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Introduction
Kazakhstan, a country of vast steppes, soaring mountains, and endless horizons, is
also home to a dynamic tapestry of cities that reveal the nation’s complex history and
hopeful future. As the world’s largest landlocked country, Kazakhstan’s urban centers
are more than just places to live; they are crossroads of cultures, repositories of
heritage, and engines of economic transformation. From bustling metropolises to
tranquil ancient settlements, Kazakhstan’s cities have evolved in unique
ways—shaped by geography, trade, conquest, and a restless pursuit of progress.

The cities of Kazakhstan are living chronicles of the country’s past and present.
Ancient towns like Taraz and Turkestan echo the Silk Road’s golden age, when
caravans laden with goods and ideas traversed the Eurasian continent. Meanwhile,
cities like Almaty, Astana, and Shymkent showcase Kazakhstan’s modern ambitions,
with skylines marked by innovation and prospects shaped by economic development.
Each urban center, whether it’s the historic seat of a khan or a Soviet-era industrial
hub, offers its own story of how Kazakhstan has negotiated its place at the crossroads
of Europe and Asia.

This book explores twenty-five of Kazakhstan’s most significant cities, uncovering their
history, development, and what they offer to the curious traveler. The journey begins
with the southern capital Almaty—vibrant, cosmopolitan, and nestled against
breathtaking mountains—and winds through the futuristic capital Astana, the sun-
drenched streets of Shymkent, the mining centers of Karaganda and Ekibastuz, and
the sacred sites of Turkestan. Along the way, readers discover cities shaped by coal
and oil, rivers and plains, diverse people, and remarkable resilience.

Kazakhstan’s cities are not mere backdrops to the country’s history but have played
active roles in shaping its destiny. Throughout invasions, revolutions, and waves of
migration, cities have stood as beacons of identity and progress. Today, they are
engines driving national economic growth, laboratories for cultural experimentation,
and nodes in a growing network of high-tech innovation. Initiatives like “Smart City”
projects in Astana, Almaty, Shymkent, and Karaganda point to a future where digital
technology redefines urban life, while ongoing restoration of ancient sites ensures that
history is never forgotten.

For visitors, Kazakhstan’s cities offer a kaleidoscope of experiences—from exploring
bustling bazaars and Soviet grandeur, to marveling at modern architecture and
savoring the warmth of Kazakh hospitality. Whether you are drawn by spiritual quests
to Turkestan, ski trips to Almaty’s slopes, or adventure along the Caspian coast, each
city blends the local with the global, the ancient with the new.
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“Cities of Kazakhstan” is your guide to understanding and experiencing the urban soul
of this fascinating country. Through history, practical advice, and an explorer’s spirit,
this book invites you to navigate Kazakhstan’s cities—sites of memory, meeting, and
momentum for a nation moving boldly into the future.
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CHAPTER ONE: Almaty: The Southern Capital
Almaty, often lovingly referred to as the "Southern Capital," stands as Kazakhstan’s
largest city and its enduring heart of culture, commerce, finance, and innovation.
Nestled in the southeastern reaches of Kazakhstan, the city lies gracefully in the
foothills of the majestic Trans-Ili Alatau mountains, a dramatic part of the Tian Shan
system, at an elevation of 700–900 meters above sea level. This stunning natural
backdrop provides a constant visual spectacle, with the Big Almaty and Small Almaty
rivers carving their paths through the city, both originating from these very
mountains.

The city’s allure is immediately apparent. It possesses a cosmopolitan flair, a bustling
energy, and a vibrant atmosphere that distinguishes it from other Kazakh urban
centers. Almaty’s strategic location, at the foot of towering peaks, has not only
blessed it with scenic beauty but also played a pivotal role in its historical
development and continued significance. The interplay of urban life against a dramatic
mountain landscape creates a unique charm, inviting both residents and visitors to
explore its many facets.

Almaty’s history stretches back centuries, with its roots deeply intertwined with the
legendary Silk Road trade routes. It first appears in historical records as Almalyk in
1390, a testament to its long-standing presence as a point of interest and activity. The
very name "Almaty" itself holds a delightful connection to its natural surroundings.
Derived from the Kazakh word "alma," meaning "apple," it aptly translates to "place of
apples" or "apple land." This moniker is a fitting tribute to the region’s abundant apple
trees, some of which are believed to be the ancestors of many modern apple varieties.

For a significant period, Almaty held the prestigious title of capital, first for the Kazakh
SSR from 1929 to 1991, and then for independent Kazakhstan from 1991 until 1997.
While the capital eventually relocated to Akmola (now Astana), Almaty’s spirit as a
vital national hub remained undiminished. Recognizing its continuing importance, a
special status was established in 1998, solidifying its role as a scientific, cultural,
historical, financial, and industrial powerhouse. This move underscored the city’s
irreplaceable contribution to the nation’s fabric, even after the seat of government
had moved north.

As of 2024, the metropolitan area of Almaty boasts a population of 2,250,000, making
it a sprawling and dynamic urban center. This considerable population is also
remarkably diverse, reflecting Kazakhstan’s multicultural identity. Kazakhs, Russians,
Uzbeks, and Uyghurs are just some of the ethnic groups that call Almaty home,
contributing to a rich tapestry of traditions, languages, and cuisines. This blend of
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cultures is one of the city’s most appealing aspects, offering a truly unique experience.

Almaty is a magnet for tourists, drawing visitors with its enticing mix of Kazakh,
Russian, and Western influences. The city effortlessly weaves together these different
cultural threads, creating an environment that is both familiar and exotic. Beyond its
cultural offerings, Almaty is celebrated for its numerous green parks, providing
tranquil oases amidst the urban hustle, and its undeniable natural beauty, primarily
thanks to its stunning mountain backdrop. These elements combine to make it a
captivating destination for travelers seeking both urban exploration and outdoor
adventure.

The city also plays a crucial role as a leading educational and scientific center within
Kazakhstan. It is home to the esteemed Al-Farabi Kazakh National University, one of
the country’s most prominent institutions of higher learning, and the Kazakhstan
Academy of Sciences, a hub for research and intellectual advancement. This academic
environment fosters innovation and intellectual growth, further cementing Almaty’s
status as a forward-thinking city.

Economically, Almaty reigns as Kazakhstan’s largest commercial and financial center.
It commands a substantial share of the country’s retail trade, acting as a major
consumer market. The city also hosts Kazakhstan’s stock exchange and the
headquarters of its largest banks, underscoring its pivotal role in the nation’s financial
landscape. This economic vitality contributes to Almaty's cosmopolitan atmosphere
and its reputation as a place of opportunity and dynamism.

The climate in Almaty is characterized as humid continental, bringing with it cold
winters and warm summers. While the seasons follow a predictable pattern, the city is
also known for its penchant for unexpected rain, particularly during the spring months.
This can lead to sudden shifts in weather, adding a touch of unpredictability to daily
life, but also contributing to the lush greenery that defines many of its parks and
gardens. Visitors should be prepared for a variety of weather conditions, especially if
traveling during the transitional seasons.

Navigating Almaty is relatively straightforward, thanks to its extensive public
transportation network. Buses and trolleybuses crisscross the city, providing
accessible and affordable ways to get around. Additionally, Almaty boasts a modern
metro system, offering a quick and efficient mode of transport, particularly for
traversing longer distances or avoiding surface traffic. This well-developed
infrastructure makes exploring the city's various attractions a convenient experience
for both residents and visitors alike.

For those eager to delve into the local culinary scene, Almaty offers a delightful array
of options. From traditional Kazakh dishes like beshbarmak (boiled meat with pasta)
and kuyrdak (fried meat and organs) to a wide variety of international cuisines, there
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is something to satisfy every palate. The city’s diverse population ensures an eclectic
mix of flavors and dining experiences, ranging from casual street food vendors to
upscale restaurants. Exploring the local markets, such as the famous Green Bazaar, is
an experience in itself, offering a sensory overload of sights, sounds, and aromas,
alongside an opportunity to sample fresh produce, local delicacies, and traditional
crafts.

Beyond its culinary delights, Almaty is a city that pulses with artistic and cultural
energy. It is home to numerous theaters, art galleries, and concert halls, offering a
vibrant program of performances, exhibitions, and events throughout the year. The
Abay Opera House, for instance, is a magnificent architectural gem and a premier
venue for opera and ballet. The Kasteyev State Museum of Arts showcases an
impressive collection of Kazakh and international art, providing insights into the
region’s artistic heritage and contemporary creativity.

The city’s mountainous surroundings are not just a pretty backdrop; they offer a
playground for outdoor enthusiasts. Shymbulak Ski Resort, a short drive from the city
center, is a popular destination for skiing and snowboarding during the winter months,
offering stunning slopes and modern facilities. In the warmer seasons, the mountains
transform into a haven for hiking, trekking, and mountain biking, with numerous trails
leading to breathtaking viewpoints and pristine natural landscapes. Big Almaty Lake,
with its mesmerizing turquoise waters, is another iconic natural attraction, easily
accessible from the city and perfect for a day trip.

Almaty's blend of natural splendor, urban sophistication, and rich cultural heritage
makes it an endlessly fascinating destination. It’s a city where ancient traditions
comfortably coexist with modern aspirations, where the buzz of commerce harmonizes
with the serenity of the mountains. Whether one is drawn to its historical depth, its
vibrant contemporary scene, or its stunning natural beauty, Almaty offers an
unforgettable experience, standing as a proud testament to Kazakhstan’s diverse and
evolving urban landscape. Its enduring appeal as the "Southern Capital" is a reflection
of its undeniable charm and its central role in the narrative of Kazakhstan.
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