economic and political stature to Akhsiket in the early Islamic 

period, providing a good comparison in the rate of goods consumption and 

production, and the extent of trade.   

The focus of this thesis has necessarily been on the technical aspects, which are 

È××ÙÖÈÊÏÈÉÓÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÛÏÌɯÈÝÈÐÓÈÉÓÌɯÌÝÐËÌÕÊÌȭɯ3ÌÊÏÕÐÊÈÓɯÊÏÖÐÊÌÚɯȹÖÙɯÛÌÊÏÕÐÊÈÓɯȿÚÛàÓÌÚɀȺɯÈÙÌɯ

revealed by the formal and scientific characteristics of the artefacts. This allows the 

ÙÌÚÌÈÙÊÏÌÙɯ ÛÖɯ ÐËÌÕÛÐÍàɯ ȿ×ÌÙÍÖÙÔÈÕÊÌɯ ÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÐÚÛÐÊÚɀɯ ȹ2ÏÐÍÍÌÙɯ ÈÕËɯ 2ÒÐÉÖȮɯ ƕ987), and 

therefore priorities and compromises actioned by the potters. A comprehensive 

understanding of the microstructure and chemical characterisation of the bodies, slips 

and glazes is essential to determining technical choice ɬ ÞÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯȿÚÛÈÕËÈÙËɀɯproduct, 

is there any variation and to what extent, and how does the technology fit into the 

wider context, are questions appropriate to this kind of investigation.  

Similarity with wares from other sites provides useful indications of what to expect, 

technologically.  For example, colourless lead glazes have been analysed in other parts 

of the Islamic world, outside Central Asia, and we have a good understanding of how 

these lead glazes were produced and applied. Alkali glazed wares have also been 

analysed ɬ largely from the Middle East.  

By working backward from the final product, the ceramic assemblage(s), we can begin 

to understand further the implication this technology, may have had on the society and 

culture of Akhsiket. Aesthetic choices are an import ant part of this and must be 

considered hand in hand with the technical choices ɬ interacting but not necessarily co-

dependent with technological know -how. Although this is a preliminary investigation 

of these specific pottery types, and much information i s lacking such issues can be 

approached with the results gathered so far. The context of historical events in the local 

region and glazed pottery production in the wider Islamic world can also provide 

some direction. The interpretations set out here form a basis for further development, 

assessment (or re-assessment), and greater synthesis between art historical, 
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archaeological, and scientific investigations. 

Scanning electron microscopy proved to be the most efficient method for investigating 

pottery technology in the present case, due to flexibility in analysing to a high accuracy 

many different areas of each sample, such as glaze, inclusions, slips and body fabrics. 

Both bulk analysis and spot analyses were possible. Visual information could be 

captured in  the form of backscatter electron photomicrographs. Smaller petrographical 

and X-ray fluorescence pilot studies were also carried out to provide specific 

information on particular aspects of the ceramic bodies. There are of course many other 

analytical methods which could have been used but the three mentioned above 

produced the data needed, were available on-site, and have a firm background of use 

in ceramics and glass research.  

The main limitation of this work is the lack of direct evidence for the prove nance of the 

sherds. This issue is related to a larger lack of research on local clay sources and other 

components. So far, no significant pottery kiln remains from the early Islamic period 

have been found in the Ferghana Valley. Small studies of potential local wares (coarse 

wares and brick) have been carried out to see if the finewares are generally consistent 

technologically ɬ with a local origin - but it was not possible within the scope of this 

work to attempt a definitive provenance for any of the pot tery samples. 

These themes will be explored through the thesis. 

Chapter 2 provides a historical and archaeological background to the site and the 

region, placing the research material in its geographical, political and economic 

context, with a discussion on Akhsiket as a city and the archaeological evidence for its 

development. 

Chapter 3 presents the typological analyses of style and form, with discussion of 

previous and current work in detail.  

Chapter 4 summarizes the extent of previous research in the field, and explains the 

practical methodologies used for excavation, sampling and scientific analysis.  

Chapter 5 gives a detailed description of the analytical results for the Akhsiket 
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ceramics, both glazed and unglazed, including SEM -EDS, petrographical and XRF 

analysis. 

Chapter 6 gives, first, the background to the comparative sites of Kuva and  Chach 

(Tashkent), then the results of analytical work done on samples from these areas.  

Chapter 7 synthesises the analytical results and presents the evidence for ȿÛÌÊÏÕÐÊÈÓɯ

ÊÏÖÐÊÌÚɀɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÎÐÝÌɯÐÕÚÐÎÏÛɯÐÕÛÖɯÚ×ÌÊÐÍÐÊɯÔÌÛÏÖËÚɯÜÚÌËɯÛÖɯ×ÙÖËÜÊÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÖÛÛÌÙàȭɯ3ÏÌÚÌɯ

are considered within the wider context of the comparative sites and published results 

from further afield. Preliminary indications regarding the role of potter àɯÐÕɯ ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɀÚɯ

society and impacts on pottery production are also discussed. 

Chapter 8 concludes the thesis with a summary of the main findings , contribution to 

the field,  and suggested priorities for future research.  
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2. Background to the site of Akhsiket 

 

Akhsiket 1 was located on the fringes of the eastern Islamic caliphate during the 9 th to 

early 13th century AD . There is evidence for the existence of a settlement at Akhsiket 

from at least the 2nd century BC. Historical records throughout this time period are 

limited to observations and accounts from outsiders ɬ there being none from Akhsiket 

itself. However, sub-surface remains of the city and its material culture  provide  a rich 

picture of the environment in which its inhabitants lived and worked.  From the late 9th 

century strong links to areas further west, particularl y Tashkent and Samarkand, had 

an ÐÔ×ÈÊÛɯÖÕɯ ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɀÚɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÈÓɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯÈÚɯÈÕɯimportant city i n an Islamic 

territory.  

This chapter describes the geographical, historical and archaeological setting, 

×ÙÖÝÐËÐÕÎɯÈɯÉÈÊÒËÙÖ×ɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯÈÕÈÓàÚÌÚɯÈÕËɯÐÕÛÌÙ×ÙÌÛÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɀÚɯÊÌÙÈÔÐÊÚȮɯÈÕËɯ

the ceramics of its neighbours, Tashkent and Kuva.  

2.1. Geographical setting 

Central Asia encompasses the area between the Caspian Sea and China, bordered on 

the north by Russia and the south by India, Pakistan and Iran (Figure 2.1).  Throughout 

history this region has acted as a bridge between the European and Semitic West, and 

the Chinese East.  Alexander the Great reached the end of his conquests in Tajikistan, 

spreading Hellenism to Central Asia, while the Chinese and Tibetans moved west as 

far as Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan . The Silk Road was a thoroughfare running primar ily 

east-west, with trade flowing in both directions , and branches running south into India 

                                                 
1 3ÏÌɯÕÈÔÌɯȿ ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɀɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÙÌÊÌÕÛÓàɯÜÚÌËɯÝÌÙÚÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÚÌÝÌÙÈÓɯÍÙÖÔɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛɯÛÌßÛÚȭɯ.ÛÏÌÙɯ

Ú×ÌÓÓÐÕÎÚɯÐÕÊÓÜËÌɯȿ ÒÏÚÐÒÌÕÛɀȮɯȿ ÏÚÐÒÌÛɀɯÈÕËɯȿ$ÚÒÐɯ ÒÏÚÐɀɯɯȹÛÏÌɯÖÙÐÎÐÕÈÓɯÝÌÙÚÐÖÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÔÌÈÕÚɯȿÖÓËɯ

ÊÓÌÈÙɯÞÈÛÌÙɀɯȹ(ÝÈÕÖÝɯƖƔƔƗȺȺȭɯ 



Christina Henshaw / Chapter 2. Background to the site of Akhsiket  

 

 

  

  

26 

and north into Siberia , bringing trade through and to Central Asia throughout the first 

half of the first millennium A.D.  In the 8th century A.D., Silk Road trade was disrupted, 

and long-distance trade waned during the Islamic period, much of it moving  north into 

Semirechye, to the north of the Tian Shan mountains in Kazakhstan (Baipakov 2000, 

222). 

The history of Uzbekistan as a modern nation begins in the late-19th century with the 

expansion of the Russian empire into Central Asia. Uzbekistan was fully incorporated 

as a Soviet Socialist Republic in 1924. The modern borders were not finalised until 

1971, but these have remained intact beyond its declaration of independence in 1991. 

4áÉÌÒÐÚÛÈÕɀÚɯÓÖÊÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÔÐËËÓÌɯÖÍɯ"ÌÕÛÙÈÓɯ ÚÐÈȮɯÉÖÙËÌÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÍÖÙÔÌÙɯ

Central Asian SSRs and Afghanistan. It has possession of the fertile Ferghana Valley, a 

comparatively great number of large cities and industrial sites, a hi gh population, and 

the cachet of its great ancient intellectual centres ɬ Samarkand, Bukhara and others. 

This gives Uzbekistan a present geographical and political presence in Eurasia not 

unknown to its ancient provinces in the Islamic period.  

UzbekistanɀÚ primary geographical feature  is the Amu Darya (or Oxus  river ) which 

runs along its southern and western border. Another great river,  the Syr Darya (or 

Jaxartes) runs through middle of the Ferghana Valley, and then turns north into 

Kazakhstan. Both rivers terminat e at the Aral Sea on the northeastern border of 

Uzbekistan. Transoxania is a commonly used classical name for the region meaning 

ɁÓÈÕËɯÉÌàÖÕËɯÛÏÌɯ.ßÜÚɂȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯ,ÈÞÈÙÈÕÕÈÏÙɯÐÚɯÛÏÌ Arabic name meaning much the 

same.  

Now divided into six modern states  of Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, 

Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Afghanistan, in Islamic times Central Asia was divided 

into provinces governed by rulers appointed by the Islamic caliph: Khurasan, 

Khwarazm , Transoxania (or Mawarannahr) which included Tashkent, and the 

Ferghana Valley, and Bactria. The Ferghana Valley in Uzbekistan was the eastern limit 

of the Islamic Empire. The ancient provinces of Central Asia tended to be bound by 

geographical features. Khurasan was bordered on the east by the Kara Kum desert, 
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while Khwarazm  encompassed the lower Amu  river delta and the Aral Sea, divided 

from Transoxania by the Kyzl Kum desert. Chach and lower Transoxania was made up 

largely of semi-desert, with Tashkent divided from the Ferghana Valley  by the Chatkal 

mountain range. Fertile areas were concentrated in the Zarafshan river valley, in Sogd 

and the Ferghana Valley, while  settlements tended to cluster along the major rivers  

(Knobloch 2001, 5-7). 

Akhsiket lies in the northern part of the Ferghana Valley (commonly referred to as just 

ȿ%ÌÙÎÏÈÕÈɀȺ (see Figure 2.2). Around 2 00 by 70 km in size, the valley is ringed by 

mountains: from the Tian Shan in the north to the Pamir-Alai in the south , and 

although it lies mainly in Uzbekistan, it overlaps geographically with northern 

Tajikistan and western Kyrgyzstan . From the mountain s rivers flow toward the centre  

of the Valley and the Syr Darya, which runs east to west through the centre of the 

Valley . The middle of Ferghana contains arid semi-desert and true desert. There are 

few easy access points into Ferghana ɬ ÛÏÌɯÔÈÐÕɯÖÕÌɯÉÌÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯȿ*ÏÖÑÌÕËɯ&ÈÛÌɀɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯ

west, a wide river valley formed by the Syr Darya on its way westward to the Aral Sea. 

The mountains provide summer pasturage to nomadi c herders, there are foothills with 

timber  and mineral resources, and river valleys are well watered with irrigation 

systems - many dating from prehistoric times.   

The major cities of the Ferghana Valley included Kokand, Pap, Akhsiket, Kuva, and 

Andijan in Uzbekistan, Osh an d Uzgen in Tajikistan, and Khojend in Tajikistan.  These 

cities were almost entirely destroyed by the Mongols in the 1220s A.D., but most have a 

modern successor ɬ making use of strategic locations near rivers and existing 

thoroughfares. Near ancient Akhsik et is the largest city in the Ferghana Valley, 

Namangan; near Kuva is the modern capital of the region, Ferghana. Others have 

retained their ancient names. Remains for many of these cities remain visible today. 

According to contemporary sources, a branch of the ancient Silk Road passed through 

the southern Ferghana Valley until the Islamic invasions, connecting Kuva, Andijan 

and Osh. This was located around 60km to the south of Akhsiket. Akhsiket was a 

regional capital during the Abbasid and Samanid calipha tes according to historical and 
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numismatic data. Another lesser trading route passed through Akhsiket from Kurkat 

and Samgar in the east (Baipakov 2000, 233), but it would seem that this was of lesser 

importance than the more southerly route through Kuva. Silver and gold mines near 

Akhsiket are historically documented, as well as many other commodities essential for 

craft working or as trade resources (Barthold 1977, 164).  
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Figure 2.1 Maps of modern-day Uzbekistan, including ancient provinces (bottom) 

(UNEP/GRID-Arendal 1997). 
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2.2. Historical setting 

There are no extant historical sources originating from  Central Asia on its pre-Islamic 

history . The earliest known sources are Chinese records, some contemporary, some 

retrospective, on diplomatic and military activities  in Ferghana from the 2nd century 

BC. Up to the Arab invasions, m any references to the geography and politics of Central 

Asia in the historical sources are ambiguous. There are references to geographical 

locations such as the Syr Darya in the classical sources primarily related to the 

conquests of Alexander the Great (Gorbunova 1986, 22), but little on the social or 

political env ironment . There are also mentions of pre-Islamic Central Asia in the 

Islamic-era histories and geographies written centuries after the fact. These are few and 

their historical basis unclear. Luckily, archaeological sites for this time period are 

numerous and rich . The study of artefacts and manuscripts from the Silk Road cities 

Figure 2.2 Map of modern -day Ferghana Valley, showing the position of Akhsiket and Kuva 

(UNEP/GRID-Arendal 1997). 
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(such as the International Dunhuang Project2, which looks at a wide range of sites, and 

in-depth excavations such as the International Merv Project3 (Herrmann 1999; 

Herrmann  et al 2001)) provide invaluable evidence of trade, economy, social structures, 

culture and the movement of people . Extensive numismatic evidence can be used to 

unravel  the various political entities  and succession of rulers in Central Asia using style 

and, most importantly, inscriptions (Cribb 2007; Fedorov 2004; Rtveladze 2007).  

What can be gleaned from these sources is that Central Asia was closely aligned with  

the Iranian Sasanian empire in the early part of the 1st millennium A.D., although 

Transoxania itself was not necessarily under the direct control of the Sasanians. The 

political situation in pre -Islamic Central Asia was one of a combination of city -states 

based on market towns, and nomadic tribes ɬ essentially fragmented and independent 

from the large empires surrounding the region (the Sasanians in Iran, the Kushans in 

Bactria, the Tibetans and the various Chinese dynasties). 

During the 4 th and 5th centuries A.D. Central Asia was dominated by various nomadic 

tribes refered to collectively as the Huns who had an Iranian culture, and originated 

from Central Asia. The Kidarites, Chionites and Hephthalites are examples of these, 

and they spread southward towards India and eastward into China (Frye 1983, 346-7). 

The Hephthalites in particular appear to have largely overtaken most of Central Asia, 

and during this time the city states flourished, with the merchant class holding sway in 

a similar fashion to the landowners in Iran and Afghanistan ( ibid, 352). The most 

famous of these merchants were the Sogdians, and their most famous cities were 

Afrisiyab (ancient Samarkand) and Bukhara. The Sogdians and - by association and 

geographical location - the Ferghanans were eastward-oriented, having  much contact 

with China ( Frye 1983, 352; 1964, 245). The merchant classes were ɁÞÐÓÓÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÈÓÓàɯ

themselves or submit to the power which could enforce peace over the trade routes to 

the Far East and to Mongolia, the speciaÓɯÈÙÌÈÚɯÖÍɯÛÙÈËÌɯÍÖÙɯÛÏÌɯ2ÖÎËÐÈÕÚɂɯȹFrye 1983, 

353).  

                                                 
2 http://idp.bl.uk  
3 Now called th e Ancient Merv Project (Williams, et al, 2002). 
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The Hephthalite s were overcome in the early 6th century by new nomadic aggressors in 

Central Asia: the Turks (Frye 1983, 349). The Turks seem to have taken on the Iranian 

culture endemic to Central Asia , probably facilitated by the Iranian  lingua franca and 

the importance of trading with Iranian merchants. The Turkish  impact seems to have 

been mainly the renewed fragmentation of political power, with a multiplicity of rulers 

evidenced by coinage (ibid, 357). This was, however, also the height of the Silk Road 

trade through Central Asia.  Fragmentation among city states and nomadic tribes and a 

strong trade economy was the political and economic situation facing the Arab 

invaders in Transoxania in the early 7th century. 

The pre-Islamic political, cultural and economic climate is key to understanding how 

the peoples of Central Asia reacted and adapted to the coming of the Arabs and Islam. 

Factors such as the continued influence of the Persian Sasanian traditions, the 

dichotomy between nomadic tribalism and the market -driven city state, and the 

importance of the Silk Road in shaping the character and culture of the region, for 

example, had an impact on how history was played out in the latter half of the first 

millennium A.D . 

Historical sources for the early Islamic period , the period under consideration here, 

consist of copies and translations of Arab geographers and explorers who were drawn 

to the progressive cities of Central Asia such as Merv and Nishapur in  Khurasan and 

Samarkand in Transoxania. Their writings are travel documentaries and historical 

epics where they recorded impressions of the territories claimed by the caliphate and 

the events that shaped them. Key works include The History of Prophets and Kings by 

Al -3ÈÉÈÙÐɯȹÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÐÕÝÈÓÜÈÉÓÌɯÈÊÊÖÜÕÛɯÖÍɯ ÉÜɀÓ-Hasan al-,ÈËÈɀÐÕÐɯÞÏÖɯÞÙÖÛÌɯ

about the conquest of Central Asia); The Routes and Countries, by Ibn Khurdadhbah ; 

The Face of the Earth [Surat al-Ardh] by Ibn Hawqal (Barthold 1977, 161); al-

MuqaddÈÚÐɀÚɯÎÌÖÎÙÈ×ÏÐÊÈÓɯÞÖÙÒɯ3ÏÌɯ!ÌÚÛɯ#ÐÝÐÚÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯ*ÕÖÞÓÌËÎÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ1ÌÎÐÖÕÚɯ

(translated by Collins in 1994);and the anonymous work The Regions of the World 

[Hudud al alam] (translated by Minorsky 1937); all  of which describe the cities of 

Transoxania and the Ferghana Valley, often including Akhsiket.  



Christina Henshaw / Chapter 2. Background to the site of Akhsiket  

 

 

  

  

33 

Further contemporary information on the early Islamic period in Central Asia can be 

found in al - ÛÏÐÙɀÚɯPerfect Book Concerning History, a 13th century history drawing 

heavily on al -2ÈÓÓÈÔÐɀÚɯ10th century History  of the Governors of Khurasan which was 

lost after the Mongol invasions (Bosworth 2000, 143). For the Samanid era there is the 

account of Al -Azdi in Information About the Vanished S tates [Akhbar Al-Duwal Al-

,ÜÕØÈÛÐɀÈ] (translated by Treadwell 2005) and the History of Bukhara, by the Bukharan 

Narshakhi (Barthold 1977, 14). For the Karakhanid era, there is a fragment from a work 

by Hilal on the Karakhanid occupation of Bukhara, and a biography of Karakhanid 

rulers, Examples of Diplomacy in the Aims of Governm ent by Samarqandi (Barthold 

1977, 8, 18). The titles supplied here do not make up an exhaustive list, but these works 

are particularly well used and contemporary sources.  

The early Islamic period began in the 7th century A.D. with the consolidation of power 

by Muhammad in Arabia, and the subsequent Arab expansion in to the vacuum of 

×ÖÞÌÙɯ ÊÈÜÚÌËɯ Éàɯ ÛÏÌɯɁÊÖÓÓÈ×ÚÌɯ ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ /ÌÙÚÐÈÕɯ $Ô×ÐÙÌɯ ÈÕËɯ ÛÏÌɯÌßÏÈÜÚÛÐÖÕɯ ÖÍɯ ÛÏÌɯ

!àáÈÕÛÐÕÌɂɯȹ'ÖÓÛɯÌÛɯÈÓȮɯƕƝƛƛȮɯƙƙȺȭɯ3ÏÌɯspread of Islam was almost immediately carried 

beyond the borders of the Arabian Peninsula Éàɯ,ÜÏÈÔÔÈËɀÚɯÚÜÊÊÌÚÚÖÙÚ - the caliphs 

- after his death in 632. The caliph (khalifa) commanded the loyalty of the Muslim tribes 

of Arabia. Arabian armies had successfully invaded Syria, Palestine, Lebanon, Jazira 

(the area encompassing the Euphraties and Tigris river basins in Iraq), Armenia and 

$Îà×ÛɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯÈɯËÌÊÈËÌɯÖÍɯ,ÜÏÈÔÔÈËɀÚɯËÌÈÛÏȭɯThe Byzantines were ejected from these 

lands, and large swathes of North Africa  and Persia subsequently fell to the Arabs. 

This expansion was not without its difficulties, costs and compromises, and the 

caliphate had to maintain a large military force to contain various rebellions within 

their zone of influence. Internally, the caliphate was not stable, with  divided  loyalties 

creating various factions in the ruling classes. Civil war broke out in 656 between those 

who supported the current caliph, and those who supported ,ÜɀÈÞÐàÈȮ governor of 

Syria. After  months of siege warfare, attempts at arbitration, assassinations and general 

chaos, ,Üɀawiya was eventually named head of state (Holt et al, 1977, 72). Thus began 

the reign of the first great Muslim dynasty, the Umayyads . 
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,ÜɀÈÞÐàÈɯÖÝÌÙÚÈÞɯÐÕÝÈÚÐÖÕÚɯÐÕÛÖɯ*ÏÜÙÈÚÈÕɯÈÚɯÍÈÙɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯ.ßÜÚɯÐÕɯƚƚƘɯȹHolt et al, 1977, 

79). In 689, a member of the Khurasani ruling family, Musa, took Termez, on the Oxus, 

and created a power base for himself in the area (Kennedy 2007, 246). This was the first 

real Islamic inroad into Transoxania, although Musa was working under his own 

authorisation, and was, in fact, not a friend of the Umayyads  (ibid, 240-253). He was 

ousted by the governor of Khurasan in 704.   

The Khurasan governor Qutayba ibn  Muslim  campaigned against Transoxania from 

the beginning of his investiture in  706 to his death in 715. He started with seasonal 

ɁËÐ×ÓÖÔÈÛÐÊɯÝÐÚÐÛÚɂɯȹÏÌÈÝÐÓàɯÉÈÊÒÌËɯÉàɯÈɯÚÛÙÖÕÎɯÔÐÓÐÛÈÙàɯÍÖÙÊÌȺɯÐÕɯÞÏÐÊÏɯÛÙÐÉÜÛÌɯÞÈÚɯ

sought from towns such as Kish, Bukhara and Samarkand (Gibb 1923, 31). The 

Transoxanians were generally unwelcomin g and eventually Qutayba was prompted to 

establish a permanent force in Bukhara (Kennedy 2007, 245). In 712 he took 

Samarkand, facilitating heavy settlement by Muslim Arabs there and in Bukhara 

(Barthold 1977, 185). In 713 he invaded Chach and Ferghana for the first time, but 

achieved little by doing so. The next year, he moved into Ferghana again, and travelled 

as far as Kashgar (Kennedy 2007, 271). Qutayba, however, died soon after this, killed 

by his own men in the aftermath of the appointment of a new caliph .  

Transoxania was largely pacified during  the 730s and 40s by Nasr ibn Sayyar, who 

reinstated Khurasani rule  that ÏÈËɯËÐÔÐÕÐÚÏÌËɯÈÍÛÌÙɯ0ÜÛÈàÉÈɀÚɯËÌÈÛÏ. He also repulsed 

ÛÏÌɯ"ÏÐÕÌÚÌɯÞÏÖɯËÌÊÐËÌËɯÛÖɯÛÈÒÌɯÜ×ɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÜÚÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ%ÌÙÎÏÈÕÈÕɀÚɯȹÕÖÞɯÛÏÌɯÏÖÔÌɯÖÍɯ

many exiled Sogdian merchants) and had invaded Chach (Gibb 1923, 99; Kennedy 

2007, 291; de la Vaissière 2007, 54-58).  Ferghana, however, was far from fully 

incorporated into the Islamic state ɬ this would not be achieved until the end of the 8 th 

century. 

The Umayyad s were distant overlords ɬ as the Abbasids would be after them -  leaving 

governance of the frontier provinces to the locals, and relying on  the continuance of 

local structures such as systems of coinage and taxation. Without a strong imperial 

presence in PersiaȮɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÚɯÚÈÞɯÛÏÌɯɁÙÌ-ÈÚÚÌÙÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯÓÖÊÈÓɯÓÖàÈÓÛÐÌÚɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÝÐÕÊÐÈÓÐÚÔɂɯ

although the Iranians were generally co-operative with the Arab invaders (Frye 1964, 
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242-3). Arabic eventually became the new lingua franca for the educated classes, 

although Iranian wa s still widely spoken, and many Sasanian traditions persisted, 

including courtly practices which were taken up by the caliphs (Frye 1964, 243-4), and 

the style of coinage (Cribb 2007, 369).   

The Umayyads, however, had serious rivals in the shape of the Abbasids. The 

 ÉÉÈÚÐËɀÚɯÊÓÈÐÔɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÓÐ×ÏÈÛÌɯÙÌÚÛÌËɯ×ÙÐÔÈÙÐÓàɯÖÕɯÛÏÌÐÙɯ'ÈÚÏÌÔÐÛÌɯÚÛÈÛÜÚɯȹÔÌÔÉÌÙÚɯ

ÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ/ÙÖ×ÏÌÛɀÚɯÍÈÔÐÓàȺȭɯDecades of political and religious propaganda  on the part of 

the Abbasids combined with unrest and rebellious tendencies of the eastern 

populations in particular against the Umayyads, bolstered Abbasids influence (Holt et 

al 1977, 106; Kennedy 1981, 35-43). They gained a large amount of support in Iraq and 

Iran, and particularly in  Khurasan, which also helped them rise above another riv al, 

the Alid family, also ËÌÚÊÌÕËÌÕÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ/ÙÖ×ÏÌÛɀÚɯÍÈÔÐÓà.  

3ÏÌɯ ÉÉÈÚÐËɀÚɯsuccess was largely due to the Central Asian commander Abu Muslim, 

who l ed a strong military force loyal to the Abbasid s in Khurasan (the 

Ɂ*ÏÜÙÈÚÈÕÐààÈɂȺȭɯIn 747 he succeeded in capturing the city of  Merv, one of the largest 

and most important cities in Central Asia  (Kennedy 1981, 44). This was the beginning 

of the Abbasid military revolution . In late 749, the rebellion had succeeded and the 

Abbasid prince   ÉÜɀÓ-Abbas was appointed caliph  in the place of Marwan, the 

Umayyad (Mottahedeh 1975, 57). In 750, Marwan was defeated in battle and fled to 

Egypt, where he was killed by the Abbasid army (Kennedy 2004, 115). The Abbasid 

armies routed all other remaining Umayyads with the sole exception of Spain, where 

members of the Umayyad  family continued to rule for several hundred years  

(Kennedy 1981, 48).  

Frye argues that strong support for the Abbasids in Khurasan was largely due to the 

economic interests in the region, to which the AbbaÚÐËÚɯÞÌÙÌɯɁÚàÔ×ÈÛÏÌÛÐÊɯÈÕËɯÓÐÉÌÙÈÓɂ 

(1964, 247). Beckwith echoes this in his summary of the Abbasid rebellion, emphasising 

the Central Asian focus of the rebellion, with its Central Asian battlefields, and the 

prominence of Abu Muslim and the Khurasaniyya (2009, 143). Kennedy emphasises 

the religious propaganda, particularly in the early days when the Abbasids were 



Christina Henshaw / Chapter 2. Background to the site of Akhsiket  

 

 

  

  

36 

pushing a radical agenda of religious reform and resting heavily on their status as 

descendents of the Prophet (Kennedy 1981, 39-43). As the Abbasids gained influence, 

they simplified their religious agenda  in order to gain support from a broader base  

(ibid, 41).  

The Abbasid revolution brought significant changes to the Islamic world. As Kennedy 

ÚÛÈÛÌÚȯɯɁ(ÛɯÞÈÚɯÕÖɯÊÖÜ×ɯËɀõÛÈÛɯor palace intrigue but a massive social and political 

upheaval whose objectives went beyond the setting up of a new dynasty to the 

ÙÌÍÖÙÔÐÕÎɯÈÕËɯ×ÜÙÐÍàÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÚÖÊÐÌÛàɯÈÊÊÖÙËÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÞÚɯÖÍɯ(ÚÓÈÔɂɯȹƕƝƜƕȮɯƗƙȺȭɯTheir 

ɁÌÊÜÔÌÕÐÊÈÓɯ(ÚÓÈÔɂɯÈÓÓÖÞÌËɯ(ÙÈÕÐÈÕÚɯÈÕËɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÕÖÕ-Arab Musli ÔÚɯÛÖɯɁÍÜÓÓàɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÐ×ÈÛÌɯ

in the Islamic state, to influence and be influenced by in turnȱ The foundation for an 

Islamic renaissance in the 9th and 10th ÊÌÕÛÜÙÐÌÚɯÞÈÚɯÓÈÐËɂɯȹ&ÖÓËÌÕȮɯƕƝƝƔȮɯƗƘƚȺȭɯIn this 

way, and using their considerable military strength, the Abbasids solidified power and 

influence over the caliphate from their base in Baghdad, and continued its growth.  

Khurasan as a territory grew in importance through its political  connections with the 

Abbasid caliph (Kennedy 2004, 135). 

During the late 7 th and early 8th century, the Abbasids firmly  imposed their rule  in 

Transoxania. There was patchy resistance in the region, and the Abbasids were also 

campaigning ÈÎÈÐÕÚÛɯÛÏÌɯɁ6ÌÚÛÌÙÕɂɯ3ÜÙÒÚ to the north . The resistance was overcome 

via a combination of factors including accelerated Islamicisation (albeit often via 

unorthodox religious sects); the equal status now given to Arabs and non-Arab 

Muslims ; and strict reprisals on local dihqans when they resisted (particularly after the 

rebellion of al-Muqanna in the 770s, which was taken up by both Samarkand and 

Bukhara) (Kennedy 2007, 291). ȿ.ÕÌɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÚÛɯÐÔ×ÖÙÛÈÕÛɯÍÈÊÛÖÙÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÈÉÐÓÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÖÍɯ

the situation in Transoxania was the new attitude of the local dihqans (princes) toward 

the MusliÔɯÈÜÛÏÖÙÐÛÐÌÚȮɀɯȹ!ÖÚÞÖÙÛÏɯȫɯ!ÖÓÚÏÈÒÖÝɯƕƝƝƝȮɯƗƗȺȭɯ 

The  ÉÉÈÚÐËɯÊÈÓÐ×ÏɯÈÓɀ,ÈËÏi initiated a successful campaign in Ferghana in 777 but in 

ƛƝƖɤƗɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÖÙɯÖÍɯ*ÏÜÙÈÚÈÕɯÏÈËɯÛÖɯÐÕÛÌÙÍÌÙÌɯÔÐÓÐÛÈÙÐÓàɯȿÛÖɯÚÜÉÑÜÎÈÛÌɯÛÏÌɯ%ÈÙÎÏÈÕÈÕÚɯ

who had fallen away from Islam aÎÈÐÕɀɯȹ%ÌËÖÙÖÝɯƖƔƔƘȮɯƕƕƝȺȭɯ!àɯƜƕƜȮɯÕÜÔÐÚÔÈÛÐÊɯËÈÛÈɯ

shows that Ferghana was at least partly incorporated into the caliphate as an 
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ɁÈ××ÈÕÈÎÌɂ, or semi-autonomous principality 4 (ibid), although the extent of the 

adoption of Islam here is unknown.  

It was durin g the early 9th century that Silk Road trade began to seriously decline. 

Beckwith argues that military action in Central Asia was probably not the cause, as 

military action had not seriously hampered trade during  the previous several 

centuries. It appeared that a number of other factors lead to the decline and permanent 

collapse of major long distance trade via the Silk Road. The Chinese difficulties with 

the Tibetans, Uighurs to the east, unfriendly actions by the Chinese against Sogdian 

traders, the economic decline of the Tang government, and climate issues all 

contributing factors  (2009, 157-8).  

Great provincial dynasties arose under the Abbasids. In Central Asia, namely the 

Tahirids , the Saffarids, and ɬ most importantly ɬ the Samanids. These hereditary 

dynasties were official representations of caliphal rule over their  territories, but b ecame 

highly independent. Members of the Tahirid dynasty were heavily involved in the 

Abbasid civil war, and instrumental in securing the caliphate for al -,ÈɀÔÜÙÐÚ, who 

appointed  Tahir governor  in Khurasan in 821 (Kennedy 2004, 148-9).  

Already in the 820s Tahir  was omitting  the caliphs name from coinage, asserting his 

independence (Bosworth 1975, 95). This dynasty ruled large parts of eastern Iran until 

overcome by the Saffarids in 873 (Golden 1990, 347). The Saffarids added Khurasan to 

their existing territory in Afghanistan, and continued to expand their territory 

throughout Iran in the 9 th ÊÌÕÛÜÙàȭɯ2ÈÍÍÈÙÐËɯÙÜÓÌɯÏÌÙÌɯÞÈÚɯÚÏÖÙÛȯɯȿ ÔÙɯÉÐÕɯ+ÈÐÛÏȮɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÚÛɯ

Saffarid governor, fatally antagonised the Samanids, and his lands were assigned to 

the head of the Samanid dynasty by the caliph in 902 (Bosworth 1975, 121). This paved 

the way for the Samanids to become the most powerful ruling dynasty yet in Central 

Asia and beyond. 

The Samanids were Iranian Central Asians, but their origins are not very clear. They 

                                                 
4 A number of terms for the political regions of Central Asia are used, both Arabic and Turkish 

ÈÚɯÞÌÓÓɯÈÚɯÔÖÙÌɯÍÈÔÐÓÐÈÙɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÚÜÊÏɯÈÚɯȿ×ÙÐÕÊÐ×ÈÓÐÛàɀɯÈÕËɯȿÝÈÚÚÈÓÈÎÌɀȭɯ3ÖɯÞÏÈÛɯÓÌÝÌÓɯÙÌÎÐÖÕÚɯÚÜÊÏɯ

as Ferghana owÌËɯȿÍÌÈÓÛàɀɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÊÈÓÐ×ÏɯÐÚɯÕÖÛɯÊÖÔ×ÓÌÛÌÓàɯÊÓÌÈÙȮɯÕÖÙɯÐÚɯÛÏÌɯÌßÈÊÛɯ×ÖÓÐÛÐÊÈÓɯÚÛÙÜÊÛÜÙÌɯ

within such regions, so some ambiguity is unavoidable.  
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could have originated in Samarkand, Termez, or Balkh (Frye 1975, 136; Golden 1990, 

347). The Samanids come onto the political stage first in 819 when the governor of 

Khurasan rewarded four brothers of the Samanid family for their military actions  by 

appointing them  governors of four areas: Samarkand, Ferghana, Chach and Herat 

(Frye 1975, 136; Golden 1990, 347).  

Ahmad ibn Asad , governor  of Ferghana, became the head of the Samanid dynasty at 

the expense of his brothers. He maneovered his sons Nasr, Yaqub and Ismail into 

prime positions as rulers of Transoxania, with Ismail quickly taking the dominant role 

(Golden 1990, 347). Nasr had ruled from Samarkand, but Ismail moved the capital to 

Bukhara (Frye 1975, 137). Transoxania was officially invested to the Samanids in 875 by 

ÛÏÌɯÊÈÓÐ×ÏȮɯÊÙÌÈÛÐÕÎɯÈɯɁ2ÈÔÈÕÐËɯÚÛÈÛÌɂɯȹibid).  

Coins were minted in the name of the Samanids throughout Transoxania (including  

Akhsiket from as early as 822/3). During  the reign of Nasr and Ismail  Samanid coins 

ceased naming the caliph, demonstrating their  independent status (Fedorov 2004, 121). 

(ÕɯƜƝƜȮɯȿ ÔÙȮɯÛÏÌɯ2ÈÍÍÈÙÐËɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÖÙȮɯÚÌÊÜÙÌËɯÈɯËÌÊÙÌÌɯÐÕÝÌÚÛÐÕÎɯÏÐÔɯÞÐÛÏɯ3ÙÈÕÚÖßÈÕÐÈȭɯ

In all opposition to th e caliph (whose motives in doing this were unclear), Ismail 

ËÌÍÌÈÛÌËɯȿ ÔÙɯÐÕɯÉÈÛÛÓÌɯÐÕɯƝƔƖɯÈÕËɯÞÈÚɯÚÜÉÚÌØÜÌÕÛÓàɯÎÐÝÌÕɯÛÏÌɯ2ÈÍÍÈÙÐËɯÛÌÙÙÐÛÖÙÐÌÚɯɬ 

greatly enlarging the Samanid sphere of authority (Bo sworth 1975, 121). 

 The Samanids were great patrons of Iranian culture, which re -ÌÔÌÙÎÌËɯÈÚɯÈɯɁÕÌÞɯ

(ÚÓÈÔÐÊɯ/ÌÙÚÐÈÕɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɂɯȹ%ÙàÌɯƕƝƚƖȮɯƖƙƘȺȭɯ ÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÛÐÔÌȮɯ(ÚÓÈÔɯɁÏÈËɯÉÌÊÖÔÌɯÈɯÔÜÓÛÐ-

national, multi -ling ual universal culture and faith ɂɯȹibid, 255). During the height of 

Samanid power in the late 9th/ 10th century the Samarkand school of glazed ceramic 

decoration came into existence, based on techniques first developed in Egypt and Iraq 

during the previous century , having an impact on glazed pottery production in 

Transoxania and Khurasan, and exporting its wares throughout the eastern Islamic 

world. This is clearly mirrored to some degree at Akhsiket, where glazed ceramics fit 

firmly within the wider stylistic milieu found throughout Central Asia.  

Throughout the early 10 th century, ɁÚÛÌ××ÌɂɯTurks hounded the Samanids with 

periodic invasions . The Samanids continued the Muslim jihad (Holy War)  with short-
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term invasions to the north  into the Turkish  Karluk Kaghanate of Utrushana (southern 

Kazakhstan) (Golden 1990, 352). In 910, according to Al-Azdi, the Turks attacked 

Transoxania with 400,000 men on several fronts, including Chach (Treadwell 2005, 

164). It may have been retaliation by the Karluks for previous invasions (Golden 1990, 

352), but on this occasion proved unsuccessful, and the Samanids maintained control 

over the targeted cities.  These military expeditions provided the Samanids with so 

many Turkish slaves that they monopolised the trade and caused the price of slaves to 

fall (Frye 1975, 150). This penchant for slaves ɬ ghulums - training them and relying on 

them in high positions i n government and in the military  ɬ would eventually 

ÊÖÕÛÙÐÉÜÛÌɯÛÖɯÛÏÌɯ2ÈÔÈÕÐËɀÚɯËÖÞÕÍÈÓÓȭ 

Whether the jihad was the cause or not, the sustained growth of I slamic conversion by 

the Karluk s and other Turks in the area would have great significance: by the 920s, the 

Samanids were appointing  governors in Ferghana which were local Turks who had 

converted to Islam (Fedorov 2004, 123; Golden 1990, 358). It is possible to surmise, on 

examination of the names and titles on the coins of the 940s-50s, that the Turks ruling 

Ferghana began to assert their independence from the Samanids at this time. As 

Fedorov points out, historical sources mention the execution of one of the members of 

the Turkish  Malik family at Bukhara, and the Malik name disappea rs from coinage 

after 955/6 ɬ possibly a backlash to their dynastic posturing ( 2004, 124). The ruling 

Turkish  dynasty of Ferghana was based at Uzgen in the eastern end of the Ferghana 

Valley, and Akhsiket was under the control o f a governor  by the name of Bughra (ibid, 

124).  

In 965/6, control of Akhsiket was given to Ahmad ibn Ali, and later coins mention 

other names and titles that are not yet fully understood ( ibid, 125). Ahmad was also 

named on coins at Kuva and Uzgen, evidence that he governed most if not all  

Ferghana (ibid, 126).  It would appear that from the 980s Ahmad  left Ferghana under 

the control of a Turkish  vassel who in turn had a sub-vassal, who delegated power to 

some lower ranking official . The names all appear on the coins ɬ visual confirmation of 

who was to profit from the taxes ( ibid, 126). Coins of the late 980s and 90s mention the 

last two Samanid-era governors of Ferghana, both of whom allied with the 
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Karakhanids, another Turkish  dynasty based in Uzgen, in 992. By 993 Karakhanid 

coins were already being minted in Ferghana, probably at Uzgen (Fedorov 2004, 127).  

The Samanids downfall was, as with many in their position, a combination of internal 

struggle, incompetence, and a risky level of reliance on external military forces. The 

Samanids had built up a ghulam army of Turks, including the Ghaznavids who took 

advantage of the weakened Samanids in the late 10th century, vying for power with 

other Turks within the Samanid territories. They eventually allied with the 

Karakhanids and jointly conquered the Samanids once and for all (Golden 1990, 359). 

In 999 this Turkish partnership carved up the former Samanid state between them. The 

Ghaznavids took the lands to the south of the Oxus, and the Karakhanids to the north. 

The Karakhanids would retain their control here until the late 12 th century. The 

Karakhanids were the first ethnically Turkish  dynasty  ÛÖɯÎÈÐÕɯɁÙÌÚ×ÌÊÛÈÉÐÓÐÛàɯÞÐÛÏÐÕɯ

ÛÏÌɯ(ÚÓÈÔÐÊɯÖÙÉÐÛɂɯȹibid, 360). 

Over the next half century, the Karakhanids and the Ghaznavids maintained  an uneasy 

balance of power, at times clashing, at times plagued by internal strife, and dealing 

with external problems including  new Turkish  migrations from the northeast  (Golden 

1990). At  Merv in 1040 the Ghaznavids were defeated by military commanders they 

had recruited from the ranks of the Seljuks, ethnic Oghuz Turks that had recently 

converted to Islam (ibid, 364). The Seljuks had a major impact on Central Asia and the 

Middle East as they became more powerful even than the Samanids, essentially taking 

over the caliphate. However, the Seljuks had little impact on Transoxania and 

Ferghana itself, which remained under the Karakhanids for the remainder of the time 

period under discussion here. Ferghana was a geographical nexus for  Karakhanid 

internal struggles, and this may have had some impact in the 11th century on stability 

in the region.  

The Mongols invaded Ferghana in the 1220s (Knobloch 2001, 23), causing the 

permanent abandonment of Akhsiket and many other urban settlements . Our 

historical introduction ends here, as there was a long hiatus in the production of 

ceramics in the vicinity of Akhsiket after the arrival of the Mongols, and when it was 
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again resumed in the 15th century, the styles and techniques had changed considerably. 

The downfall of the Samanids and the rise of the Ghaznavids and Karakhanids seems 

to have had little impact on the material culture  of Akhsiket. These dynasties were 

ÍÐÙÔÓàɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯɁÕÌÞɯ(ÚÓÈÔÐÊɯ/ÌÙÚÐÈÕɯÊÜÓÛÜÙÌɂɯÌÚÛÈÉÓÐÚÏÌËɯin the 9th and 10th centuries 

by the Samainids, and clearly kept trade communications open . This is supported 

further by 11th century pottery production at Akhsiket, which, as we shall see, 

continues to follow shifts and changes seen in Central Asia and Iran. Throughout the 

time period, Akhsiket  remained an economic success, with no interruption in the 

archaeological record of steel-making or ceramic consumption.  

2.3. Archaeological setting 

Akhsiket conformed to a three part city structure t hat typified Sasanian-era cities in the 

pre-Islamic period . It  consisted of: 1. the quhandiz ȹÖÙɯȿÈÙÒɀȺɯɬ a citadel often on a hill or 

high area, 2. the shahristan ɬ the main city usually enclosed by fortified walls, some 

with towers, and 3. the rabad  ɬ suburbs located outside the fortifications, which often 

contained the bulk of industrial activities.  ÏÒÚÐÒÌÛɀÚ citadel was located in the 

southwest corner, Akhsi 1A and 1B as the shahristan surrounded by fortifications and 

towers, and Akhsi II -IV comprising the existing area of rabad (see Figure 2.3, below, for 

a map of the site).  

During the course of archaeological investigations  from the 1950s onwards, the 

dimensions of Akhsiket have been determined in their  present form: the citadel at its 

largest dimensions being 100 x 30 ÔȮɯÛÏÌɯȿÐÕÕÌÙɀɯshahristan (Akhsi IA) bei ng 8 ha, and 

the main shahristan (Akhsi IB) being over 20 ha (Anarbaev 1988 175-178). The 

remaining fÖÙÛÐÍÐÊÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÖÍɯ ÒÏÚÐɯ(!ɯÊÖÕÚÐÚÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÔÖÜÕËÚɯÖÍɯƖƔɯȿÛÜÙÙÌÛÚɀȭɯ2ÌÝÌÙÈÓɯ

ȿ.ÉÑÌÊÛsɀɯÖÙɯÈÙÌÈɯÌßÊÈÝÈÛÐÖÕÚɯÈÕËɯÚÖÕËÈÎÌÚ have been excavated in this area as well as 

in the areas of the rabad referred to as Akhsi II and III (see Figure 2.3). The earliest finds 

on the site were red-slipware sherds (possibly 2nd/1st century BC), in Akhsi II ( ibid, 182). 

The shahristan areas appear to date from  the 7th/8th century AD ( ibid, 178). It would 

seem then, that in the so-ÊÈÓÓÌËɯȿÈÙÊÏÈÐÊɀɯÛÐÔÌɯ×ÌÙÐÖËȮɯÞÏÌÕɯ ÒÏÚÐÒÌÛɯÞÈÚɯÜÕËÌÙɯÛÏÌɯ
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control of the TurksȮɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÛÏÌɯ ÙÈÉɀÚɯÈÙÙÐÝÈÓ, the town was located at Akhsi II, while 

in the 7th or 8th century ɬ around the time of the Arab invasions of  Ferghana - the centre 

moved to Akhsi I, the medieval fortified enclosure, with Akhsi II and III as its suburb 

(along with other possible areas not studied, or no longer existing due to river erosion).  

Ibn Hawkal, writing in the latter half of the 10 th century, refered to Akhsiket as the 

capital of Ferghana. According to Le Strange, Ibn Hawkal described Akhsiket as 

ɁÈɯÓÈÙÎÌɯÊÐÛàȮɯÞÐÛÏɯÈɯÊÈÚÛÓÌȮɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÚÛÖÖËɯÛÏÌɯ%ÙÐËÈàɯ,ÖÚØÜÌȮɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÝÌÙÕÖÙɀÚɯ

palace, and the prison; and outside the inner town was an extensive suburb. 

The inner city, which measured a mile across in every direction, was intersected 

by numerous water channels, all connected with a great tank; and there were 

markets both here and in the suburb, which latter was surrounded by a wall. 

The inner city  had five gates, namely the Kasan Gate, the Mosque Gate (Bab-al-

)ÈÔÐɀȺȮɯÛÏÌɯ1ÈÏÈÕÈÏɯ&ÈÛÌȮɯÕÌßÛɯÈɯÎÈÛÌɯÞÐÛÏɯÈÕɯÜÕÊÌÙÛÈÐÕɯÕÈÔÌɯÛÏÈÛɯÔÈàɯÉÌɯÙÌÈËɯ

as Bakhtar, and finally the Gate of Al -Mardakshah. The place was entirely 

surrounded by gardens, which extended fo r a distance of a couple of leagues 

beyond thesuburb gates, and on the further, or south side of the Jaxartes were 

ÙÐÊÏɯ×ÈÚÛÜÙÌɯÎÙÖÜÕËÚɂɯȹ+Ìɯ2ÛÙÈÕÎÌɯƕƝƔƙȮɯƘƛƛȺȭ 

Le Strange goes on to say that Akhsiket was apparently ruined in the wars with the 

Khwarazm Shah and the coming of the Mongols in the beginning of the 13 th century, at 

which point the capital of Ferghana moved to Andijan. Akhsiket was called 

Ɂ ÒÏÚÐÒÈÕÛɯÖÙɯ ÒÏÚÐÒÈÛɂɯËÜÙÐÕÎɯÛÏÌɯÛÐÔÌɯÖÍɯ3ÐÔÜÙɯȹÐÕɯÛÏÌɯƕƘth ÊÌÕÛÜÙàȺȮɯÈÕËɯɁ ÒÏÚÐɂɯ

during Babur (late 14th to mid 15th century) ( ibid, 477-8). 

According to Barthold (1977, 161-2) Maqaddasi described Akhsiket  ÈÚɯÉÌÐÕÎɯȿÏÈÓÍɯÈÚɯ

ÓÈÙÎÌɯÈÎÈÐÕɯÈÚɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯÛÖÞÕɯÖÍɯ1ÈÔÓÈɯÐÕɯ/ÈÓÌÚÛÐÕÌɀɯɬ or more than a kilometre in 

length and breadth; the cities of Ferghana were considered remarkable in size in 

comparison to other regions in Transoxania, and Akhsiket was among the largest and 

most prosperous.  

In the Hudud al alam Akhsiket is described ÈÚɯ ɁÛÏÌɯ ÊÈ×ÐÛÈÓɯ ÖÍɯ %ÈÙÎÏÈÕÈɯ ÈÕËɯ ÛÏÌɯ
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residence of the amir and (his) lieutenants. It is a large town on the bank of the river 

Khashart (Jaxartes), at the foot of a mountain. In its mountains there are numerous 

mines of gold and silver. Its inhabitants are wine drinkers ( nabidh-khwaraȺɂɯȹ,ÐÕÖÙÚÒàɯ

ƕƝƗƛȮɯƕƕƚȮɯÐÕÊÓÜËÐÕÎɯÏÐÚɯÛÙÈÕÚÓÈÛÖÙɀÚɯÊÖÔÔÌÕÛs). Ferghana the region was described in 

ÛÏÐÚɯÞÖÙÒȮɯÈÚɯɁÈɯ×ÙÖÚ×ÌÙÖÜÚȮɯÓÈÙÎÌȮɯÈÕËɯÝÌÙàɯ×ÓÌÈÚÈÕÛɯÙÌÎÐÖÕȱɯ&ÙÌÈÛɯÕÜÔÉÌÙÚɯÖÍɯ

3ÜÙÒÐÚÏɯÚÓÈÝÌÚɯÈÙÌɯÉÙÖÜÎÏÛɯÏÌÙÌɂɯÔÌÕÛÐÖÕÐÕÎɯÈÎÈÐÕɯÔÐÕÌÚɯÖÍɯÚÐÓÝÌÙȮɯÎÖÓËȮɯÊÖ××ÌÙɯÈÕËɯ

lead (ibid).  

The site as it exists today is partly flat and partly undulating , with t he citadel some 

meters higher than the surrounding shahristan. The entire site is raised in comparison 

to the surrounding land. Remains consist of the foundation levels of early Islamic 

structures including municipal build ings, domestic housing and craft workshops, with 

the entire area dominated by the remains of the fortification towers  and the citadel. 

Other than the southern side of the city (which was heavily eroded by the Syr Darya) 

ÛÏÌɯÛÖÞÌÙÚȮɯÖÙɯɁÛÜÙÙÌÛÚɂɯÊÈÕɯÉÌɯÚÌÌÕ spaced along the outer perimeter. The fortifications 

were not used as such during the Islamic period ɬ in some areas at least, the walls were 

repurposed as workshop areas, or other non-military urban structures  (Object 9, one of 

the excavations carried out for this thesis, was located on what would have been the 

fortification wall) . Excavations at the citadel have produced the remains of a barracks, 

including pottery dated by the archaeologists to the 10-12th century (Anarbaev 2002).  

See below for a series of images showing the citadel and other areas of the site. For 

detailed descriptions of the excavations carried out for this research, see Chapter 4.3. 

Economic activity increased sharply in the 9 th-10th centuries. The centralised control of 

ÛÏÌɯ2ÈÔÈÕÐËÚɯÙÌÚÜÓÛÌËɯÐÕɯȿÛÏÌɯÎÙÖÞÛÏɯÖÍɯÛÙÈËÌȮɯÈÕËɯÊÖÕÚÌØÜÌÕÛÓàɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÐÛÐÌÚɯÈÕËɯ

ÛÏÌÐÙɯÊÙÈÍÛÚɀɯÐÕɯ%ÌÙÎÏÈÕÈȮɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯÔÐÓÐÛÈÙÐáÈÛÐÖÕɯÖf the Samanid regime provided a vast 

market for products such as steel weaponry and armour (Papachristou, 1985, 123). 

Excavations show evidence of closely packed habitation within the shahristan, 

including  houses of 4 to 6 rooms with personal storage chambers. A bathing complex 

dating to the 10th/11th century, and further disintegration of the fortifications to make 

room for industrial activity shows Ak ÏÚÐÒÌÛɀÚɯÐÕÊÙÌÈÚÐÕÎɯ×ÙÖÚ×ÌÙÐÛàȮɯÈɯËÌÝÌÓÖ×ÔÌÕÛɯ

which happened at the same time at Kuva (Ivanov 2003, 208). A mint in Akhsi II 
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produced coins up to the Karakhanid period (Anarbaev 1988, 185). There was an 

organised city maintenance system, with underground water piping, waste -flow 

systems, underground storage chambers and cisterns. Industrial activity was extensive, 

with remains of steel -making  crucibles in several areas across the site. There is also 

evidence of copper smelting and glass working. Glazed wares were introduced in the 

late 9th century and appear particularly abundant and diverse in the 10 th and 11th 

centuries. 

 
Figure 2.3 Map of Akhsiket showing the layout of the city, and previous excavations.  
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Figure 2.4. Object 3b, citadel. 

 

 

Figure 2.5. The citadel (middle ground) from the northeast.  














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































