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Unearthmg the secrets of
a Central Asian crossroads

China—Uzbekistah joint excavations atancient burial site pointto
theinfluences present in the Fergana Valley, Wang Rureports.

Members of the joint archaeological team work at the Munchaktepa site in Uzbekistan’s Fergana Valley in October. PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

ven today, silk is something

of a luxury, so it is not diffi-

cult to imagine the awe it

must have inspired when it
was introduced from China to
Europe. The fabric is as soft as a
breeze and lustrous as a pearl, and
this marvelous material was not cre-
ated for keeping warm, but for add-
ing glamour to life.

Maybe it’s because silk was so
impressive that the road it once trav-
eled on was eventually named after it
in the late 19th Century, when it
became known as the Silk Road.
However, because it is an organic
material that decays with time, few
traces of silk have ever been found at
the ancient sites along the historical
routes.

Silk, and other evidence of con-
tact, has been found as a result of
excavations carried out since last
September by Chinese and Uzbeki-
stani archaeologists at the Mun-
chaktepa site in Uzbekistan’s
Fergana Valley, proving it was an
important artery along the Silk
Road that played a significant role
in cultural communications
between China, West Asia, and
Europe, according to Liu Tao, a
researcher at the Institute of
Archaeology at the Chinese Acade-
my of Social Sciences and leader of
the Chinese team at Munchaktepa.

The site is located on a plateau east
of the town of Bekabad on the banks
of the Syr Darya River. It was acci-
dentally discovered and excavated
for the first time in the 1980s, when
many strings of beads were
unearthed in its tombs. As a result,
the site was named Munchaktepa,
which means “the plateau of strings
of beads” in Uzbekistan.

Through research, Munchaktepa
has been identified as a burial site
belonging to the people who lived in
the neighboring site of Balandtepa,
where the remains of a city dating to
the same period as Munchaktepa
have been found some 30 meters
away.

According to Ali Aisa, a member
of the Chinese archaeological
team, Munchaktepa is roughly
contemporaneous with the period
in China spanning the Three King-
doms (220-280) to the Southern
and Northern Dynasties (420-581).
At the time, the Silk Road was the
site of much trade and frequent
cultural exchange.

As they sought to clarify the size
of the burial area, as well as the
spread and structure of the tombs,
and detailed information about
funerary objects, archaeologists
found six new tombs — five small
ones containing only one or two
bodies with few funerary objects,
and one larger one containing the
remains of at least 24 individuals.
Those in the small tombs seem not
to have been buried in coffins, while
those in the large tomb were buried
in coffins made of reeds.

“As the site is by a river home to
many aquatic plants, it’s logical that
people would have used reeds to
make coffins, and that can be seen as
characteristic of local funerary cus-
toms,” Liu says.

They also found the large, well-
preserved foundation of a house to
the south of the tombs, referred to
by archaeologists as F1. When
viewed from above, it is nearly
square in shape, with each side
measuring approximately eight
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Left: Archaeologists excavated
the site in October.

Above: Fragments of silk
recovered from the site still bear
traces of their original pattern.
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From left: A coin, strings of beads and a bronze mirror discovered at the site indicate cultural exchange
in the Fergana Valley in ancient times.

meters in length.

Based on the features of the foun-
dation, such as the house having
only an entrance in the east, a
domestic hearth facing the
entrance, traces of burning on the
ground and east wall, and over-
turned pottery vessels outside,
archaeologists believe F1 may have
a connection to Zoroastrianism.

Zoroastrianism was an influential
Persian religion that originated in
the 6th century BC. Before the arriv-
al of Islam in the 8th century AD, it
dominated a large area of West and
Central Asia.

According to preliminary carbon
dating, the larger tombs and the F1
structure date back to about 400,
while the small tombs are from 750.
As Munchaktepa is closely linked
with nearby Balandtepa, Liu says the
team will study Balandtepa to deter-
mine whether Munchaktepa was
used continuously from 400 to 750
by the same group of people, or if it
was used by one group in 400 that
later migrated, and then by another
group in 750.

The funerary objects discovered
include pottery vessels, coins,
bronze mirrors, silk, and many
strings of beads. Liu says the coins

discovered this time are circular
with a square hole, typical of
ancient Chinese coins, which were
also made in neighboring coun-
tries under Chinese influence.

They found one coin with traces of
rope on one of the corpses’ chests,
suggesting that it was a pendant
worn around the neck. As this was
the first time archaeologists had
found Chinese coins being used as
jewelry in Central Asia, they were
pleasantly surprised.

Archaeologists have found more
than 20 fragments of silk with visible
patterns. They were found stuck to
human bones, and appear to be the
remains of clothing. This is the sec-
ond time archaeologists have found
silk at the site. In 1987, Uzbekistani
archaeologists also found silk, which
Chinese and UzbeKistani scholars
later studied, concluding it was prob-
ably produced in China.

“This time, we want to apply the
most advanced measures to see if we
can gain a more concrete under-
standing of the origin, period, and
type of silk;” says Liu.

Bronze mirrors without handles
and with a raised mirror knob in the
center of the circular plate have also
been found from the site. They are

often considered typically Chinese in
style and are very similar to ancient
Chinese mirrors, he adds.

The findings prove that different
cultures met and mixed in the Ferga-
na Valley. “Burial practices with local
characteristics, artifacts with Chinese
cultural elements, and the house
foundation with Zoroastrian fea-
tures from West Asia illustrate this
cultural integration,” says Liu.

Historically, the Fergana Valley
was in close contact with China.
Chinese records yielded clues as to
thelocation of Dayuan, an important
Hellenistic ancient state along the
Silk Road that existed during the
Han Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220).

“Chinese archaeologists have a
natural advantage in studying this
area because we have records. By
combining them with archaeologi-
cal findings, we can develop a bet-
ter understanding of the valley,”
says Liu.

Based on Munchaktepa’s location
and date, as well as Chinese records,
archaeologists believe the inhabitants
of the tombs might be related to the
Hephthalitai, nomads who migrated
to Central Asia at the end of the fourth
century, but further research is
required to confirm this hypothesis.

According to Aisa, the team closely
cooperated with Uzbekistani scholars.
“They did a lot for us, and even
offered us more than what we need-
ed,” he says.

One example is that the Chinese
team needed a space at their partner
institute, the Academy of Sciences of
the Republic of Uzbekistan, to orga-
nize and study the artifacts
unearthed. When they arrived in
Tashkent, local scholars had arranged
alarge office and bought desks, chairs
and shelves, which the team had been
prepared to buy for themselves. Con-
sequently, they were touched by their
colleagues’ consideration.

Aisa says that Uzbek researchers
use textbooks translated from Rus-
sian, which are themselves transla-
tions of Chinese texts from the 3rd
century BC to the 10th century, a
period spanning the Han Dynasty to
the Tang Dynasty (618-907), to study
that period of time. Unfortunately,
the process of multiple translations
introduced some misunderstand-
ings of the original Chinese texts,
which Aisa says he and his col-
leagues were able to help correct.

“They had access to Sogdian and
Arabic literature from the 4th to 8th
centuries, but before that, Chinese
documents played a major role in
recording local events. Our partici-
pation helped correct many misun-
derstandings in the translations of
the Chinese records,” he says.

This time, the scholars introduced
a new method of box extraction to
Uzbekistan. This is the process in
which a custom-sized box is placed
around an artifact to extract it along
with the surrounding soil intact for
careful cleaning in a laboratory.

“We believe laboratories provide a
better environment and the condi-
tions necessary for the careful clean-
ing and excavation of important
artifacts. In laboratories, we can bet-
ter protect artifacts from potential
damage during the recovery process,
thereby extracting more valuable
information from these historical
items,” says Liu.

The Uzbekistani scholars had ini-
tial doubts about the technique, but
after seeing its effectiveness, they
embraced it.

“If using a Luoyang Shovel (a
curved spade) to identify soil structure
is a traditional technique of Chinese
archaeologists, then box extraction
and cleaning indoors is an important
technique of modern Chinese archae-
ology. UzbeKistani archaeologists
have an edge in their knowledge of
materials. Our edge lies in our work
methods and techniques. We worked
together, discussed things, and gave
full play to each other’s strengths. In
this way, we were able to work better
together,” says Liu.

Anarbaev Abdulxamidjon, an aca-
demic at the Academy of Sciences of
the Republic of Uzbekistan, told Xin-
hua News Agency that the concepts,
methods, and techniques demon-
strated by Chinese scholars in pre-
ventive protection, box extraction,
and indoor cleaning have not only
contributed to field excavations in
Uzbekistan, especially when it comes
to enhancing the level of on-site cul-
tural heritage preservation, but have
also illustrated the new achieve-
ments of China’s archaeological tech-
niques to the world.

Contact the writer at
wangrul @chinadaily.com.cn

Major recent
archaeological
initiatives

Northwest University’s attempts
to find Greater Yuezhi

Since 2009, Wang Jianxin, an
archaeology professor at Northwest
University in Xi'an, Shaanxi province,
has been working in Central Asia in
search of the Greater Yuezhi, a
nomadic group that migrated from
China to Central Asia during the Han
Dynasty (206 BC-AD 220),in an
attempt to clarify its history.

He and his team have discovered
the remains of a Central Asian king-
dom that existed from the 1st centu-
ry BC to the 5th century AD known
in Chinese as Kangju at the Sazagan
site in Samarkand, Uzbekistan. They
also found a Greater Yuezhi site to
its south at the Rabat cemetery in
Boysun, Uzbekistan.

Based on this, they have proposed
anew theory for the study of
nomadic groups, which focuses on
seeking settlements. They believe
that, opposed to the general under-
standing that nomadic people didn’t
maintain stable settlements, those
living on the Eurasian grasslands did.

During their 16 years in Central
Asia, the team has worked with all
five Central Asian countries. Now, its
studies are extending to the West,
South, and North Asia.

The Shaanxi Academy of
Archaeology’s work in
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan

Since 2017, scholars from the
Shaanxi Academy of Archaeology
have worked with their Kazakhstani
counterparts to study the Rahat city
site in the Almaty region, an impor-
tant stop on the Grassland Silk Road.
They have uncovered more than 100
remains, including foundations, rub-
bish pits and tombs, revealing
Rahat's cultural significance and pro-
viding important evidence of cultural
exchange along the route.

In 2018, they also began to
explore the Krasnaya Rechka site
situated 40 kilometers to the east of
Bishkek with their Kyrgyzstan coun-
terparts. The information contained
in the architectural remains, pottery
and bronze ware has been impor-
tant in making clear the degree of
communication and integration
between multiple civilizations along
the ancient Silk Road during the
Middle Ages.

The Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences’ Institute of
Archaeology’s efforts at the
Mingtepa site in Uzbekistan

Since 2012, a joint archaeological
team consisting of Chinese archae-
ologists from the Institute of
Archaeology with the Chinese Acad-
emy of Social Sciences in Beijing
and Uzbekistani archaeologists has
carried out eight excavations at the
Mingtepa site in the Fergana Valley.

Their efforts have revealed much
about an ancient city site, including
its scale. They have concluded that
it was the largest of all the contem-
poraneous ancient cities in the val-
ley. Mingtepa had sturdy city walls,
gates, and other defensive facilities.
Inside and outside the city, there
were large-scale buildings and road
systems, along with fully functional
handicraft workshops with clear lay-
outs. The discovery of burial sites
outside the city further enriches the
site’s cultural significance.

All these discoveries indicate that
the site was high ranking, with a fully
functional urban layout. It likely
served as the central city site of its
time in the area, and may even have
been the capital of Dayuan, an
ancient Hellenistic state on the Silk
Road during the Han Dynasty.

The Archaeology Institute of Luo-
yang’s explorations in Central Asia

Since 2017, the Archaeology Insti-
tute of Luoyang in Henan province
has worked with archaeologists
from Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and
Taijikistan on a series of archaeologi-
cal studies centering on the ancient
Silk Road, the political center of the
nomadic Xiongnu tribe, the Dayuan
state and the Greater Yuezhi people.

For example, excavations at the
Kuva site in Uzbekistan in 2023 and
last year helped clarify the layout of
the ancient city, which was a large-
scale political and cultural center in
the Fergana Valley from the 10th to
the 13th century.

The institute has also cooperated
with Fergana State University to
establish a Fergana-Luoyang
archaeology research center, where
Chinese archaeologists have
imparted archaeological field
expertise and restoration tech-
niques to Uzbekistani students.



