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Eastern Iran and Transoxiana, 750-1150 
 
8 March 

9.00: Registration♦ 

9.30: Ali Ansari, Welcome 

9.45: Panel 1 - Political History of the early Islamic East 

Aleksandr Naymark: The Fate of Bukhar Khudas: a pre-Islamic Dynasty in Islamic 
Mawaraannahr 

Tarikh-I Bukhara preserved an unusually detailed account of the dynasty that ruled Bukhara in pre-
Islamic times and continued to play important role in local affairs during the first two centuries after 
the Islamic conquest. Combined with other early Islamic sources it allows us to create a narrative, 
which then can be compared with the history of the coins issued by the Bukhar Khudas during the first 
half a century of Arab control as well as with the complex architectural history and the several re-
decorations of their residence in Varakhsha. We see how Bukhar Khudas fought against the Arabs, 
made personal bonds with Arab governors, cooperated with and plotted against them, converted to 
Islam and apostasized, opposed and supported anti-Caliphate rebels, tried to make careers serving 
Abbasid state and finally had to deal with the Samanids – new Islamic rulers of local origin. It clear 
that Ismail Samani saw in Bukhar khudas real challenge for his power and one after another destroyed 
their political influence, their economic power and then even tried to take away their traditional 
authority as the leaders of the local agricultural community. By the middle of the 10th century CE the 
descendants of the dynasty lived in obscurity in one of the villages of the Bukharan oasis. 

Minoru Inaba: Across the Hindukush of the early Islamic period 

The process of the consolidation of Muslim rule in Ṭukhāristān to the north of the Hindukush, and of 
their penetration to the Kāpiśī/Kābul region to the south of it, is still insufficiently understood. Thanks 
to the Muslim sources, which record the activity of Qutayba b. Muslim and the battles between the 
Turgesh and the Umayyads, the travelogue of the Korean Buddhist monk Huichao, giving the account 
of the Kābulshāh kingdom to the south of the Hindukush, and recent studies on the Shāhī Tegin coins, 
we now know something about what happened in the first half of the eighth century across the 
Hindukush. However, as to the period from 750 to the appearance of the Ghaznavids in Eastern 
Afghanistan, our understanding is still very limited. In this presentation, I will take up the following 
points to shed light on the political and geographical condition of the region in question: 1) The route 
of Ibrāhīm b. Jibrīl’s military expedition to the south of the Hindukush carried out in 792-93. 2) The 
state of affairs in the Koh Daman plain, especially in the cities of Kāpiśī and Parwān. 3) The Muslim 
coins issued in the southern fringe of the Hindukush, such as Bāmiyān, Panjshīr, and Parwān, until the 
10th century, with special attention to the contemporary Hindūshāhī coins. 

10.45: Coffee 

11.15: Panel 2 - Cities in early Islamic Khurasan and Transoxiana 

Hugh Kennedy: Early Islamic urbanism in eastern Khurasan and Transoxania 

                                                             
♦ There is also the opportunity to register earlier on 7 March, 16.00-17.00. 



Tim Williams: Merv: recent research into the development of the Islamic city, from 
the 8th to 13th centuries CE 

For some years the Ancient Merv project has focused on the exploration and analysis of the Islamic 
city of Sultan Kala. Founded in the c. mid-8th century CE, it is suggested that this was a deliberate 
‘new town’, laid out on the opposite bank of the Murghab River from the old city of Gyaur Kala. The 
project has been using satellite imagery and old aerial photography to explore the organisation of the 
urban landscape. This has recently been supplemented by undertaking a survey of the Islamic city 
using a remote-controlled Unmanned Aerial Vehicle, to capture comprehensive and systematic 
vertical photographs to assist in the analysis of the medieval cityscape. In addition, strategic 
excavations across the central Madjān canal system, one of the large central building complexes 
(perhaps a bazaar) and across the street system, are helping to date the sequence of development 
and understand the infrastructure of the city. Furthermore, extensive walkover surveys, and analysis 
of industrial debris associated with the urban and suburban areas (including activities in the old city), 
are adding to our understanding of the complexity of the spatial organisation of this hugely important 
city on the Silk Roads of Central Asia. The paper will explore the initial results of the work, and discuss 
some of the evidence for the organisation of the urban space, including the civic organisation of the 
city and the possible identification of neighbourhoods. 

Andrew Peacock: Fami’s History of Herat and the tradition of local historiography in 
Khurasan 

The recent discovery in Iran of  what appear to be fragments of ‘Abd al-Rahman Fami’s lost history of 
the Khurasani city of Herat, composed in Persian in the reign of the Seljuq sultan Sanjar, is of both 
historical and historiographical interest. In this paper, I firstly assess this work for the new snippets of 
information it provides about the history of an important provincial centre in the early Islamic period, 
but one whose pre-Mongol past has rarely received much attention. Secondly I examine the place of 
Fami’s work in the broader tradition of local history writing in the eastern Islamic world. 

12.45: Lunch 

14.00: Panel 3 - The transition to an Islamic society 

Firuza Melville: Marriage: lawful and prohibited in Islam and before 

My paper will discuss the idea of the ideal sexual relationship in Eastern Iran and Transoxiana in the 
first centuries of Islam, as reflected in early New Persian literature, together with its pre-Islamic origin 
and transformation under the influence of the new Muslim law and social milieu. Examples from the 
surviving pre-Islamic legal sources and Persian poetry will be considered, with a focus on Firdausi's 
Shahnama, Gurgani's Vis & Ramin and some later versions of the Yusuf & Zulaykha story. Discussing 
the legal and social approach to the institution of marriage, including cases of incest, and the 
relationship between a stepmother and her stepson in particular, I will show how there were 
differently regarded and interpreted in the society of the time. 

Arezou Azad: Female public figures in mediaeval Balkh 

Historians and analysts of current affairs alike are interested in the agency of women in the mediaeval 
Islamic world. We still know surprisingly little about this question, particularly with regard to the 
eastern Iranian region. This paper describes women from 8th and 9th century Balkh, who have so far 
eluded modern scholarship. A historiographical study on them provides insight into how the 
representations of women changed over time. From the sources we learn that women applied a 
number of interesting strategies that enabled them to gain access to the highest sources of religious 



and political power. Their cases allow for some tentative conclusions on the importance of women’s 
pedigree, their “manly” qualities, and the use of strategic marriage practices. 

15.00: Tea 

15.30: Panel 4 - Art and material culture  

Deborah Klimburg-Salter: Zone of Transition: The Art of Northern Afghanistan in the 
7th/8th – 10th century 

The art historical landscape of northern and north-eastern Afghanistan in the first three centuries of 
the Islamic era offers a complex picture, in which Buddhist cult monuments dominate, but other cults, 
particularly Hindu, can also be identified. On the other hand, evidence for Islamic visual culture is 
curiously minimal. This is particularly surprising given the presence of Muslim armies in the Balkh 
oasis from the early 3rd quarter of the 7th century. Harmonizing the evidence from early Arabic and 
Persian sources which emphasized the Islamic presence with the most recent evidence from other 
sources, literary, numismatic, archaeological, art historical - a more differentiated picture of the 
cultural and religious landscape becomes apparent. Previous studies have demonstrated that, the 
earliest art under Umayyad rulers in the west was characterized by a complex visual culture, attuned 
to multiple symbolic and visual messages. I will attempt to demonstrate that this more gradual 
evolution of an Islamic visual culture, also characterized northern Afghanistan up to the 10th century. 

With a view to a more objective analysis and a more inclusive understanding of the material culture 
and visual traditions of northern and north-eastern Afghanistan from the late 7th through the 10th 
centuries, I will propose, that we establish new frames of reference with a regard to the analysis of 
this material until now rather starkly categorized as either Buddhist, Hindu, or Islamic. The discussion 
has three parts: a review of the visual culture of the region up to the 10th century; a consideration of 
possible reasons why so little has been identified as Islamic visual culture prior to the late 10th 
century; an interpretive strategy. 

Robert Hillenbrand: Content versus context in Samanid epigraphic pottery 

Samanid epigraphic pottery is widely regarded in the West as one of the high points of Islamic art as a 
whole. This paper will consider in detail the context of this pottery in other contemporary ceramics 
and metalwork. It will draw attention to problems of dating and authenticity before identifying the 
various ways in which these ceramics were revolutionary, how they relate to non-epigraphic wares 
and what heritage they bequeathed to later potters. Finally, the paper will attempt to highlight the 
intentions behind the choice of texts and to suggest what kind of models might have inspired these 
wares. 

Oya Pancaroglu: The Material Culture of Medieval Nishapur in a Comparative 
Perspective 

This paper will take objects (whole or fragmentary) found during excavations in Nishapur by the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in the 1930s-40s as its starting point, in an attempt to correlate these 
with approximately contemporaneous (and comparable) material excavated from other sites in the 
Islamic world such as Susa, Fustat, Siraf and Tarsus. The aim of this correlating exercise is to gauge the 
degree to which the material culture of 9th-11th-century Nishapur coincides with or diverges from 
the picture elsewhere in the middle Abbasid period. The important ceramic production and 
consumption in Nishapur with its distinctive figural and epigraphic decoration will be compared with 
ceramic wares from other sites, as will be objects in other media such as metal, glass, bone and 
soapstone (steatite). The commonness of enigmatic object types such as bone “dolls” will be 
considered alongside quotidian objects such as spindle whorls and lamps in order to build up an 



informed notion about a shared culture of mostly utilitarian objects and decorative styles in the 
middle Abbasid period. While the paper cannot attempt to answer the more precise questions about 
production sites or directions of dissemination, it is hoped that a broad perspective on object types 
and decorations found from Khurasan in the east to Cilicia and Egypt in the west may contribute 
towards a more synthesized assessment of material cultures in the medieval Islamic lands. 

17.00: End of Panel 4. 

18.00: Drinks reception (sponsored by Medieval Institute, University of Notre Dame) 

19.15: Conference Dinner 

9 March 

9.15: Panel 5 - Political History of the Eleventh and twelfth centuries 

Carole Hillenbrand: The life and times of al-Kunduri 

The career of al-Kunduri, the highly skilled vizier of the first Seljuq sultan Tughril , has been largely 
eclipsed by that of his illustrious rival, Nizam  al-Mulk, who inflicted on him a cruel and humiliating 
death for which he earned himself a powerful (and effective) curse. The relative neglect of al-
Kunduri’s achievements in recent scholarship is a pity, for it has robbed him of his due credit as the 
man who introduced the new Turkish rulers of Iran to the Perso-Islamic model of kingship whose 
details were developed, extended and refined by Nizam al-Mulk.  He thus established the two key 
pillars on which the success of the Seljuq state was founded: the men of the pen and the men of the 
sword. Time was to show that this success depended on the harmonious and equal interaction of the 
Persian bureaucracy and the Turkish military. It is recorded that al-Kunduri, whose name graces some 
of the finest eleventh-century architecture in Iran, knew Turkish, and so he was able directly to 
communicate with, and influence, his Turkish masters. This paper will take another close look at the 
highlights of his career. 

Edmund Bosworth: The Ghurids in Khurasan 

The Ghurids originated in the mountainous central region of what is now Afghanistan. From a centre 
there at Firuzkuh, their energies were at first directed against the Ghaznavids in eastern Afghanistan, 
but they also expanded into the upper Oxus region, with a branch of the dynasty coming to rule from 
Bamiyan. Taking advantage of the chaos in Khurasan resulting from the downfall of Great Seljuq 
authority there, the Ghurid sultans then moved westwards into Khurasan, taking over such key cities 
as Balkh and Herat, and challenging there the Anushteginid Khwarazm Shahs for control of the region. 
Their hegemony there did not, however, extend for more than some thirty years, and they were 
driven back into their core territories in central and eastern Afghanistan; their historical significance 
was to be primarily that of being the first Islamic dynasty to establish their faith with any enduring 
power in northwestern India. 

Juergen Paul: Rural notables, local lords? Remarks on the ra’is in 12th century 
eastern Iran 

The term ra’īs is notoriously protean. It can mean a person in any position of leadership, and 
sometimes the word seems to hold no particular meaning besides “urban notable”. Most noted, 
however, are the following functions:  



- the ra’īs as the head of the representatives of a given school of law in a given locality (such as the 
ra’īs of the Shāfi’īs at Marw). This function has been studied to a certain degree, but not the ra’īs in 
particular, but in general local “ulamalogy” remains understudied. 

-the ra’īs of a larger town or city, sometimes even a province, who as a general rule holds an 
appointment deed by the regional or imperial ruler, such as the ra’īs of Balkh. Such men tended to 
form regional dynasties of ru’asā’ (e.g. in Baihaq and Sabzawār). This type of ra’īs has received some 
scholarly attention in works on urban notables. Appointment deeds have also been studied, and in 
this context the “official” character of the position was stressed. 

In this contribution, I want to focus on the rural ru’asā’ and their function. I’ll first present the 
evidence, then discuss the possible functions of rural ru’asā’ in the 12th century, the fiscal ones, the 
military ones, and the social ones. One of the question will be their relation to their overlords and to 
their constituencies in the villages or small towns.  I’ll also try to assess their relation to other locally 
powerful figures such as the šiḥna, the muqṭa’ and others. In a concluding section, I then turn to the 
question whether these figures could be seen as local lords or should rather be understood as rural 
notables. 

Deborah Tor: Sultan and Caliphate in the Seljuq Period 

The Seljuq Dynasty was the last and most powerful of the Persianate dynasties centered in pre-
Mongol Khurāsān; it was the only such dynasty to conquer the entire Middle East, from Central Asia 
to Syria, and the only Sunni Persianate dynasty ever to conquer the caliphal heartlands in Iraq. The 
Seljuq conquest of these lands also marked an ideological turning point in the history of the caliphate: 
For, upon ”liberating” the caliphs from the Būyid generals, instead of restoring caliphal political 
power, the Seljuqs were the first Persianate dynasty to claim for itself universal political authority, 
exemplified in its official arrogation of the caliphal title of sultan, and its encouragement of the 
formulation of new Islamic political theories that exalted sultanic political authority at the expense of 
the caliphate.  

One might surmise from these facts that there would have been ample ground for conflict between 
the Seljuq sultans and the ‘Abbāsid caliphs. Yet there is still a widespread historiographical consensus 
that the relations between the Seljuqs and the ‘Abbāsids were generally harmonious. That is, the 
unarticulated scholarly assumption has been that the caliphs accepted – or were at least resigned to – 
the political situation prevailing in the Islamic world, in which authority and power were divided 
between the caliphs and secular rulers. This paper will survey the history of the relations between the 
Seljuq sultans and their respective ‘Abbāsid caliphs, in order to demonstrate that the actual state of 
Seljuq-‘Abbāsid relations was, in reality, usually characterized by tension and even outright hostility, 
rather than cooperation; the ‘Abbāsid caliphs never accepted the diminished role that the division of 
power would have accorded them, and, particularly from al-Mustarshid’s time onward, the history of 
the caliphate is one of attempts to restore their erstwhile temporal rule. 

11:15: Coffee 

11:45: Panel 6 – Kingship and literature in the ninth and tenth centuries 

Ghazzal Dabiri: Genealogy and Quranic Symbols: Constructing Kings as Moral Types 
in 9-10th century Iranian Historiography 

Though studies on Iranian contributions to medieval Islamicate scholarly production and culture have 
been gaining some traction in recent years, a lacuna still exits with regard to understanding the 
particular ways, specifically at the narrative level, Iranian culture and history were incorporated into 
early universal Islamic and later Perso-Islamic histories. This paper illustrates the ways in which 



notions of just kingship were constructed across a variety of texts commissioned in the ninth and 
tenth centuries. Through detailed analyses of narratives of the earliest mytho-historical Iranian kings, 
the paper addresses the ways in which leitworts, ellipses, scriptural references and leitmotifs, 
intertwined genealogies, and motifs derived from the Avesta were used in concert to construct moral 
types of the Iranian kings equal to that of the Quranic prophets as moral types. The significance of 
such constructions at the word, narrative, and textual level are manifold. As such, the paper focuses 
first on the possible aims of the courts and historians for producing such works. Second, it argues that 
the pre-Islamic Iranian kings (both historical and mytho-historical) in their refashioned Islamicised 
context become the paradigmatic heroes of the Persian epics. The paper contends that it is in the 
Perso-Islamic ideals of kingship, that the kings as moral types become heroic types. 

Louise Marlow: The king and his khāssa in a Samanid work of advice: relations and 
Responsibilities 

In his pioneering study Loyalty and Leadership in an Early Islamic Society, Roy P. Mottahedeh explored 
the various meanings, sometimes precise and sometimes imprecise, attached to the terms khāṣṣa and 
‘āmma in the societies of Iraq and western Iran under the Buyid dynasty. Authors of Arabic and 
Persian writings of the eastern regions during the ‘Persianate dynastic era’ similarly invoke the 

enduring binary distinction between the khāṣṣa and the ‘āmma, and the meanings and connotations 
of these social classifications were again far from fixed. With particular reference to a tenth-century 
Arabic work of advice composed within the Samanid domains, studied in the context provided by 
works of local history and other contemporary writings, this presentation addresses the 
representation of the bonds and interrelationships among and within social categories in the author’s 
milieu. 

12.45: Lunch 

14.00: Panel 7 - The Court and its Literature in the Eleventh century 

Roy Mottahedeh:  Panegyrics and the description of the Ghaznavid Court 

I use medieval surveys of Persian literature as well as Bayhaqi to flesh out a picture of the Ghaznavid 
Court. 

Sarah Savant: Al-Tha’ālibī’s Memorable Thimār al-qulūb fī al-muḍāf wa-l-mansūb: A 
Portrait of an Eleventh-Century Cultural Broker 

Abū Manṣūr al-Tha’ālibī (d. 429/1038) was a man of Arabic letters and friend of eastern Iranian ruling 

elites whose large corpus has only recently received significant attention (C.E. Bosworth, Muḥammad 
‘Abdallāh al-Jādir, Bilal Orfali). This paper provides a close reading of sections treating pre-Islamic 
history in al-Tha’ālibī’s lexicon of memorable two-word phrases and clichés, the Thimār al-qulūb fī al-
muḍāf wa-l-mansūb (“Fruits of the heart among nouns in construct form”), a work dedicated to 
reminding readers, or more likely bringing them into the know, about a variety of topics. I read its 
numerous entries on pre-Islamic topics, and especially those concerning Iran, for the ways they make 
reference to the pre-Islamic past, for the continuities and ruptures with it that they assume; for the 
models and values they bring to light; and the loyalties they recognize and affirm. The paper first 
shows that despite his eastern locale, proximity to its ruling circles, and attention to the Persians’ pre-
Islamic history in his works generally, he was no simple romantic for Iran’s history or legacy. Nor is it 
accurate to describe him as following the “well-trodden Arabo-Islamic ways” of figures such as Ibn 
Qutayba (Bosworth, The Laṭā’if al-ma’ārif of Tha’ālibī, 11–12).  



At a deeper level, the paper engages with the topic of “cultural” memory, as articulated most 
profoundly in the work of Jan Assmann, and as treated in my recent monograph on the historiography 
of early Islamic Iran. What might entries such as “The Justice of Anushirvan” tell us about al-Tha’ālibī’s 
society, its cultural orientation, and sense of connection to a world beyond Khurasan? Finally, I argue 
that figures such as al-Tha’ālibī can make us think harder about the cultural glue that bound societies 
together in this period of eastern Iranian history, the often problematic nature of our own ideas about 
Arab-ness and Iranian-ness, and the nature of “local” identities and forms of historical consciousness. 

15.00: Tea 

15.30: Panel 8 - Islam in the mashriq 

Teresa Bernheimer: The 'Alids in Eastern Iran and Transoxiana, c. 750-1150 

The role and status of the 'Alids, the descendants of the Prophet Muhammad through his daughter 
Fatima and his cousin 'Ali, varied considerably over time and from place to place. They could even 
seem contradictory: as some ‘Alids came to be revered as Shi’ite imāms, others became scholars in a 
Sunni school of law. Some supported the ‘Abbāsids, while others were persecuted by them. Some 
were fabulously wealthy, others very poor. The ‘Alids were therefore by no means a homogeneous 
group. The one important phenomenon that united them despite their differences was their 
increasing sense of themselves as a distinct social force – as the First Family of Islam.  

This paper examines the role of the 'Alids in the Islamic East between 750-1150, an area that has been 
described as having a particular affinity towards the family ("longstanding philo-‘Alidism", Meisami 
1995). It examines the relationship of the 'Alids with other elite families in cities such as Nishapur, 
Balkh, Bukhara and Samarqand, and shows how the 'Alids were able to transcend social and religious 
divisions through their claims to descent from Muhammad. 

Christopher Melchert: The early spread of Hanafism in Khurasan 

Nurit Tsafrir, The history of an Islamic school of law (2004), traces the spread of Ḥanafi law from Kufa 
to the cities of Iraq, Fars, Egypt, and North Africa. Here is a complementary study of its spread to 
Khurasan and Transoxania. Early Khurasani adherents of the Ḥanafi school are here identified first of 

all from Ḥanafi biographical sources, above all Ibn Abī al-Wafā, al-Jawāhir al-muḍīyah. Of about ninety 
identified followers who died in the second half of the second century H., the overwhelming majority 
are Iraqi but ten are Khurasani; of 130 who died in the first half of the third century H., 23 appear to 
be Khurasani or Transoxanian. Secondly, I have looked at transmitters of hadith from Abū Ḥanīfah 
who appear in al-Khwārizmī, Jāmi‛ al-masānīd. In a sample of 381 reported isnāds, 21 transmitters 
from Abū Ḥanīfah are Khurasani. Khurasanis make up a similar proportion of transmitters from 
transmitters, although the very large number of unknowns at this level makes comparison with other 
regions difficult. It is a puzzle why so few of these names are identified with remembered legal 

positions in later Ḥanafi legal literature (e.g. Sarakhsī). 

A prominent theme of Tsafrir’s study is that Ḥanafi strength depended on the authority of the 
‛Abbāsid dynasty; hence, for example, Ḥanafism had special difficulty establishing itself in Syria, 

where sympathy for the defeated Umayyads was still strong. The same apparently accounts for Ḥanafi 
penetration of Khurasan and Transoxania, the region whence the ‛Abbāsids had originally come to 
confront the Umayyads. The conquest of Khurasan had been organized from Basra, and there is much 
evidence of Basran influence on the development of religion in Khurasan. But Khurasan is the only 

region besides Baghdad where Ibn Sa‛d locates any follower of Abū Ḥanīfah, and it seems likely that 
the identification of Ḥanafism with Baghdad and the ‛Abbāsids is the reason for its success in 
Khurasan, by comparison with, notably, Basran Mālikism. 



Lutz Richter-Bernburg: Nâser-e Khosrow revisited 

Without much exaggeration, it may be claimed that in Middle Eastern and Islamic scholarship at large, 

the ‘Bactrian’ (i.e. Balkhī) Nāṣer-e Khosrow’s reputation has primarily derived from his Safarnāme, the 
account of his seven-year journey to Fatimid Egypt and to Mecca on pilgrimage (437-44/1045-52). 
Among students of Persian letters and of Ismailism, he obviously has enjoyed renown as a major poet 
and prosaist on the one hand and as a foremost exponent of Fatimid period Ismailism on the other. 
But as is frequently the case, received opinion stands in need of continual re-examination. Daniel de 
Smet has provocatively asked whether Nāṣer was ‘only a minor philosopher’. The present paper will 
proceed from a similar perspective; soundings in some of his philosophic-theological works as well as 
in the Travelogue will be cited in support of a considerably more distanced view of an author liable to 
invite facile identification. 

17.00: End of Panel 8. 

19.00: Speakers’ buffet dinner (hosted by Professor Hugh Kennedy) 



More information about the conference can be found at: www.st-andrews.ac.uk/~iranian/transoxiana
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