
THE OTRAR STATE ARCHEOLOGICAL MUSEUM 
THE ARYSTANBAB MAUSOLEUM

MUHTAR KOJAEV*
(Translated in to  English by T.T. AYAZOVA an d  G.H. SIZDIKOVA)**

T he m ausoleum  an d  its o rchards are located in  the O tra r d istric t of 
the  C him kent region. T hough  it is deeply d ried  by the winds o f Arystan 
Karabaş, it rem ains a very p icturesque places. If a traveler happens to fînd  
h im self in the northw estern  p a r t o f Kogam, he will at once catch sight 
o f a very tali build ing. Two big dom es an d  a small one w ith its beautifully  
carved tovvers at the corners o f the m ausoleum  give a pecu lia r beauty to 
it, thus a ttracting  everyone’s atten tion . T his sp lendid  bu ild ing  bu ilt on the 
Arystanbab burial g round  is a m em orial. W henever you visit this m em orial, 
you will see people o f d ifferen t nationalities and  ages: the elderly, m iddle- 
aged, young m en an d  young wom en. T hese p ilg rim s are from  d ifferen t 
p arts  o f C entral Asia an d  com e to this Holy Place to pay th e ir respect.

W hat is the reason for the p ilg rim s’ w orship o this holy place? A nd 
w hat do we know abou t Arystanbab? To Answer these questions it is 
necessary to dwell up o n  the way İslam  was sp read  am ong th e  Turkic pe- 
oples. A new relig ion , İslam , was in tro d u ced  to the Turkic tribes in the 
8 th  century. İslam  was gradually  sp read  am ong the  Turkic peoples who 
in h ab ited  the densely p o p u la ted  Syr-Darya region. According to the lOth 
century  h isto rian  Ibn-Khaukal, İslam  was spread  by the Turkic nobility 
who century  h isto rian  Ibn-K haukal, İslam  was sp read  by the Turkic nobi­
lity who possessed the best pastures o f Farab, the Kendjedy an d  Shash. 
But at that tim e m ost o f the Turkic tribes could no t abort the religion.

Even p ray ing  to Allah, the followers o f the p ro p h e t M oham m ed 
couldn’t com pletely re ject th e ir  old beliefs. T he archeological fînds in 
O tra r show that even in the l l th  to 13th centuries there was a holy fireplace 
in  each house to pray to Allah. Even K hairkhan , the khan  of O tra r in  the 
13th century, had  no t adop ted  İslam  w hen a child.
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T he in troduction  o f İslam by force am ong Turkic tribes was not a suc- 
cess. It was m ore fru itfu l by peaceful p ropagation . A great role was played 
in  the p ropagation  o f İslam  by the local folk. A rystanbab an d  his disciple, 
A khm ed Yasavi, d irec ted  the first believers o f İslam. T he nam e A rystan­
bab (som etim es Arslanbab) consists o f two words. The word Arystan is the 
assim ilated from  of the A rabic w ord “A rslan”. In  the A rabic language, the 
first m ean ing  of the w ord is “a lion” ; the second w ord m eans “big, power- 
fu l”. A cadem ician B arto ld  states th a t the w ord “bab” m eans “a gate”. In  
Turkey this very w ord is added  to the nam es o f the persons who propaga- 
ted  the beliefs o f İslam . So A rystanbab h ad  co n trib u ted  in the in tro d u c ti­
on o f İslam  in Turkestan.

A sh o rt poem  w ritten  down by A bubakir Divaev, h ea rd  by h im  from  
the Kazakh sorcerers, proves th a t people app ealed  to A rystanbab for help  
an d  support.

T housands o f saints in  Turkestan 
T housands o f saints in Turkestan 
I p lead  for help.
C ountless saints in Sairam  
T hirty  saints in  O tra r 
T he m ost honorab le  A rystanbab 
I p lead  for help.

In  O. Dostenov’s book, “T he T ru th  about the Holy Places”, th ere  is 
a relig ious song w ith the  same con ten t w hich is widely sp read  in C entral 
Asia an d  Kazakhstan.

So A rystanbab in tro d u ced  İslam , one o f the w orld’s religions, to Tur­
kic people. T hrough the new religion the Turkic people learned  the Arabic 
language, its a lphabet an d  its culture. This helped  the Turkic peoples of 
C entral Asia to develop, to a certain  extent, while at the sam e tim e they 
con trib u ted  to the fu r th e r developm ent o f Islam ic cu ltu re in th e ir p a rt 
o f the world. T here  ap p eared  m any scientists an d  ph ilosophers am ong 
the -Turkic people of the Syr- Darya district.

A m ong the fam ous scientists and  ph ilosophers who cam e from  the 
Syr-Darya d istric t the m ost ou tstand ing  were the scientist Abu N aşir al 
Farabi an d  the poet and  th inker, A khm ed Yasavi. These m en becam e a 
source o f p rid e  for the Moslem world.

It is a well-know fact th a t A khm ed Yasavi was A rystanbab’s disciple. 
A rystanbab’s nam e is often m en tioned  in H odja A khm ed’s collection of 
verse legends, “T he Divan’i H ikm at”.
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In  the work o f a F rench  recearcher, iren e  Melikoff, A khm ed Yasavi
& İslam  of the Turkic People”, we fîn d  som e facts abou t the fu tu re  p o e t’s 
becom ing A rystanbab’s disciple; “ İbrah im , the fa th er o f H odja A khm ed, 
was a fam ous sheikh o f Sairam . A khm ed becam e an o rp h an  at the age of 
seven. His au n t took h im  to the town of Yassy. T here  he m et with Arystan- 
bab, his first teach er”.

According to A bubakir Dyvaev, A rystanbab taugh t H odja A khm ed 
chemistry.

Having stud ied  Yasavi’s relig ious views, the English scientist J. Trem- 
ingham  cam e to the following conclusion. “A khm ed al-Yasavi is the fa ther 
o f ali the Turkic relig ious people. T he Yasavi school was Turkic to the ut- 
m ost degree”. U ntil the dea th  o f the Turkic Sheikh Arystanbab, A khm ed 
h ad  been  ra ised  by him . He later m oved to B ukhara. A fter his teach er’s 
death , H odja A khm ed kep t in  touch w ith his relatives. A rystanbab’s son, 
Mansyr, becam e H odja A khm ed’s first disciple an d  follovver after the lat- 
te r  ob tained  his relig ious title.

A tom b bearin g  A rystanbab’s nam e can also be found  in Khyrgizstan. 
T hen  the question  arises: w here was Arystanbab, the famous, 12th cen- 
tu ry  h istorical figüre buried? T he peop le o f the O sh reg ion  th in k  that 
Arystanbab was a hero (batyr) who fought against the Kalmyks. But Arystan­
bab from  O sh lived in  the 17th to 18th centuries.

People nam ed  afte r A rystanbab are enco u n te red  in  m any places över 
d iffe ren t tim e periods. F u rth e r p ro o f th a t Yasavi’s teacher, Arystanbab, 
lived in Kazakhstan is found when considering the w idespread occurrence 
o f place nam es re fe rrin g  to h im  in the  Southern reg ion  o f Kazakhstan. In 
the above m en tioned  verse you en co u n te r such place nam es as Turkestan, 
Sairam  an d  O trar. Gordlevsky’s work sum m arizes the  d iffe ren t op in ions 
abou t A ristanbab’s b u ria l place: “In  O tra r  there  is a holy place for H odja 
Yasavi. T h at holy place is A rystanbab’s b u ria l g ro u n d ”.

T here is a legend about Arystanbab. “M okham m ed passed away at the 
age o f 63. Before his dea th  he told his people. ‘I am  dying. W ho will con- 
tin u e  my relig ious m ission?’ At th a t m om ent a 300 year old A rystanbab 
(Salm eni Fars) spoke. H e had  known 33 religions, bu t adop ted  only İslam. 
H aving accepted A ristanbab’s agreem ent to continue his work, M okham m ­
ed then  tu rn ed  to Allah for advice. G etting Allah’s perm ission, M okham m ­
ed gave his massage to Arystanbab.

A n o th er 500 years passed. O ne day A rystanbab m et an  eleven-year 
o ld boy in the fields who asked: ‘Aksakal, give m e the message of Allah.
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T h at boy was A khm ed”. T he idea o f the legend is the following: H odja 
A khm ed was M okham m ed’s follower. A ristanbab was the person  who con- 
nected  them .

T his re lig ious tren d  o f M oslems shows the close connections o f every 
sheikh with M okham m ed which looks like a chain, “silsil”, an Arabic word 
m eaning  “a chain”. In  fact, it is a list which shows how an d  th rough  whom  
the sheikh adop ted  M okham m ed’s doctrine.

C onsider H odja A khm ed’s “silsil”.

1. H odja Abu Zhusyp K ham adani.
2. Sheikh Abu Ali Farm idi.
3. Sheikh Abil Kasim K arkani.
4. Sheikh Abil-Khasan K harakani.
5. Bayazıt Bistami.
6. im am  Z hapar Sadyk.
7. K hasim  ibn  M ukham m ed Abu Bakir.
8. Salm an Farsi.
9. Abu Bakir Syddyk.

T he “silsil” shows th a t 9 people connected  the p ro p h e t M okham m ed 
ad H odja A khm ed. T he “silsil” begins with the nam e of Abu Bakir, the 
first Arabic Khalif, who lived 565-634 an d  ends w ith H am adani who was 
a well-known sheikh and  H odja A khm ed’s teacher in B ukhara. In  the 
“silsil” after Abu Bakir comes the nam e of H odja A khm ed’s contem porary 
Salm an Farsi, som etim es re fe rred  to as Parsi, al Farsi. His grave is in 
M edina in Irag. T he m ausoleum  an d  the m osque were bu ilt över the tomb 
of Salm an Farsi, the holy place for the Sünni tribes. Thus, Arystanbab and  
Salm an Parsi were qu ite  d iffe ren t people living in d iffe ren t centuries. 
Salm an Parsi, one the founders o f the Islam ic m ovem ent, was considered  
to be the teacher o f ali the relig ious sheikhs. Based on this, Arystanbab, 
H odjaA hm ed’s teacher, who lived in the 12th century, was m istaken for 
the 7th cen tury  Salm an Parsi.

T he bu ild ing  över A rystanbab’s tom b was briefly described  in 1898 
in  A.T. Poslavsky’s article. Since th a t tim e this place has been studied  by 
scientists who cam e to ancien t O trar. At the beg inn ing  o f the 20the cen­
tury, W . K onstantinova pub lished  an artic le  devoted to its architecture. 
In  scientific words the build ing is usually referred  to either as a mausoleum  
o r a m osque o r a m ausoleum -m osque. It is a com plex bu ild ing  w hich ex- 
p lains why it has been described w ith various a rch itectu ra l term s, In  fact 
it is a fine specim en of religious architecture consisting of a tali m ausoleum
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crow ned by a dome, an  arcade w ith a carved ceiling, a mosque, a tower 
from  w hich the m ullahs cali people to pray and  som e o th er room s.

As it was reconstructed  över m any centuries, it is very diffıcult to 
specify the o rig inal a rch itectu ria l from  of the this com plex build ing. T he 
m ost anc ien t p a r t o f it is the tomb. Even now it stands h igh  above the rest. 
T he walls at certa in  po ints are  jo in ed  to the dom e with the help  o f or- 
nam enta l b rick  carvings. T he dom e is huge an d  high. T he door faces the 
West, to be m ore exact-Mecca. M oslem trad itio n  requ ires that a believer 
should  face the m ausoleum  an d  have his back to the west while praying. 
T he tom bstone is the earliest sign th a t was erected  in  the 12th century, 
the  flourish ing  “Renaissance” p e rio d  in  the  life o f O trar. A ccording to 
13th century  docum ents one o f the O tra r gates was called a holy place and  
it was no t vvithout reason. T he arch itec tu re  o f the tom b an d  the an teroom  
with a dom e resem bles the m ausoleum  o f the  14th century. T hat why we 
should  consider the following legened.

O n the n igh t after the walls o f H odja A khm ed’s m ausoleum  had  been 
erected , n ine  huge, g reen  bulls destroyed the walls w ith th e ir horns. T he 
walls were again erected  an d  the reconstruction  o f the dom e began. But 
the sam e th in g  h ap p en ed  again the m ausoleum  becam e and  ru ins. Em ir 
T im u r th o u g h t m uch about these events. In  his d ream  an elderly  m an 
o rd e red  him  to bu ild  a m ausoleum  on Arystanbab’s buria l g round. Follow- 
ing the dem and  o f his d ream , Em ir T im u r construc ted  the bu ild ing  in 
Turkestan”.

T he p ro o f that the construction  took place d u rin g  the re ign  o f T im ur 
are the two wooden colum ns in  the mosque. The foundation  o f the wooden 
colum ns is an  octagon w hich becom es w ider in the m iddle. At the top o f 
the colum n were beautifu l carvings and  o rnam en tation . In  the op in ion  
o f researcher V. V oronina such colum ns cannot be found  in  any o ther 
m onum en t e ith e r in K azakhstan o r in  C en tral Asia. T he colum ns men- 
tioned  above were m ade by an unknow n skillful O tra r wood carverr e ither 
at the en d  o f the 14th cen tu ry  o r the beg inn ing  o f the 15th century. Ac­
cord ing  to K. Akyshev, the carvings on the colum ns resem ble Kasakh tra- 
dional ornam ents. M. Sembin found the same ornam ents in the mausoleum  
of Ayak Kamyr in  C en tral Kasakhstan. T hese colum ns are now exhib ited  
in the Alma-Ata A rcheological M useum. Copies o f the originals have been 
p laced in the  mosque.

At the beg inn ing  of the 20th century  Arystanbab’s m ausoleum  under- 
went great changes. The people of O trar donated money for the reconstruc-
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tion of the ru n  down m ausoleum . T he door o f the m ausoleum  faced Mecca 
earlier and  now the facade of the reconstructed  build ing faces Azred Sultan 
in  Turkestan. T he two towers on the sides an d  the triang le  above the ar- 
cade were b u ilt as a rem in d e r o f a huge m ausoleum  in Turkestan. O n the 
arcade gates there  is a m arb le in scrip tio n  which indicates the year 1327 
according to the Arabic calendar. This date for the com pletion of the cons- 
tru c tio n  co rresponds to 1909 o f the  m odern  calendar. T h ere  is also anot- 
h e r in scrip tio n  below the first. T he second in scrip tio n  is on the en trance  
o f the mosque. O n the brick  b o ard  five lines are vvritten in  A rabic in  the 
following order.

1327
skilled craftsm en
Kalmyrza
an d  M usapir Turkestani

It is necessary to m ention that this inscrip tion  has no t yet been studied 
in connection  w ith researches on Arystanbab. T his in scrip tion  was desc- 
ribed  by S. Ergubekov, a researcher o f the O trar State A rrcheological Open- 
A ir M uesum . In  O. Dostenov’s book “T he T ru th  about Holy Places” it is 
w ritten  th a t the last construc tion  o f A rystanbab M ausoleum  was headed  
by Iskend ir from  Tashkent, a skillful stone m ason. Now it is necessary to 
seriously consider this op in ion .

Secondly, the in scrip tions w ith the nam e an d  b irth p lace  o f the skill­
ed  stone m ason in  the ancien t A rystanbab m ausoleum , though  ra re  in 
K azakhstan, are very vaulable to study. T hese inscrip tions refu te  the op i­
nion that the mosques and  religious schools (medrese) were built by foreign 
architects in  Southern Kazakhstan in the 15th-20th centuries. The inscripi- 
tion  also proves th a t A rystanbab m ausoleum  is the m asterpiece o f local 
craftsm en and  paves the way for the fu r th e r  study o f o th e r m onum ents. 
For example, sim ilar in scrip tions found  in places between Arystanbab 
M ausoleum and Baba M edrese provide indications that the Kalmyrsa craft­
sm en m ight have taken p a r t in  the construc tion  o f o th e r m onum ents on 
the o th e r side o f the K aratau m ountains. T h e  fro n t o f A rystanbab M auso­
leum  resem bles the facade o f A zret Sultan m ausoleum . It becam e a b u il­
d ing  trad itio n  an d  the sam e resem blance can be seen in  the m onum ents 
o f n o rth e rn  K aratau. For example, the Sozak m osque is the tallest in  Ba­
ba ata. Its a rch itec tu re  is a copy o f A khm ed Yasavi’s m ausoleum . It is typi- 
cal o f Southern Kazakhstan m onum ents. This gives us the rig h t to say that 
there  was a certain  arch itectu ra l style betw een the A rystanbab m ausole­
um  an d  the facades o f m ausoleum s scattered  along the raihvay in  Kazak-
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hstan. T he local craftsm en also p artic ip a ted  in the b u ild ing  o f railway 
stations an d  an o rien ta l style dom inates the a rch itectu re  o f the Turkestan 
railway station. Alongside the oriental style the skillful carpenters and  craft­
sm en also app ro p ria te ly  used the E uropean  style.

U ntil the G reat O ctober Revolution, the A rystanbab M ausoleum  was 
one o f the Islam ic centers; a ro u n d  the m em orial th e re  was a tavern, tea 
houses, dwellings an d  an  o rchard . P ilgrim s followed th e ir forefathers ‘tra- 
d itions w hich said, “S pend  a n ig h t at A rystanbab an d  pray to H odja Ak­
h m ed  for he lp”. They couldn’t rid e  to Turkestan w ithout p ray ing  at the 
holy place in  O trar. O n relig ious holidays peop le ga th ered  on the square 
in  fro n t o f A rystanbab M ausoleum  an d  sang relig ious songs. Some anci- 
en t artifacts were en tru sted  to the m en who took care o f the m ausoleum . 
O ne artifac t was a large w ooden seal, 115 cen tim eters in  d iam eter. This 
seal was given to the p ilg rim  as a talism an. In  the m iddle o f the seal one 
could  read  the  nam e of Sultan H odja Yasavi, an d  a ro u n d  to the  rig h t the 
following nam es:

Sheikh A khm et Ravande
Sheikh A khm et Zham i
Sheikh A khm et M arghan
Sheikh A khm et K abir
Sheikh A khm et A rkam
Sheikh A khm et Sakhkhak
Sheikh A khm et K harb
Sheikh A khm et ... (the en d  is no t read)
Sheikh A khm et Marsal
This seal was transla ted  by the scientist, A.A. Ivanov, from  St. Peters- 

burg. This is the only seal w ith the nam e of Azret Sultan th a t survived 
to m odern  times. This seal an d  the p lan  o f the A rystanbab M ausoleum  
o f 1911 were preserved  by the N arynbet dynasty. These are m ost valuable 
h istorical docum ents.

Arystanbab M ausoleum, which left a considerable m ark  on the history 
o f ali Turkic peoples, is a m asterp iece o f Islam ic arch itecture. It is the cre- 
ation o f both  ancien t O tra r and  skillful Turkestan. its un ique form , which 
is unlike thousands o f o th e r Kazakhstan an d  C entral Asian m onum ents, 
affected the peoples över the course o f m any centuries.

T he m ausoleum  can he lp  unlock the m ysteries o f unknow n history 
in  the O tra r area. Today every p ilg rim  can visit th is place and  learn  m uch 
abou t o u r anc ien t cu ltu re an d  history. People may learn  m ore abou t this 
m ausoleum  by using  the recom m ended  list o f lite ra tü re  w hich was used 
in  p rep a ra tio n  o f this article.




