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Introduction
Turkmenistan, nestled at the crossroads of Central Asia, is a land shaped by a mosaic
of history, culture, and vast natural landscapes. Its sprawling deserts and rugged
mountains hide a remarkable tapestry of cities, each with a story to tell. From the
marble grandeur of Ashgabat to the ancient ruins of Merv and the bustling Silk Road
roots of Turkmenabat, the urban centers of Turkmenistan embody both the country’s
unique past and its dynamic aspirations for the future.

This book, Cities of Turkmenistan, offers an exploration of these urban
spaces—contexts born of empire, tradition, and modern vision. The reader is invited
on a journey across the country, delving not only into the architectural and historical
marvels that define the major and minor cities, but also into the everyday life and
economic engines that propel each region forward. Attention is paid to the social fabric
of these cities, their cultural landmarks, and the spirit of innovation and resilience that
continues to shape them.

Each chapter is dedicated to a city or urban center of significance, presenting its
individual character, unique attractions, and role within Turkmenistan’s national
identity. We traverse Ashgabat’s broad boulevards, shaded parks, and record-breaking
white marble wonders; we stroll along Turkmenabat’s riverbanks and trace its Silk
Road connections; we revisit Dashoguz’s ties to the legacies of Khorezm and tour the
ancient heartland of Mary, once a center of civilization in Margiana. We do not neglect
the towns whose stories are less grand, but no less important, from oil-rich Balkanabat
to the biosphere reserve of Hojambaz.

For travelers and researchers alike, this guide will illuminate not just tourist sites and
historical monuments, but also practical aspects—how the cities connect, local
industries, regional specialties, and tips for discovering the authentic Turkmen
experience. City by city, we will uncover how urban life in Turkmenistan is evolving,
reflecting both the continuities of tradition and the face of rapid modernization.

Turkmenistan’s cities are places of contrasts: where ancient walls rise beside futuristic
facades, markets hum with age-old customs, and vast industrial complexes meet
desert silence. Understanding these cities is essential for understanding the country
itself—a nation that guards its heritage while tentatively embracing the era of
globalization and change.

Whether you are a visitor, a scholar, or simply curious, Cities of Turkmenistan is
intended to be both a historical companion and a practical roadmap. May this book
inspire you to explore the diversity, wonder, and stories within the cities of this

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

fascinating Central Asian land.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ashgabat: The City of White Marble
Ashgabat, a name that gracefully translates to "city of love" in Arabic, emerges from
the vast Karakum Desert like a shimmering mirage, cradled by the formidable Kopet
Dag mountain range. It is the capital and by far the largest city in Turkmenistan, a
place where ambition and abundant natural gas wealth have converged to create an
urban landscape unlike any other. While its official founding date as a Russian military
outpost in 1881 makes it a relatively young capital, the region itself boasts a
venerable history, with whispers of ancient civilizations echoing from sites like Nisa,
the venerable capital of the Parthian Empire, mere kilometers away.

The city's most striking characteristic, one that immediately captures the eye and
defines its very essence, is its dazzling, almost overwhelming, use of white marble. So
pervasive is this architectural choice that in 2013, Ashgabat earned a unique
distinction from the Guinness World Records: the highest concentration of white
marble buildings anywhere on Earth. This isn't merely a stylistic preference; it's a bold
declaration, a tangible manifestation of the nation's immense natural gas riches, which
have fueled a relentless stream of audacious construction endeavors. The result is a
city of broad, meticulously maintained avenues, verdant, manicured parks that defy
the surrounding desert, and a skyline punctuated by golden-domed monuments that
gleam under the Central Asian sun.

To truly grasp the scale of Ashgabat's architectural ambition, one must take in its key
attractions. The Independence Monument stands as a towering testament to
Turkmenistan's sovereignty, its imposing height offering sweeping panoramic views
that allow visitors to appreciate the city's grand design. Not far off, the Neutrality Arch
presents a truly unique spectacle: a tripod-like structure crowned with a golden statue
of the former president, Saparmurat Niyazov. This gilded figure possesses a
fascinating, almost whimsical, quality as it rotates throughout the day, perpetually
facing the sun. These monuments are more than just landmarks; they are symbols
imbued with national pride and a distinct vision for the country's identity.

The city's administrative and ceremonial heart beats within the Oguzkhan Presidential
Palace, the official residence of the President of Turkmenistan. This opulent complex,
with its imposing presence, underscores the centralized nature of governance and the
nation's grand aspirations. Complementing it is the Ruhyyet Palace, another
magnificent edifice reserved for official events and state ceremonies. These structures
are not merely functional; they are statements of power and prestige, built to impress
and inspire awe.

Ashgabat also hosts significant religious architecture, most notably the Turkmenbashi
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Ruhy Mosque. This colossal structure stands as one of the largest mosques in all of
Central Asia, a breathtaking example of modern Islamic architecture. Its sheer scale
and intricate detailing speak to both faith and national identity, serving as a spiritual
and cultural beacon for the Turkmen people. Such grand religious buildings further
illustrate the country's commitment to showcasing its unique cultural heritage through
monumental construction.

For those keen to delve into the country's rich past, the National Museum of
Turkmenistan offers a deep dive into centuries of history. Its vast collection of artifacts
spans millennia, from the relics of ancient civilizations that once thrived in the region
to exhibits reflecting the nation's journey to the present day. It's a treasure trove that
connects the shimmering modernity of Ashgabat to the deep historical roots of the
land, providing context for the city's existence.

Amidst the marble and monuments, Ashgabat also offers green respite. Ashgabat
National Park provides a refreshing oasis within the urban sprawl, a popular spot for
leisurely strolls and much-needed recreation. These green spaces are a testament to
the city's careful planning, offering a balance between architectural grandeur and
accessible public areas.

No visit to Ashgabat would be complete without experiencing the vibrant energy of the
Tolkuchka Bazaar, also known as the Altyn Asyr Bazaar. While located on the outskirts
of the city, this sprawling traditional market is a sensory overload in the best possible
way. Here, visitors can find everything imaginable, from intricately woven textiles and
world-renowned Turkmen carpets to livestock and a bewildering array of local
produce. It's a place where tradition thrives, offering a stark yet fascinating contrast to
the city's modern facade, and providing a genuine glimpse into daily Turkmen life and
commerce.

Economically, Ashgabat is a diverse and bustling hub, with a strong focus on
administration, trade, and services. As the capital, it naturally serves as the epicenter
of Turkmenistan's political and economic activities. Its strategic importance is further
underscored by the Ashgabat International Airport, which acts as a crucial
transportation nexus, connecting the city to various international destinations and
facilitating both passenger and cargo movement. This connectivity is vital for the
nation's economic growth and its engagement with the wider world.

The city's development is a continuous process, reflecting the government's
unwavering commitment to presenting a lavish and distinctive national identity. The
meticulous maintenance of urban spaces, coupled with ongoing, ambitious
architectural projects, constantly reshapes Ashgabat's profile. This deliberate urban
planning ensures that the capital remains a showpiece, embodying the aspirations and
achievements of independent Turkmenistan.
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The sheer scale of construction in Ashgabat is astounding. From government
ministries to apartment complexes, every structure seems to adhere to a strict
aesthetic of pristine white marble, often adorned with elaborate gold detailing. This
creates a remarkably homogenous, almost futuristic, urban landscape that can feel
both grand and surreal. Walking through its wide, almost empty boulevards, one might
encounter very few pedestrians, a striking contrast to bustling capitals elsewhere. This
quiet elegance is part of Ashgabat's unique charm, fostering an atmosphere of calm
and order amidst monumental surroundings.

The inspiration for this architectural opulence can be traced back to former President
Saparmurat Niyazov, who envisioned Ashgabat as a symbol of the nation’s newfound
wealth and independence. His decrees often dictated specific architectural styles and
materials, leading to the uniform white marble aesthetic that defines the city today.
This vision has been largely continued by subsequent leadership, further solidifying
Ashgabat's reputation as a city of unparalleled grandeur. The extensive use of
fountains and water features, particularly impressive in a desert environment, adds
another layer of aesthetic appeal and a sense of luxury to the urban design.

Beyond its physical beauty, Ashgabat is a cultural melting pot, albeit one with a
distinctly Turkmen flavor. While the official language is Turkmen, Russian is also
widely spoken, a legacy of the country's Soviet past. The city hosts numerous cultural
institutions, including theaters, concert halls, and art galleries, though many of these
are housed within the very marble structures that make the city famous. These
venues provide platforms for traditional Turkmen music, dance, and contemporary
artistic expressions, enriching the lives of residents and offering visitors a glimpse into
the nation's vibrant cultural scene.

Despite its modern facade, Ashgabat is not without its historical echoes. The nearby
ancient city of Nisa, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, stands as a poignant reminder of
the region's deep historical roots. Dating back to the 3rd century BCE, Nisa was once
the capital of the Parthian Empire, a formidable power that rivaled Rome. Its ruins,
including royal residences and temples, offer invaluable insights into a rich and
complex past, providing a compelling contrast to Ashgabat’s contemporary splendor.
Exploring Nisa is like stepping back in time, allowing one to connect with the ancient
civilizations that once flourished on this land.

Transportation within Ashgabat is generally modern and efficient. The wide avenues
are well-maintained, and public transport options, including buses and taxis, are
readily available. The city's infrastructure has been designed to accommodate future
growth, with many roads having multiple lanes, often leading to a sense of openness
even in urban areas. This forward-thinking approach to urban planning ensures that
Ashgabat can continue to expand and develop without succumbing to the congestion
often found in other rapidly growing cities.
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The city’s strategic location, serving as a gateway between the Caspian Sea region
and Central Asia, has historically contributed to its importance. Even today, Ashgabat
acts as a crucial logistical hub, facilitating trade and connectivity across the region.
This geographical advantage, combined with its modern infrastructure, positions
Ashgabat as a key player in regional commerce and international relations.

For visitors, Ashgabat offers a truly unique experience. It’s a city that challenges
expectations, a place where monumental architecture meets desert serenity, and
ancient history lies just beyond the horizon of modern development. Navigating its
broad boulevards and exploring its gilded monuments provides a fascinating insight
into a nation carving out its identity on the world stage, with each marble building
telling a piece of that ambitious story.

The culinary scene in Ashgabat reflects Turkmenistan’s Central Asian heritage, with
influences from Persian, Turkish, and Russian cuisines. Traditional Turkmen dishes
often feature lamb, rice, and fresh vegetables. Restaurants range from opulent
establishments catering to international tastes to more humble eateries serving
authentic local fare. Sampling the local plov (a rice dish with meat and carrots), manti
(dumplings), or shashlik (kebabs) is an essential part of the Ashgabat experience,
offering a delicious immersion into the country's gastronomic traditions.

Beyond the formal attractions, Ashgabat invites exploration simply by wandering its
clean streets and taking in the sheer spectacle of its architecture. The city’s numerous
parks, often featuring elaborate fountains and meticulously sculpted greenery, provide
pleasant spaces for relaxation. Even a simple walk can become an architectural tour,
with each building vying for attention with its unique blend of marble, gold, and often,
a touch of quirky design.

The city’s commitment to self-presentation extends to its nighttime appearance. Many
of Ashgabat’s prominent buildings and monuments are brilliantly illuminated after
dark, transforming the cityscape into a glittering spectacle. The Independence
Monument and the Neutrality Arch, in particular, become beacons of light, casting a
mesmerizing glow across the capital and offering a different perspective on their
daytime grandeur. This nocturnal display further enhances Ashgabat’s image as a city
of modern splendor and visual extravagance.

Ashgabat represents an intriguing blend of past and present, a city that
simultaneously acknowledges its historical roots while forging ahead with an ambitious
vision for the future. Its white marble structures stand as enduring symbols of national
pride and economic prosperity, inviting visitors to witness a truly distinct urban marvel
at the heart of Central Asia. The city continues to evolve, constantly adding new layers
to its grand narrative, making it a perpetually fascinating subject for exploration and
understanding.
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