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IMAGESOFSAMARKAND 
Klaus Herdeg first visited Samarkand, Uzbekistan in 1975 to gather research material for 
his book, Formal Structure in Islamic Architecture of Iran and Turkistan. He returned in the 

Summer of 1989 in order to see what changes 14 years had wrought and to show his New 
York architecture students some of the most important sites in central Asia. Here he gives 

an annotated, kaleidoscope view of past and present images of a thriving city, whose 
complex history and adaptation to modern urbanization have left a lasting imprint. 

S amarkand has the distinction of 
having been at a 'crossroads in 
history' several times. It was part 
of Cyrus' Persian Empire, 

conquered by Alexander the Great, and 
subsequently governed by the Seleucids, 
the Parthians and their successor Persians, 
the Sassanids, who were in turn 
conquered by the Arabs. A few hundred 
years later, Genghis Khan sacked 
Samarkand, Bukhara and Kiva, on his 

push westward in 1216. Timur (Tamer
lane) took possession of Samarkand in 
1370 and it became the chief economic 
and cultural centre of central Asia, and the 
capital for what was to become an 
enormous empire for the Timurid dyn
asty. At the end of the fifteenth century, 
the Uzbeks began to establish their 
various principalities, called Khanates, in 
this region. The Russian Czars Peter the 
Great and Nicholas I tried in vain to 

conquer the region in the early 1700s and 
the mid 1800s, respectively. Finally, 
Samarkand fell into Russian hands in 
1866-68. By 1888 a spur of the Trans
Siberian railway had already reached this 
important outpost, giving rise to a 
burgeoning Russian city to the west of 
what the Baedeker guide book of 1914 
calls the 'native' city. The Soviet State was 
the natural successor to the Imperial 
Russian state. 



Left: Axonometric, hypothetical 
reconstruction of Registan Square, perhaps 
close to what it looked like in Timurid 
times, although there were earlier versions 
of the buildings standing on the other sites. 
The three major buildings are (except for 
the Ulugh Beg madrasa) increasingly 
independent from the city fabric: Tillya
Kari. The madras a is completely engaged 
in the fabric so that its facade becomes 
part of a continuous street. Ulugh Beg 
Madrasa is engaged only on the w~stern 
side, and Shir-Dor Madrasa, completely 
disengaged and, therefore, perceived as an 
object-building. The 12-sided bazaar 
building is at the intersection of most entry 
routes to the city. (From the author's book 
Formal Structure In Islamic 
Architecture of Iran and Turkistan 
Rizzoli International, New York, Autumn 
1990.) 

Top: North-east view along the road 
leading to Registan Square, where, in thiS 
1975 photo, the construction of the new 
dome on the Tillya-Kari Mosque is clearly 
visible. 

The most striking characteristic of this 
view is the bizarre juxtaposition of 
buildings from the Timurid, Czarist 
Russian and Soviet periods. Between 
Timurid foreground - the tomb of a 
fourteenth century mystic - and 
background from Bibi-Chanum Mosque to 
Registan complex, a neo-classical gem 
demands our eye's attention, next to rather 
large and mundane Soviet blocks. The 
traditional, largely private, urban fabric out 
of which once public monuments grew, 
seems to be swept aside. 

Above: A reconstructed plan of a time 
between the fifteenth-century Timurids and 
the eighteenth-century Uzbeks. The main 
gates with the road curving at the Registan 
towards the bazaar, the citadel, the Gur 
Enir Mausoleum, the Registan and the 
Bibi Chanum Mosque are all clearly 
recognizable within the city walls. Outside 
the walls to the north-east is the Shah-i-

Zindeh street of tombs and to the south
east the Ishratkhana Mausoleum and the 
Abd-i-Darun complex. One should 
imagine the late nineteenth-century 
Russian city being laid out with broad, 
tree-shaded avenues, west of the old city 
walls. None of the fabled gardens of 
Samarkand are shown because, as yet, 
nobody knows where they were. 



Top: Panorama looking into Registan 
Square. To the left the Ulugh Beg 
Madrasa, to the right the Shir Dor 
Madrasa and straight ahead the Tillya
Kari Madrasa. On the roof of the latter, a 
drum is visible over the mosque part. The 
outer dome was built by the Soviet 
authorities. 

Centre: Registan, east-west section, 
through Ulugh Beg Madrasa (early 
fifteenth-century) and Shir Dor 

Madrasa (early seventeenth-century) 
looking at Til/ya-Kari Madrasa (mid
seventeenth century). 

Above: Late nineteenth-century view into 
the Registan looking towards Shir Dor 
Madrasa. A market animates the space 
while some of the old fabric of the city can 
be seen on either side of the madrasa. 



Top: Late nineteenth-century view from 
the Registan northwards past the bazaar 
district to the ruins of Bibi Chanum 
Mosque (begun in 1399) by Timur. 
Beyond is the Zeravshan Valley which 
meets the desert. The domed structure in 
the foreground is a 12-sided bazaar 
building, which in Timurid times may 
have been integral with the city fabric. 

Above: Late nineteenth-century view 
north-eastwards, down to the Registan. 
The width of the street suggests a 
considerable broadening since Timur's 
time. 



Top: A view of Registan Square, 1975. 

Left: Tillya-Kari Madrasa, Registan 
(1989), with recently constructed dome 
over the mosque section of Madrasa. 

Above: Traditionally, the entrance to a 
mosque is never direct. In this example 
there is a screen door in the centre of the 
main farade which allows one to see in, 
but not enter. The screen in evening light 
appears fully as part of the surface in 
which it lies. The emphasis is on the light
filled interior of the court. In morning light 
the opposite is seen, as the screen becomes 
an object in itself. This perception is 
emphasized by its shadow looming toward 
the viewer (1989). 



Top: View of the Bibi Chanum complex 
from the north-east (1975). Banners, signs 
and a rickety-looking overpass have formed 
a contemporary yet typical central Asian 
equilibrium with the imposing ruins 
behind them. If the authorities can realize 
their dream, one of the largest mosques in 
the world will have all its domes re
capped, as well as the gigantic centre 
gateway, minarets and all, reassembled. 
They are well on the way. There is 
enough heavily reinforced concrete that a 
new building the size of the opera house 
or a new hotel could be built with the 
same material. And then, when Bibi 
Chanum has been resurrected, what 
purpose will it serve? 

Above: Bibi Chanum Mosque, showing 
progress of the re-insertion of muqarnas 
vaulting (1989). 

Right: Bibi Chanum Mosque (domed space 
in front of mihrab) looking towards the 
entrance (1989). Even with new concrete 
'muscles', the job is far from done. 

Below right: Abd-i-Darun, Khanaka, 
mosque and mausoleum. A type of 
building complex often found in Central 
Asia, combining piety and utility. The 
piety is obvious from the mausoleum and 
the mosque; the utility is in the private 
rooms for travellers arranged in an L-shape 
around the deep pool which in turn makes 
for a pleasant climate by encouraging trees 
to grow. Since it is not used for its 
intended purpose any longer, it has become 
a 'secret' place for young lovers to meet. 
Admittedly this is not a peach orchard 
whose quality Claviho, ambassador to 
Timur's court, wrote about with amaze
ment; this view (1975) of a quiet spot is as 
close as we can come to experiencing a 
fifteenth-century Samarkand garden. 
Samarkand peaches were prized highly in 
China where the caravans took them. 



Top/above: The Ishratkhana mausoleum: 
general view and detail of main i wan 
(1975). The building is often praised, not 
so much because it became the final resting 
place for so many women of the Timurid 
dynasty in the fifteenth century, but 
because, in Soviet terminology, "it is one 
of the most refined works of Central Asian 
craftsmanship ... ". Supposedly for this 
reason the same Soviet source continues: 
"Restoration work at Ishratkhana began in 
1980 and the time will soon come for the 
mausoleum to rise in its initial grandeur. " 

Above left: View of the same iwan 14 
years later. Time and harsh climate are 
literally chipping away at the old ruin. 
Ruins are always photogenic precisely 
because they are a fragment of a gestalt, 
which different eyes and minds can 
imagine to be whole again in different 
ways, depending on their scientific training 
to extrapolate from given clues or their 
intuitive ability. 

Left: Ishratkhana mausoleum. This view 
(1989) of an internal fragment tells us a 
great deal about fifteenth-century 
construction methods: the principle of 
interdependence. In this case the way the 
bricks are interlocked - those one would 
not see in the finished building. Even the 
squinch muqarnas helps to hold the outer
most skin in place. 

Facing page, top: One of countless lanes 
giving access to the many areas of 
continuous housing fabric (1989). Here we 
are in the vicinity of Gur Emir, Timur 
and Ulugh Beg's mausoleum. Here and 
there a building beyond the corridor-like 
walls will show itself. Natural gas and 
water is available to every house. 



Above: A house along a typical 
Samarkand alley which was obviously 
brand new in 1989 when the shot was 
taken. The owner takes great pride, as 
evidenced by the fancy woodwork, the 
decorative brickwork, and a garage door 
leading into the courtyard inside. This 
owner even has a telephone. Obviously 
religious taboos are not ruling the public 
side of the building, but then they rarely 
did. Balconies overlooking the street were 
always quite common. 

Above rightlRight: In another part of 
town, to the east of the market street 
leading down to Bibi Chanum, there is 
nothing but traditional city fabric, for 
private and public use (1989). Cheek to 
jowl we found a Jewish neighbourhood, for 
us undistinguishable from their Moslem 
counterparts, had it not been for a clue we 
picked up on a city map displayed in the 
hotel. As vague as the map was, we found 
the centre of this ancient community: a 
handsome synagogue with a discreet flat 
dome sitting on a hexagonal base which, in 
tum, gives way to a perfect cube in the 
interior. Between the embedded house of 
worship and the alley was a small court, 
half covered for large family functions. 
Everything was tidy and repaired where 
necessary. The municipality even affIXed a 
public plaque near to the door announcing 
that this place is officially under its 
protection. In this case at least the city 
fabric of houses with continuous outside 
walls is conducive to civic harmony. 

PHOTOGRAPHS AND DRAWINGS BY THE AUTHOR 
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ADVERTISEMENT 

Earthquake mitigation 
Regrettably, earthquakes remain un
predictable; though careful assess
ment of available data makes it 
possible to mitigate the danger, 
hence to limit the damage and the 
tragedy. Since publication of the 
seminal work of Gutenberg and 
Richter in the 1940's, countless re
searchers have raised the profile of 
seismology and tectonics . In half a 
century our understanding of the dy
namics of the earth's crust has in
creased considerably . Whilst no 
part of the globe can safely be de
clared free of potential hazard, it is 
possible to undertake objective 
studies of the likely magnitude of 
seismic events reasonably to be ex
pected at any location. However, 
frequency and real-time predictions 
remain elusive and will continue to 
be so for a while. The once con
troversial . theory of "continental 
drift" has evolved into a respectable 
branch of the sciences which de
scribe the evolution of our planet. 
The proposition that the earth's crust 
is divided into a series of enormous 
plates which drift majestically about 
the globe, bumping and scraping 
against each other is now commonly 
accepted. From an acceptance of 
that proposition an understanding of 
earthquakes is developing. 
A glance at the accompanying diag
ram will demonstrate where the 
"cracks" are; lines of weakness which 
are the focus of most (but not all) of 
the seismic events of the recent past. 
The opening of rifts and the initial 
fracture of opposing plates generate 
earthquakes of shallow depth whilst 
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making the world a safer place in which to live 
a deeper focus marks the collapse of 
rocks into dense crystalline struc
tures within a subduction zone. 
There, one plate oversails the edge of 
its neighbour causing intense earth
quake and volcanic activity. The 
frictional resistance of one plate pas
sing another can accumulate enor
mous energy within the elasticity of 
the rocks. Eventually, inevitably, 
they will fracture and the energy will 
be liberated. Earthquakes are a fact 
of our earthly existence but accept
ance of that fact should not blind us 
to the possibility of mitigating the 
effects. Any reduction in the toll of 
death and destruction is to be 
welcomed. Sensitive instruments 
at seismic recording stations 
throughout the world are able to rec
ord shock waves generated by earth
quakes. Surface waves and echoes 
which pass through the body of the 
earth are faithfully traced upon seis
mographs. In due course data is 
brought together and it is possible to 
resolve position, depth and magni
tude of even mild tremors. Interna
tional co-operation enables global 
records of all events to be collated 
upon computers. Such records, with 
appropriate references and research 
papers, can be consulted and they 
become a powerful tool in the hands 
of architects and engineers in the de
sign of a satisfactory building. Col
lection and collation of recorded 
data is undertaken by the Interna
tional Seismological Centre and re
solved parameters are issued in 
monthly summaries and bi-annual 
catalogues. 

The Global Seismological Research 
Group of the British Geological Sur
vey places the data upon their com
puter based world file, presently con
taining details of one third of a mil
lion earthquakes. This information 
is made available to designers in the 
form of computer generated maps 
giving earthquake position, depth 
and intensity, together with tabula
tions listing the reporting agency , 
resolved data and magnitude. Thus it 
becomes possible for engineers to 
make reasonable assessments of the 
likely seismic hazard to be antici
pated. Armed with such assess
ments, designers can take steps to en
sure that their buildings withstand 
the assault of earthquakes and 
remain reasonably intact. 
Most countries which suffer the ef
fects of earthquakes have developed 
national codes of practice to guide 
designers . Many national codes are 
brief recitals of criteria established by 
the well tried and tested US Cali
fornia Code. Some nations have ex
tended the scope of their documents 
to cover a wealth of advice. Among 
the latter the Indian Standards are 
notable. Many research and advi
sory documents are available to the 
conscientious designer, covering 
structures from the simplest single
storey dwelling to the most elaborate 
and strategic building. In the gather
ing and assessment of data and in the 
preparation of designs it is prudent 
to engage the services of competent 
and experienced architects and en
gineers . Together we can make our 
world a safer place in which to live. 
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Established forty years ago, the company 
offers, a long experience on both technical 
and human resources, as well as a perma
nent guarantee of quality, from the rough 
block to the final product, being 80% of this 
to the foreign market. 

We have a diversified production, being able 
and accustomed to produce outside and 
inside wall claddings or pavers for the 
building industry; cubes, kerbs and rough 
pavers for municipal jobs; monuments and 
mausoleums for the building industry; and 
the most diversified decorative pieces, by 
the order of the customer. 

Very often, we have also orders from 
famous sculptors, like Professor Minoru 
Nizuma, with executed sculptors to Japan 
and United States; Mrs. Bernardine Silber
man for Cleveland, Ohio; Mr. Andre Volten 
from the Netherlands, Mr Harold Vogel with 
the 'Space Recovery'. On these jobs the 
dimensions and the high performance of the 
finishings were the proof of our capacity and 
our best promotion. 

The production capacity is 6001700 C. 
metres per month extracted on own Portu
guese quarries, some of them unique, being 
the foreign granites here publicised, sup
plied directly, on the base of a solid com
mercial relationship that we have been 
keeping with our suppliers and their repre
sentatives. 

The transforming capacity offers about 4000 
square metres of slabs and cut to size 
panels; 2001300 tons of rough cubes and 
kerbs and still a diversified volume of the 
above mentioned sculpted and decorative 
pieces. The monumental-industry produc
tion varies from 40 to 80 tons per month. 

Some of the building projects executed and 
which we can refer are the Waverley Market 
Plaza, Edinburgh; The Cleveland Heart Cli
nic, Cleveland, Ohio; Japan National Art 
Museums; The 3330 Washington Boulevard, 
Washington D.C.; the Iglo West Berlin Foun
tain where we supplied the rough blocks 
only. 

ADDRESS: 
C.P.21 - 2716 PERO PINHEIRO CODEX 
PORTUGAL 

PHONE: 
9270064192703291927115419271978 

TELEGRAM: 
GRANITOS - PERO PINHEIRO 

TELEX: 
15294 GRAMAC P 

TELEFAX: 
(1) 927 07 15 

-=-GRANITOS ~II DE MACEIHA, SA 
PORTUGAL 



YOU DON'T HAVE TO LOOK 
ANY FURTHER 

Don't waste time and 
resources looking for 
a particular kind of 

building stone 

we can supply a vast 
variety of building 
stone, matching 

your specifications 

Cesario Pereira 
General Manager 

~PARDAL MOITEIRO MARMORES, SA 

SINCE 1888 building stone from PORTUGAL 

FAX: 351-1-562607 ADDRESS: AV. DUQUE DE LOULE 126 2D 

1000-Lisboa PORTUGAL 

PHONE: 351-1-521120 


