Identity in Transition:
Eighth Century Sogdian Architecture

Ayse Esra Sirin

Abstract

Indigenous Sogdian culture endured an irrevergialesformation when the
Umayyads introduced Islam into the region. Politstauggles between the
local elites and the newcomers resulted in victofyislamic forces who
started to change Sogdian material culture. Thisgh is best observable in
the architecture of the area. Temples and palatgbeoimportant urban
centres of Sogdiana such as Penjikent, Samarqahdamakhsha assumed an
Islamic character as the local elite gradually gaweey first to Umayyad
governors and then to the rebellious forces of Abuslim. This study
inquires how this political change reflected itdalfSogdian visual culture by
following the story of architectural transformatsnoncurrent to important
political events of the time.
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1. Introduction: Pre-ldamic Transoxania

Sogdiana lies in between the Amu Derya and ZarafdRiaers in Central
Asia where a language derivative of Persian wakespdDifferently from its
eastern and southern neighbors, China and SasshamnSogdiana was
politically fragmented from the first or second tey B.C. until the eighth
century A.D., when it was conquered by the Aralisconsisted of city-states
that developed their own political administratiamdawvhose ruler tended to
be a first-among-equals rather than a de$pWealthy Sogdian merchants
had their say in the administration judging froraittrichly decorated, large
houses in Penijikerit.

Sogdian merchants were extremely active in SilkcRinade, with a
very diffused but efficient network of business eimtction and
communication. The chief primary sources for sunformation are the
Sogdian Ancient Letters® of the fourth century, which are the earliest Sagd
commercial documents. Apparently, there were diffier Sogdian
communities all over Central Asia, and a messengmild transport their
letters from one community to the other like a pbstgent. Some of these
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letters also give some clues about the structuthese communities whose
merchants operated in a certain hierar@ych a systematized commercial
organization brought great profits to those invdlverhich caught the eye of
the surrounding central authorities. Both Sassanéamd Turks occasionally
attempted to take control of the various city-staié Sogdiana, but the latter
often managed to liberate themselves from totaimskion by paying tribute
or swearing allegiance to their enemfes.

Great landlords calledihgans governed rural Sogdiana. They lived
in fortified castles and collected tax from the gaats working on their lands.
Yet Sogdian peasants were not dependent uponldhneliord, as was the case
in European feudalism. They were free peasanteegsdould leave the land
of thedihgan they were working on and move to another dne.

The Sogdian religion was a polytheistic one infleexh by
Buddhism, Manichaeism, and Zoroastrianism, and bittwthe latter seems
to have had a greater impdcthe locals had a very fragmentary system of
worship, as is apparent from the inner decoratioth® houses excavated in
Penjikent. The reception halls of most residerti@lises were covered with
large wall paintings of the divine patrons of thener alongside smaller
images of his praying famif.

In researching this article, my interest in thectionality of art and
architecture led me to focus on the architecturahdition which had
presumably taken place in the seventh and eighttudes in Sogdiana with
the arrival of Islamic culture that was religiouslgd politically distinct from
the local one. Yet when | started my research lizead how few studies had
been produced on this subject. Some of the schbtare enough to wander
into the unknown fields of Sogdian material cultaee Boris Marshak,
Etienne de la Vaissiere and Yury Karev, who haveaeated various sites in
Sogdia. One of the reasons for this scholarly gatfhé scarcity of sources.
The nature of written material does not always vellthe historian to
reconstruct spatial history. Furthermore, the stadlyarchitecture in this
period and place is very much dependent on arcbgieal data. To access
this information requires many years of field warkd a considerable amount
of funding, which might not always be readily aahie.

Yet another inconvenience was the character of dheondary
sources. Most of the valuable secondary informatias either out of reach,
or was published in Russian. Therefore, | did rentehaccess to a complete
and up-to-date data. As a result, the study betoani attempt to collate the
available information about the changing architextof Sogdiana in the
eighth century and to understand the meaning efadhange through a close
examination of three important cities of Sogdiana.
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Figure 1 — General map of Central Asia (Fourthighih Century)
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2. TheArrival of the Arabs

Yury Karev suggests that the expansion of Islanfedifl in pace and in
extent according to two important features of tbentry to be conquered: Its
wealth and its religion. In the seventh and thetfinalf of the eighth
centuries, Transoxania was one of the wealthieggibns of Asia and was
home to an amalgam of various pagan religions deéinitely strengthened
its position as a potential target.

The Arabs first arrived in Transoxania from Khurasander the
leadership of the Umayyad general ‘Ubaidallah lyadiin 673. They raided
Bukhara, which was ruled bykhatun (a female ruler) as the regent of her
son Tughshada. She made peace with Ziyad by padymga considerable
amount of tribute. A second considerable attackec&rom the new governor
of Khurasan, Sa’'id b. ‘Uthman, who reached Samatkan676. All his
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attempts to capture the city failed and he wagdioon after on his way to
Medina. Apart from these two major incidents, midgabic raids continued
to disturb the inhabitants of Sogdiana until thd efithe seventh century.

However, on the eve of the new century, Arabic iemns assumed
a more aggressive character, as a result of theraasriented policies of the
Umayyad caliphate. In 706, Qutayba b. Muslim, thewngovernor of
Khurasan for the Umayyads in Merv, began his attamfainst Paikent, a
small town in Bukhara. Defeated initially by thelleotive resistance of
Sogdians and Turks, he returned to Merv, and it erdg after three years
and by mass persecutions of rebellious Sogdiaas,hin was able to capture
the Bukhara oasis and the Khwarizm region. In émaining years, Qutayba
managed to capture Samarkand after a month logg sie712, in addition to
the Chach and Ferghana, where he was killed inb¥1Bis own soldiers on
losing caliphal favor with the accession of Sulainma the Caliphate. From
the 720s onwards, until the arrival of Abu Musli8pgdian rulers rebelled
against the Umayyad authorities in Central Asiattipg up a persistent
resistance. The only exception to the offensiveicmsd of the Khurasan
governors against these uprisings were the peapefigies of intermarriage
of Nasr b. Sayyar, governor of Khurasan between7288 which started a
process of mixture between the local Sogdian elite the Arabic rulers of
Central Asia. Yet this conciliatory approach couldt stop the growing
discontent against Umayyad government and itsselititudes, which had
already taken root in Khurasan and Transoxhia.

By the mid-eighth century, the social status of-#eabic Muslims
had changed a great deal. Many entered into théceeof Arabic families
and became their clients. Powerful as they wemy thisliked the exclusive
policies of Umayyad dynasty. The primary force Inehithe Abbasid
movement was Abu Muslim, a client of Abbasid familljo was made leader
of the movement and governor of Khurasan by IbrabinMuhammad, a
member of the Abbasid family. In a very short péraf time, Abu Muslim
defeated the forces of Nasr b. Sayyar and estalistimself in Marv. In
750, the last Umayyad caliph, Marwan b. Muhammaak also defeated, and
the rule of Abbasids over the Muslim world offidjastarted*

The material impact of these social and politicainsformations
brought about by Muslim intervention was tremendolike rest of this
article is devoted to a discussion of the architedtimpact of the above
mentioned social changes. The transition of Sogdighitectural identity is
best observed in three central Asian cities: Penjik Samargqand and
Varakhsha.
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3. ThePeriod of Architectural Transition
l. Penjikent

The archaeological site of Penjikent is situatethmeast of Samarkand, near
the Zarafshan River, in today’s Tajikistan. The $is been known since the
nineteenth century but it was first surveyed anchgated in 1930s when the
castle of Mug and a basket full of documents relateit were discovered
accidentally by a shepherd. Only the documentgewriin Arabic have been
deciphered so far, within whicheasti¢, the last local ruler of Penjikent,
has been identifietf. The richest information about the structure of pne-
Islamic Sogdian city comes from Penjikent, whichswlaunded in fifth
century A.D., and survived until 770s before besfigandoned for the fertile
valley below the city*®

i. TheTwo Temples

There were two temples situated at the north otitaelel. Their architectural
structure is very similar to each other and seemtsatre been influenced by
the Hellenistic tradition of Bactria. Each templeatl in the middle of a large
yard and had a central building with a courtyardramt of its entrance. The
central hall did not have a wall so that anybodynding in the courtyard
could directly see the altar of the temple. At &mel of the hall, there was a
door opening to theella, which had two niches in both sides containing the
clay statues of the Goddesses. Boris Marshak dfaé¢shese two buildings
experienced various reconstructions at the beginafrthe eighth century/.

It is probable that the raids of Qutayba and thesthaeaction of Umayyad
governors to various rebellions caused the neethforeconstruction of the
temples.

ii. ThePalace

Dewasti¢’s palace was situated at the western side ofiteelsrepresents the
typical Sogdian palace with several reception halisch were connected to
an even bigger rectangular room ending with a laxighe meant to contain
the throne (See Fig. 2, Room No. 5). The corridgbithe back of the structure
are another recurrent feature of Sogdian architectu
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Figure 2 — Palace in Penjikent
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iii. Residential Area

This area covers the eastern and the southerroptre citadel. In the fifth
and sixth centuries, the most magnificent buildinfthe site seem to be the
temples, yet in seventh and eighth centuries, nwdrie residential houses
started to look like small versions of a Sogdiatapa’™ For example, rooms
number one and two of the Palace in Fig. 2 candmepared to the various
small rooms of the citadel in Fig. 3. The fact thay are all supported by
four columns and that they are tied to each otlyestiaight passage ways is
illustrative of this resemblance.

All three types of dwelling mentioned above congainmural
paintings on the walls of their reception halls.eTinurals consisted of the
images of different divinities, the owner of theuse and his family, and the
stories of famous heroes. While classifying the ltimgs of Penjikent,
Valentina Raspopova emphasizes the fact that thhaseno great difference
between the houses of the ruling elite and of dleall population, suggesting
that this means there were no clear boundariesaidlsclass within societyf
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Figure 3 — Residential Area of Penjikent

In the year 720, the Sogdian local rulers engagedwide-scale rebellion led
by Dewasti¢, which turned out to be an unsuccessful one. Theyyads
crushed the movement savagely in the year 722 anted down the palace
of Dewasti¢ together with one of the temples and the majasitythe rich
dwellings probably belonging to the local eliteppbsperous merchants.

1. Samar gand:

The site of Samargand can easily be considerdubdseist studied excavation
of Sogdia in terms of architectural transition frtime pre-Islamic to the
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Figure 4 — General plan of the sfte

Islamic period. Samargand has been excavated $iaagneteenth century,
but systematized research only started as lateed960s. It was in 1989 that
the Mission Archeologique Franco-Ouzbeke began to finance the excavations
of the site conducted by Paul Bernard, Frantz Gremel Muxammadzhan
Isamiddinov, which still continue today.

The history of the site goes back to the seventigientury B.C.
and ends with the Mongol invasion in the thirteeogimtury. Yet the above
mentioned team, focusing mostly on the seventheaghth centuries A.D.,
have started a very promising research into thesiian of the buildings in
Samargand from a pre-Islamic to an Islamic traditislthough their findings
remain rather limited in extent, one can still hdpat new information will
come to light in the coming seasons of the excawati

i. Legendary First Mosgue of Qutaybab. Mudim

The great Persian historiographer, Abu Ja’'far Mulmawch ibn Jarir al-Tabari
(d. 923), mentioned that Qutayba b. Muslim had tecka Friday mosque as
soon as he captured Samargand in 712 and thatheuhaed all the idols the
‘pagans’ had worshiped. The archaeologists, howesauld not find any

convincing proof that any of the remains from tkacred area’ of the site
actually belonged to a Zoroastrian temple or toeanly mosque. Karev
suggests that until the 740s, the Arab invaderddcaot focus on serious
construction activities because they were under tthreat of Sogdian

rebellions and Turkish raids. It was only after §4@vhen the Sogdian
population had begun to be integrated within Araduicial system as clients,
that they started to build and change the estaalisinchitectural patterds.
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Figure 5 — Sacred Area of Afrasfdb

ii. A Possible Early Isamic Palace

This building dates to the years between 738 afidaf 5he earliest. This date
is defined according to a coin of Turghar, the lader of Sogdia who
managed to mint his own coin. The complex had tigtirttive parts, one to
the north and one to the south (see Fig. 5, pumptered sections). Although
the building has been only partly excavated, imsee¢hat it was organized
around a central courtyard. The parts that have kb&eavated seem to have
been built at different times. The plan reveald ths a complex of different
units reinforced by massive walls and towers, whigre built at the same
level. The four-meter wide external walls and the tsimilar towers at the
corners were the only indication for archaeologtsthypothesize that the
northern and southern half of the building actuédiyms a single unit.

The importance of the structure for this study hattit contains
elements both foreign and familiar to Sogdian dechiure. The construction
of the walls is a traditional technique of Sogdiag@ploying two courses of
mud-bricks embedded between two courses of ramragt. &~urthermore,
the large rectangular room of the northern side tleg building has
proportions (20 x 11.5m) very similar to the typigmla hall of Sogdian
palaces. On the other hand, all the rooms of theptex were paved with
burned bricks, which are very unusual for localhétexture. The burned
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bricks had also stamps on them with Arabic insmip that could not be
deciphered. Another foreign element is the plaesjimesence of a central
courtyard which was frequently used by Umayyad itects?* Overall,
different construction techniques, the absenceywinsetry and the different
leveling of the parts of the structure suggest that complex was built in a
hybrid architectural style, pointing to a transitidoetween Arabic and
Sogdian traditions.

According to Frantz Grenet, this structure couldeéhbeen the first
administrative building of the new Arabic elitegtpalace of Nasr b. Sayyar,
the governor of Khurasan from 738 to 748 hen Nasr b. Sayyar first came
to Tansoxania he was charged with the difficultycaft subduing the Sogdian
rebels; a task in which he succeeded first by amilipower, then by trying to
come to terms with them. He tried to establish »edi pattern for the
collection of taxes and formed alliances with tbeal elite?® Apparently,
while he was trying to secure his military positesthe ruler of Sogdiana, he
needed an immediate place from which to conductaldisinistrative and
political affairs, and it was at this time that tdeal complex was built for
him.

iii. Dar al-lmara

This building was discovered at the lower terraearrthe donjon of the site,
and has been excavated since 1991. The first thatgvas noticed was that a
previous building had been destroyed and the seirfeas prepared for the
construction of this new one. Two phases have ldsmtified: the first one
being between 740s and 750s and the second beted ea period between
755 and 770s. The primary architectural elementbisfearly phase are two
massive pillars which form a spectacular entratioee towers on the eastern
wall that have only decorative purposes, symmataorridors leading to the
center of the building, and the colonnades at testern side which probably
led to another courtyard. The plan of the buildivegs so well calculated that
it was enough for the archaeologists to simplythseprinciples of symmetry
to reconstruct the rest of the structure. The stkobxcavating the building
named itDar al-lmara (governor's house). The impressive plan and the
protected location of the building, guarded by tastle, suggest that the
building hosted the governors of the cty.
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Figure 6 -Dar-al Imara. Plan and Reconstruction by E. Kurkina

Alien as it seems to the local culture, one wongérat the origin of
this structure was. The suggested ownerDaf al-lmara is again the
governor of Khurasan, Nasr b. Sayyar. It has alrdamn mentioned that he
secured his position in Transoxania through severehceful means.
Apparently, a few years after his arrival, he stdrthe construction of this
new palace which was built according to contemperas Umayyad palatial
architecture. One such example is the palace congflgValid 1l in Jericho
called Khirbat al-Mafjar (Fig. 7) built between 74&nd 75G° The
resemblance between these two plans is striking. sitape of the building,
the placement of the columns and the tower-likeitads in the corners are
among some of the common features betweantal Imara in Samargand
(See Fig. 6) and the main palatial area of the ctial-Mafjar in Jericho.
(See Fig. 7) This suggests that Umayyad rule wealyi beginning to take
root in Transoxania, since the rulers found timd agsources to devote to
artistic production instead of military needs.
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Figure 7 — Plan of Khirbat al-Mafjar Palace

The second phase was dated to a period betweearkbfhe 770s
on the basis of the first coins of Abu Muslim innS&&gand. Apparently,
certain events had prevented the continuation n$troction activities. Then,
at a slightly later date, the new owners decidedinish the building with
materials readily available to them. This new buidd lacked the
sophistication of the earlier one since the nevideus did not exactly follow
the old plarf®

What had disrupted the construction was no doubt Abbasid
revolution. According to al-Tabari’s account, altgan 747, Abu Muslim
had sent his generals to different cities in Khanadoth to spread the cause
and to fight against any possible resistance. @ae hater, Siba’b. an-Numan
al-Azdi was sent to Samargand as governor of tiy épparently, he
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expelled Nasr b. Sayyar from the region, yet wendbknow exactly what
happened to hirfY.

Abu Muslim came to Samargand in 751 or 752 in otdesuppress
a rebellion which was started in Bukhara in 75Gkertain Sharik b. Shayh
al-Fihri against both the Abbasids and the locadhatities who sided with
them. At the same time, the Chinese emperor sbigt army in order to help
the local ruler of Fergana against the King of 8hddhis direct intervention
in a conflict within the newly Abbasid territoriegsulted in a diplomatic
crisis. In the war of Taraz in 751, one of the gafseof Abu Muslim, Sa'id b.
Humayd, defeated Chinese army in several battldsbanught many of the
remaining soldiers to Samargand as prisoffeiéet another move of Abu
Muslim in Transoxania was the suppression of tiheli®us activities of the
local nobles. According to T'ang Chou, from mid{gtiy century onwards,
the local kings of Transoxania asked the Chinespeeon to attack the
Abbasids and in return they offered to become thasisals. Yet it had never
become a collective movement until 752, when elekiags got together to
ask for the emperor’s help. In that year, Abu Muslvas in Samargand, and
very plausibly it was him who sent Abu Dawud toaampaign against Kish
where he killed the king of Kish and othdihgans of the region with him.
Also in the same period, many other kings and suldisappeared from
Chinese sources.Thus, Abu Muslim probably initiated the constroctiof
the second building, but it was interrupted agajirhis death. That is why the
builders could not pursue the old plan and hadet@dntent with whatever
local builders could make out of it.

iv. Urban Structures
During the mid eighth century, the layout of theidential area of Afrasiyab
started to change. Just like the original plarDaf al-Imara, the quarters

began to include central courtyards which werepaot of the urban tradition
of pre-Islamic Sogdi&’
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Figure 8 — Residential quarter in the western pbAfrasiab

I1. Varakhsha:

The first archaeologist of Varakhsha was VasiliisBkin, who started his
expeditions in the early 1950s. He unearthed ortteofooms of the famous
palace which was full of stucco decorations. Althlounis discovery made a
huge sensation in the world, the excavation wagpstd in 1954, and
restarted at different intervals.
The architectural development of the palace of kasha is

somewhat different from what we see in Samarqarukgrev architectural
transformation happened through the patrons obtlilelings. Sogdian rulers
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disappeared from the scene in Samargand, and Agabiernors themselves
shaped the new style of architecture in the cityoating to their taste and
needs. Yet in Varakhsha, one can observe a diffgrattern. Local rulers
continued to govern the city, though they were akssfirst to the Umayyad
and then to the Abbasid government. One can obgbeveeluctance with
which this new culture had been appropriated byd&agkshids (kings), not
so much in the architecture, but certainly in teeatation, of the palace.

Dldest Portion of Walls e £ LA S L
Alter Shishkin, Varakhsha (M., 1963), p, 55

Figure 9 — Plan of the Varakhsha Palace

The palace must have been built sometime before sthenth
century. It is claimed that that it had been ‘al@aret’ and was in ruins when
it was rebuilt agaifi? Archaeologists have defined five different phafoes
the building. The first one belongs to Khnk Khudag is dated between the
years 689 and 709-710. According to tAlBakr Muhammad ibn Jafar
Naymark, Khnk Khuda was none other than Vardan khutie ruler of
Vardana who, according to Narshakhi, usurped thenthfrom Togshada in
late-seventh century until 709, when Qutayba b. IMusestored the rule to
its rightful heir, Togshad&.

Since we have very little information about thedalyof this early
phase, it is more convenient to start with the sdcone, which belongs to
the king Togshada b. Bidun (709-732). The wallthefEastern, Western and
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Red Hall, together with a wall painting from theskan Hall, date to this
period. The ‘Zoroastrian’ connotation of this spfiecivall painting clearly
contradicts Narshakhi’'s statement that TogshadarhecMuslim with the
help of Qutayb&' Naymark suggests that this painting must have been
ordered after Qutayba died, as it seems unlikedy Tlogshada had showed
any hard evidence of his allegedly secret Zoraastrfaith before that.
According to Chinese sources, Togshada turnededCthinese emperor for
help again in 719 and took part in the uprisingg®®s. It is plausible that
this painting belongs to this later period of Toadf's reign, when he
decided to rebel against Arab rule. In 722, howetlee Arabs regained
political control of the region. One is thereforclined to think that the
repainting of the Red Hall might be related to Euer years of Togshada's
rule, from 722 to 738. Although we do not know tentent of the earlier
images, it is likely that when his attempt to lier himself from Arabic
dominance failed, he had to change the iconographyhe paintings.
Naymark proposes that the surviving upper parthef images includes a
‘secret code’ which hides the presence of Sogdiaftied under the
appearance of simple “zoomorphic ornaments”.

Nevertheless, another rupture in the loyalty of Bag rulers is
reflected in the fourth stage of the building. Aaeblogists found traces of a
great fire, which probably ended this phase. Aftegshada, his son, Qutayba
b. Togshada, started to rule Varakhsha. Narsha&tésthat Qutayba was a
Muslim, but that he returned to the beliefs offoieefathers in Abu Muslim’s
time, and this is why the Abu Muslim killed him, shbrother and his
followers®® The fire was probably the result of such a confbetween
Qutayba b. Togshada and Abu Muslim which resulte@utayba’s deatf.

Only in the fifth stage is it possible to see theegration of some
Arabic architectural elements into the pre-exissihgicture. This last phase is
attributed to Buniyat b. Togshada, who replacedhisher Qutayba upon his
death in 753. After the huge fire, Buniyat seembdue repaired his palace.
The architect used some new materials and addedspaaes to the old
structure. He placed aswan with huge columns to the western side of the
complex and covered the pavement of élvean and the corridor around the
northern hall with baked bricks. (See Fig. 9 Room 23) None of these
elements existed in pre-Islamic Sogdian architectur

It seems that after 750s, the cultural influenceémbic rule had
finally started to change Sogdian society in a eremt way. The customs
and manners of the politically dominant culture d®e a symbol of power
for inferior rulers who wanted to imitate them. Fibre members of the
Bukhara Khudah family, the rulers of Bukhara, this change statti@ghow
itself physically, when they fully recognized Abhsglominance, after the
death of Qutayba b. Togshada in 753.
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4, Conclusion

The eighth century was a crucial period for thednsof Sogdiana since it
saw political and cultural turmoil within the regiolt took a lot of uprisings
and diplomatic effort before the newcomers had detaly established
themselves. It is possible to observe the matearigblication of this
phenomenon in two different cities. In Samargar, authority changed
hand in the early years of the century, and thg lsécame the center of
Arabic government in Sogdiana. Therefore, one dmeive the architectural
outcome of an amalgam of the two traditions alreiadye second quarter of
the century, with the hybrid palace of Nasr b. Saygnd withDar al-lmara
in the middle of the century, after the Abbasidalation. On the other hand,
in Varakhsha, where local kings continued to ralehe eighth century, the
transformation followed a different path. They savery weak moment of
their masters as an opportunity to rebel and retiedr own religion and
political power. Yet this dream had to come to ad evhen, after a short
period of confusion, Abu Muslim managed to consatkdArabic rule even
further throughout Sogdiana. The fifth phase of tarakhsha palace
demonstrates this firm presence of Abbasid rule sigperior authority.
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