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Introduction

Uzbekistan, at the very heart of Central Asia, possesses a captivating urban landscape
where the echoes of ancient traders, conquerors, scholars, and artisans harmonize
with the rhythms of modern urban life. For centuries, its cities have stood as beacons
along the fabled Silk Road, bearing witness to encounters between East and West, the
rise and fall of empires, and the flowering of art, science, and spiritual traditions.
Today, Uzbekistan’s cities comprise a mosaic—each one distinct in heritage and
character, yet unified by the nation’s dynamic energy and rich cultural legacy.

The twenty-five chapters that follow provide a detailed exploration of Uzbekistan’s
most significant and intriguing urban centers. Each city discussed in this book tells a
unique story. Some, like Samarkand, Bukhara, and Khiva, are legendary around the
globe for their splendid architecture and astonishing histories, while others, such as
Almalyk and Navoi, represent the country’s modern economic ambitions and industrial
might. Still others, like Margilan or Denau, offer fascinating insights into ancient crafts
and enduring traditions that continue to thrive amidst change.

Travel through this book takes the reader beyond the well-trodden tourist routes and
into the living, breathing heart of Uzbekistan’s urban communities. Delving into each
city’s past and present, we examine the forces that have shaped its
development—histories of conquest and resistance, cultural synthesis, and innovation
in the face of adversity. The chapters weave together stories of landmark monuments,
bustling markets, vibrant neighborhoods, and quiet courtyards where the past and
present coexist in harmonious tension.

But this journey is not solely about treasure-laden mausoleums or bustling bazaars. It
is also about understanding how urban life in Uzbekistan is evolving today: the
demographic changes, the ambitions for sustainable development, and the new
links—physical, digital, and social—connecting these cities to each other and to the
world. Every chapter addresses issues of city planning, economic development,
infrastructure, and connectivity, recognizing the ongoing transformation of
Uzbekistan’s urban landscape.

Intended for travelers, history enthusiasts, and curious readers alike, this book is both
a practical guide and a historical companion. Whether you dream of wandering the
blue-tiled lanes of Samarkand, tracing the city's ancient aqueducts, exploring vibrant
craft traditions in the Fergana Valley, or witnessing Tashkent’s modern rise, this book
strives to provide the essential context and inspiration to enrich every journey.

“Cities of Uzbekistan” is an invitation—to discover, to understand, and to experience
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the enduring spirit of a country whose cities are as diverse and resilient as its people.
Join us in uncovering the stories, splendors, and secrets of Uzbekistan’s urban heart.
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CHAPTER ONE: Tashkent: The Modern Heart of
Uzbekistan

Tashkent, a sprawling metropolis, serves as Uzbekistan’s vibrant capital and its largest
city. It’s a place where broad, tree-lined avenues and gleaming modern buildings
stand in fascinating contrast to ancient monuments and bustling traditional bazaars.
Far from being a relic of the past, Tashkent pulses with a contemporary energy,
reflecting Uzbekistan's forward-looking spirit while still honoring its profound history.
Often referred to as the "Stone City" - a translation of its name from Turkic - Tashkent
has demonstrably lived up to this moniker, rebuilding itself with remarkable resilience
throughout centuries of upheaval and, most recently, following a devastating
earthquake.

This metropolitan hub, home to over 2.5 million people, is not just the political and
economic center of Uzbekistan; it's also the nation's cultural and scientific heart.
Tashkent is a city of superlatives: it boasts the only metro system in Central Asia, a
testament to its scale and infrastructure development. As visitors navigate its wide
streets, they encounter a diverse urban tapestry, from the dignified grandeur of the
Amir Timur Square to the labyrinthine alleys of the Old City. The sheer scale of
Tashkent means that exploring it requires a bit of planning, but every district offers a
unique glimpse into the city’s multifaceted identity.

The history of Tashkent is as rich and complex as that of Uzbekistan itself.
Archaeological evidence suggests human settlement in the Tashkent oasis dates back
at least two millennia. Strategically located at the crossroads of various trade routes,
including a northern branch of the Silk Road, the city quickly grew into an important
commercial and cultural center. Over the centuries, it has been known by several
names, reflecting the diverse empires and cultures that have influenced it. From the
early settlement of Ming Uruk to the Chagatai era's Binkat, and eventually to
Tashkent, the city has continuously adapted and reinvented itself.

One of the most significant periods in Tashkent's recent history was its time under
Russian imperial rule and later as part of the Soviet Union. In 1865, Russian forces
captured Tashkent, turning it into the capital of Russian Turkestan. This period
ushered in considerable modernization, with new European-style districts emerging
alongside the existing oriental city. The arrival of the railway further cemented
Tashkent’s status as a vital administrative and economic hub in Central Asia. The
Soviet era, in particular, left an indelible mark on Tashkent's architecture and urban
planning, characterized by monumental public buildings, vast squares, and expansive
residential areas.
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However, a pivotal event reshaped Tashkent entirely: the 1966 earthquake. This
catastrophic natural disaster leveled much of the old city, leaving hundreds of
thousands homeless. Yet, from the rubble rose a new Tashkent. With assistance from
across the Soviet Union, the city was meticulously rebuilt, adopting a modern, often
Brutalist architectural style that still defines much of its central districts today. This
period of reconstruction instilled in Tashkent a unique blend of Soviet grandeur and
Central Asian resilience, creating broad avenues and open spaces designed to
withstand future seismic activity. The earthquake is remembered not just as a
tragedy, but also as a testament to the city's spirit and the solidarity it received.

Today, Tashkent serves as a gateway for most international visitors to Uzbekistan,
often being the first point of entry and the base from which explorations of the country
begin. The Tashkent International Airport (TAS) is the busiest in Uzbekistan,
connecting the capital to numerous cities across Europe, Asia, and the Middle East.
From the airport, visitors can easily access the city center via taxis or the metro, which
is an attraction in itself, renowned for its elaborately decorated stations. The city's
excellent public transportation system, including buses, trolleybuses, and marshrutkas
(shared taxis), makes navigating the sprawling capital relatively straightforward.

For first-time visitors, the Amir Timur Square is an excellent starting point for exploring
Tashkent. Dominated by a majestic equestrian statue of the 14th-century conqueror
Amir Timur, or Tamerlane, the square is surrounded by significant landmarks. These
include the grand Uzbekistan Hotel, a striking example of Soviet modernism, the
stately Palace of Forums, and the Tashkent Chimes. The square is a popular gathering
place, offering a green oasis amidst the city’s hustle and bustle, and provides a good
orientation to Tashkent’s scale and architectural styles.

Just a short walk from Amir Timur Square lies the Broadway, or Sayilgoh Street, a
pedestrianized thoroughfare that truly captures the contemporary pulse of Tashkent.
Lined with art vendors, street performers, cafes, and shops, it's a lively spot for an
evening stroll. Here, one can observe Tashkent residents enjoying their leisure time,
families out for a walk, and young people gathering. It's a vibrant contrast to the more
historical sites, showcasing the city's modern recreational offerings and social life.

Another indispensable experience in Tashkent is a visit to the Chorsu Bazaar. Located
in the heart of the Old City, Chorsu is not just a market; it's a sensory explosion of
colors, sounds, and aromas. Housed under a magnificent blue-domed structure, this
ancient marketplace has been a center of trade for centuries. Here, vendors hawk
everything from fresh fruits and vegetables to spices, nuts, dried fruits, textiles, and
traditional crafts. The energy is infectious, with the rhythmic haggling of merchants
and the vibrant displays of goods creating an unforgettable atmosphere. It’s an ideal
place to sample local delicacies, observe daily life, and perhaps even try your hand at
bargaining for a souvenir.
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Beyond the bustling markets and grand squares, Tashkent offers a wealth of cultural
institutions. The State Museum of History of Uzbekistan provides a comprehensive
journey through the country’s past, from prehistoric times to the modern era, housing
an extensive collection of artifacts. For art enthusiasts, the State Museum of Arts of
Uzbekistan features a rich collection of Uzbek, Russian, and Western European art.
Meanwhile, the Museum of Applied Arts showcases exquisite examples of traditional
Uzbek craftsmanship, including ceramics, textiles, embroidery, and jewelry, often
housed in a beautifully preserved 19th-century mansion.

Tashkent's religious architecture also merits attention. While the 1966 earthquake
impacted many older structures, several significant Islamic sites remain or have been
meticulously restored. The Khast-Imam Complex in the Old City is particularly
noteworthy. It houses the venerated Uthman Quran, one of the oldest extant copies of
the Quran, believed to have been stained with the blood of the third Caliph Uthman.
The complex also includes the Barak Khan Madrasah, the Tilla Sheikh Mosque, and the
Mausoleum of Kaffal Shashi, offering a serene glimpse into Tashkent's enduring
Islamic heritage. The intricate tilework and historical significance of these buildings
provide a stark contrast to the city’s more modern districts.

The city also boasts a burgeoning culinary scene, reflecting both its historical
crossroads status and its contemporary outlook. Traditional Uzbek cuisine,
characterized by dishes like plov (a rice dish with meat and vegetables), samsa
(savory pastries), and shashlik (grilled kebabs), is readily available in numerous
chaykhanas (teahouses) and restaurants across the city. However, Tashkent also
offers a wide array of international dining options, from European to Asian cuisines,
catering to diverse palates. The fusion of traditional flavors with modern culinary
techniques is a testament to Tashkent’s evolving identity as a cosmopolitan center.

For those seeking a moment of tranquility amidst the urban sprawl, Tashkent's
numerous parks and green spaces provide welcome respite. The Japanese Garden,
with its meticulously manicured landscapes, tranquil ponds, and traditional teahouse,
offers a serene escape. Similarly, the National Park of Uzbekistan, with its expansive
grounds, artificial lakes, and various recreational facilities, is a popular spot for
families and individuals alike. These green lungs of the city are vital for providing both
beauty and a sense of calm within the dynamic capital.

The city's infrastructure continues to evolve at a rapid pace. Modern high-speed rail
lines, like the Afrosiyob, connect Tashkent to other major Uzbek cities such as
Samarkand and Bukhara, making intercity travel efficient and comfortable. This focus
on improving connectivity is part of a broader national strategy to enhance tourism
and economic integration. Within Tashkent itself, ongoing urban development projects
are reshaping various districts, adding new residential complexes, commercial
centers, and public amenities, further solidifying its position as a modern Central Asian
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capital.

Tashkent is a city of layers, where each historical epoch has left its distinct imprint.
From its ancient origins as a Silk Road trading post to its transformation under Russian
and Soviet rule, and its current incarnation as the capital of an independent
Uzbekistan, the city has continuously absorbed influences while maintaining a strong
sense of its own identity. It is a city that embraces progress without forgetting its past,
a vibrant testament to the resilience and dynamism of the Uzbek people. For any
visitor to Uzbekistan, Tashkent offers not just a starting point, but a captivating
journey into the heart of a nation in constant evolution.
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