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THE PROBLEM OF IDENTIFYING THE CITIES OF ESHNAS AND 
ORNAS WITH THE MEDIEVAL CITY OF ASANAS 

AND THE HISTORY OF ITS STUDY

  Abstract. The article highlights that the lower reaches of the Syr 
Darya, from the early and medieval periods to the present day, have served 
as a foundation for historical and cultural processes, being the ancestral 
homeland of nomadic and semi-sedentary peoples during the Golden 
Horde era and within the Kazakh Khanate.

	 The aim is to comprehensively study the location, historical and 
cultural significance, and developmental dynamics of ancient settlements 
in the lower Syr Darya, including the city of Eshnas (or Ornas), which is 
frequently mentioned in written sources.

	 The article employs methods of historical-comparative analysis, 
systematization of archaeological data, examination of toponymic materials, 
and interdisciplinary comparison of textual evidence.

	 Although archaeological surveys have not yet made it possible to 
determine the exact location of the ancient city of Eshnas (or Ornas), the 
structural features of several monuments along the Syr Darya and the 
discovered material evidence indicate that these settlements were major 
trade, economic, and cultural centers.

	 While the precise location of Eshnas (or Ornas) remains unresolved, 
archaeological and historical studies underscore the importance of further 
research in this direction.

	 Keywords: Syr Darya, channel, Zhanadarya, Eshnas, Ornas, Asanas, 
medieval, alternative, exploration, excavation.
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Introduction
The Kazakh section of the Syr Darya 

River, which forms the source of its lower 
course, branches off from the Asanas core 
and then flows into the Aral Sea through 
clay plains cut by several channels. This 
area resembles a giant triangle, stretching 

over more than 400 kilometers from east to 
west and 200–250 kilometers from north to 
south. Four ancient, medieval, and modern 
canals diverge from the lower Syr Darya: 
Inkardarya, Zhanadarya, Kuvandarya, 
and Eskidarya. These channels radiate 
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southward from the Syr Darya near the city 
of Kyzylorda.

The lower Syr Darya is a region where 
diverse cultures have long interacted. 
Situated at the crossroads of caravan routes 
and migration processes, it was inhabited 
by various peoples. S. P. Tolstov described 
the lower reaches of the two great rivers of 
Central Asia as “the confluence of insular 
ethnogenesis” (Baipakov, 2014).

Archaeological research in the lower 
Syr Darya began in the second half of the 
nineteenth century with the annexation 
of Kazakhstan to the Russian Empire. 
Extensive studies were carried out during 
the Soviet period, and a new stage in the 
exploration of the region’s ancient culture 
was marked in 2004 with the launch of the 
Cultural Heritage program.

Excavations were conducted in many 
settlements along the ancient channels of 
the Syr Darya, yielding significant historical 
materials that were collected, processed, 
and analyzed. Despite the scarcity of 
written sources, the region is of great 
importance for the historical landscape and 
raises numerous scholarly questions. Cities, 
as integral parts of human society, through 
their material remains (buildings, streets, 
fortresses, tools, and household items), 
provide insights not only into material 
culture but also into social structures, 
internal processes, and spiritual life.

One of the most pressing and relevant 
tasks in the history and archaeology of the 
lower Syr Darya is to determine the precise 
location of its ancient cities–particularly the 
city of Ornas (also known as Asanas). This 
includes studying its structure in detail, 
identifying its historical names and key 
periods, and introducing these findings 
into academic circulation. Yet, it remains 
a mystery where this city was located and 
in which historical periods it flourished. 
Therefore, historical-comparative analyses 

of previous research and scholarly 
interpretations are essential.

Materials and research methods
In preparing this article, a comprehensive 

and multifaceted system of scientific 
methods was employed. The nature of the 
research topic–namely, the study of the 
peculiarities of the formation of ancient 
and medieval civilizations in the lower 
reaches of the Syr Darya–necessitated the 
use of diverse sources and interdisciplinary 
analysis.

The research materials comprised 
several groups of sources. First, medieval 
written accounts, including the works of 
Arab-Persian geographers and historians, 
provided valuable information on the 
ancient city of Eshnas (Ornas) and 
other settlements in the region. Second, 
archaeological survey and excavation 
materials collected over the past century 
were carefully examined. These findings 
helped to identify urban layouts, settlement 
systems, economic structures, and cultural 
interactions in the lower Syr Darya. Third, 
natural and geographical data were 
analyzed, such as evidence of riverbed shifts, 
landscape features, and areas suitable for 
agriculture and pastoralism. Additionally, 
comparative data from archaeological sites 
in neighboring regions were employed to 
ensure a broader contextual understanding.

The research methods were applied 
in several directions. First, the historical-
geographical method was prioritized, 
allowing for the study of natural conditions 
in the Syr Darya’s lower course, including 
its hydrological system, soil composition, 
and ecological resources. These factors 
were shown to have played a crucial role 
in human settlement, the development 
of socio-economic systems, and the rise 
of urban centers. Consideration from a 
historical-geographical perspective also 
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clarified the logic of the Silk Road’s passage 
through the region and its significance in 
economic and cultural exchanges.

Second, source-critical and comparative-
historical methods were applied. Data 
on  the city of Eshnas (Ornas) recorded 
in medieval texts were compared with 
archaeological evidence. This comparison 
facilitated the verification and clarification 
of written sources, as well as a deeper 
reconstruction of urban history. A critical 
approach to written accounts also made 
it possible to assess their objectivity and 
reliability.

Third, archaeological survey and 
analytical methods played a central role. 
The results of fieldwork and excavations 
provided the main empirical foundation 
of the research. Through archaeological 
analysis, insights were gained into urban 
planning, settlement density, subsistence 
patterns, and cultural interactions in the 
region.

Fourth, a civilizational and cultural-
historical approach was utilized to situate 
the lower Syr Darya within the broader 
civilizational context of Central Asia. This 
approach was effective in tracing interactions 
between nomadic and sedentary cultures 
and revealing their socio-economic and 
spiritual interconnections.

Finally, the comparative-typological 
method was employed to juxtapose 
archaeological monuments and descriptions 
in written sources with parallel materials 
from other regions. This approach allowed 
for the identification of regional features of 
the Syr Darya’s urban centers and clarified 
their role in wider historical and cultural 
processes.

In sum, the integration of diverse 
materials and methods enabled a 
comprehensive analysis of the historical 
and civilizational processes in the lower Syr 
Darya. The findings of this study contribute 

significantly to reconstructing the cultural 
and historical development of the region as 
a whole.

Discussion
The medieval settlement of Asanas 

is located 48 km southeast of the city of 
Kyzylorda (Syrdarya district, Kyzylorda 
region), 8 km west of the village of 
Aidarly, on the banks of the dried-up 
ancient Zhanadarya channel (Tazhekeyev, 
2022:177–178).

In 1245, Plano Carpini, traveling along 
the Syr Darya, mentioned the cities of 
Yankint (Jancint), Barkhin, and Ornas 
in sequence, noting also the existence of 
many other unknown towns in the region 
(Yeleuov, 2003:70). In the thirteenth century, 
Zhamal Karshi reported that although 
conditions in the prosperous city were 
deteriorating, it still hosted a large market, 
attracting merchants from all sides, and 
served as the second intellectual center of 
the Islamic world (History of Kazakhstan in 
the Persian Gulf, 2005:155).

The Persian historian Rashid al-Din, 
in his “Jami‘ al-tawarikh” (Compendium 
of Chronicles), described Jochi’s campaign 
against Zhent and Yangikent, writing: “... 
They (Jochi’s troops) conquered Ozgent and 
Barshynkent, and then moved to Ashnas” 
(Rashid al-Din, 1957:199–200). In 1834, the 
French historian C. D’Ohsson, drawing on 
Plano Carpini’s account, listed Barshynkent, 
Zhent, and Asanas among the notable cities 
of the lower Syr in his work “Genghis 
Khan and the Mongols: Before the Timurid 
Empire” (D’Ohsson, 1834:113–114).

Later scholars also contributed to the 
study of Asanas. P. Lerkh, in “Archaeological 
Trip to the Turkestan Region in 1867”, noted 
that the inhabitants of Asanas surrendered 
to the Mongols without resistance (Lerkh, 
1870:39). In 1889, V. A. Kallaur surveyed 
cities in the lower Syr Darya, locating 
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Uzgent, Barkhalygkent, Eshnas, and 
Zhent, and equated the remains near the 
mausoleum of Asanas with the ancient city 
of Asanas (Kallaur, 1904). V. V. Barthold and 
Kallaur supported this view, describing the 
Asanas core and associated mausoleums, 
and drawing attention to the Mongol 
conquest of Uzgent, Barchylygkent, and 
Eshnas between Syganak and Zhend 
(Pachkalov, 2011:75–77).

E. T. Smirnov, writing in 1896, suggested 
that Zhent, Barkhaligkent, Uzgent, and 
Ashnas were located near the Perovsk 
fortress (modern Kyzylorda) (Smirnov, 
1897:12). In 1910, the British historian 
Emil Bretschneider, in “Asia and Europe 
in the Middle Ages: a comparative study 
of Geography and Historical sources of 
Central and Western Asia in the 13th–
17th centuries”, described the Mongol 
campaigns: “... Chingiz himself went to 
Bukhara with his main army. After a five-
month siege, they destroyed Otyrar, Ozgen, 
Barshynlygkent, and Ashnas one by one” 
(Bretschneider, 2018:69).

In the Soviet period, archaeological 
research intensified. In 1960–1961, the 
Khorezm Archaeological and Ethnographic 
Expedition under S. P. Tolstov investigated 
Asanas (Tolstov, 1962:315). In 1968, 
N.N.  Vakturskaya led excavations west and 
northwest of the citadel. Ceramic complexes 
dated to the 12th–14th centuries revealed 
five construction phases. She concluded 
that Asanas emerged in the “clay cities” 
period (9th–11th centuries) and continued 
to exist until the 15th century (Vakturskaya, 
1979:127–133).

Subsequent excavations expanded 
these findings. In 1989, P. Karataev of the 
Kyzylorda Pedagogical Institute and the 
Institute of Archaeology identified two 
towers built of burnt brick, a brick kiln, 
and an unknown mausoleum (Mami, 
2007:35). In 2002, T. Mami of Korkyt Ata 

Kyzylorda State University divided the 
site’s history into four stages: 1. Kangyu 
state/Zhetyasar culture (6th century BC–6th 
century AD); 2. Oghuz state/“clay cities” 
culture (8th–11th centuries); 3.   Turkic 
period under the Karakhanids, Kipchaks, 
and Khwarazmshahs (11th–13th centuries); 
4.   Golden Horde period (13th–15th 
centuries) (Mami, 2007: 36).

A. Derbisali, in his philological study 
“Stars of the Kazakh Steppe”, reviewed 
the works of medieval scholars born 
in the cities of the lower Syr, including 
Asanas (Derbisali, 1995). Most recently, 
in 2020, A. A.   Tazhekeyev resumed 
excavations at Asanas under the auspices 
of the Department of Culture of Kyzylorda 
Region. Excavations revealed a residential 
complex, a gate, and the remains of a burnt-
brick tower (Tazhekeyev et al., 2021:142–
151).

According to the conclusions of 
A.   Margulan (2011:222), K. Baipakov, 
and D. Voyakin (2014), the medieval city 
of Asanas can be identified with Eshnas 
(Ornas).

Results
The comprehensive examination of 

both written sources and archaeological 
data concerning the medieval city of 
Asanas has made it possible to arrive at 
several important conclusions. The research 
demonstrates that Asanas occupied a special 
place within the urban network of the 
Lower Syr Darya and played an active role 
in the broader cultural and civilizational 
processes of the region.

The earliest references to the city date 
back to the thirteenth century. In 1245, while 
traveling along the Syr Darya, the Franciscan 
envoy Plano Carpini mentioned the cities 
of Yankint, Barkin, and Ornas, noting that 
numerous other unnamed towns were also 
situated in this area. This record provides 
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a strong basis for identifying the city of 
Asanas with the settlement referred to in 
the sources as Ornas or Eshnas. Although 
Jamal Qarshi, writing in the same period, 
observed a decline in the city’s fortunes, 
he also described a still-functioning major 
marketplace and emphasized the city’s role 
as an intellectual center within the Islamic 
world. These observations indicate that 
Asanas was not only an economic hub but 
also a cultural and scholarly center.

Fourteenth-century sources also 
contain important references. Rashid al-
Din, in his “Jamiʿ al-Tawarikh”, records that 
Jochi’s armies campaigned against Ashnas 
after attacking Jand and Barshinkent. 
This account demonstrates that the city 
continued to attract political and military 
attention during the thirteenth and 
fourteenth centuries. Later, European and 
Russian scholars–including C. D’Ohsson, 
P. Lerch, V.A. Kalaur, V.V.   Bartold, and 
E.T.   Smirnov–investigated  the city’s 
location, assessed its historical significance, 
and examined its fate during the Mongol 
invasions. Their conclusions generally 
associated the urban site with the area 
surrounding the modern-day mausoleum 
of Asanas.

Archaeological studies of the site began 
in earnest during the mid-twentieth century. 
In 1960–1961, the Khwarazm Archaeological 
and Ethnographic Expedition, directed by 
S.P. Tolstov, investigated Asanas as part 
of its broader program of fieldwork. In 
1968, excavations led by N.N. Vakturskaya 
yielded ceramic assemblages dating to the 
twelfth through fourteenth centuries and 
revealed five distinct construction phases. 
Vakturskaya concluded that the city had 
originated during the ninth to eleventh 
centuries and continued to exist until the 
fifteenth century. These results enabled 
scholars to trace the city’s development 
through multiple stages.

Later archaeological discoveries 
enriched this understanding. In 1989, an 
expedition led by P. Karatayev uncovered 
remains of towers and kilns constructed 
of fired brick, shedding light on the city’s 
architectural features. In 2002, T. Mami 
proposed a four-stage chronology of 
Asanas: the Zhetyasar cultural horizon (7th 
century BC–7th century AD), the Oghuz-
era “marsh cities” (8th–11th centuries), the 
Turkic period (11th–13th centuries), and the 
Golden Horde era (13th–15th centuries). 
This framework proved valuable for 
understanding the shifting political and 
economic role of the city over time.

Most recently, in 2020, a team led by 
A.A. Tazhekeev resumed excavations 
at Asanas and discovered remains of a 
residential complex, a city gate, and the 
foundations of a brick-built tower. These 
findings provide fresh evidence of the 
city’s complex urban structure and its role 
as a regional administrative and economic 
center.

A comparative analysis of written 
sources and archaeological data confirms 
the prevailing scholarly opinion that 
Asanas corresponds to the medieval cities 
variously referred to as Eshnas or Ornas. 
This identification has been supported in 
the works of A. Margulan, K. Baipakov, 
and D. Voyakin, among others. By equating 
the different appellations, researchers have 
been able to reconstruct a more complete 
picture of the city’s history and its position 
within the broader network of medieval Syr 
Darya settlements.

Taken together, the evidence clearly 
demonstrates that Asanas was one of the 
major urban, commercial, and cultural 
centers of the Lower Syr Darya during 
the Middle Ages. The city’s location along 
important branches of the Silk Road made 
it a vital link in interregional economic 
exchanges. Archaeological materials 
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highlight its developed construction 
techniques and well-organized economic 
system, while written accounts underscore 
its enduring significance as a major 
intellectual and cultural hub.

In conclusion, the study of Asanas 
illustrates how the integration of textual 
evidence and archaeological research 
contributes to a fuller understanding of 
Central Asian urban history. The history of 
Asanas is inseparable from the civilizational 
development of the Syr Darya basin and 
reflects the dynamic interplay of trade, 
politics, and culture that characterized the 
region across centuries.

Conclusion
The comparative historical analysis 

of written and archaeological data allows 
us to draw several important conclusions 
regarding the localization of the medieval 
city known in various sources as Ornas, 
Eshnas, Echnas, Asanas, or Asnas. The 
multiplicity of names attested in different 
languages and traditions–ranging from 
Giovanni da Pian del Carpine’s “Ornas” 
and Jamal Qarshi’s “Eshnas” to Rashid al-
Din’s “Echnas”, Derbisaliev’s “Asanas”, and 
the Chinese transcription “E-ch-e-n-a-s”–
reflects the phonetic adaptation of a single 
toponym over time, rather than – d istinct 
settlements. The evidence points to the 
existence of one city whose name changed 
form according to linguistic environment 
and cultural transmission.

Researchers of different periods have 
also recorded these variations. P.   Lerch, 
V.A. Kalaur, and V.V. Bartold referred 
to it as “Echnas”, while S.P.   Tolstov 
and N.   Vakturskaya preferred “Asnas”. 
M.   Eleuov suggested the name “Ornas”, 
and scholars such as A. Margulan, 
K.   Baipakov, T. Mami, and A. Tazhekeev 
used the form “Asanas”. Despite differences 
in terminology, the consensus view in 

scholarship identifies the site of this 
historical city with the remains of present-
day Asanas.

The correlation between the historical 
descriptions and the geographical features 
of the Asanas region further strengthens this 
conclusion. Written sources emphasize its 
location within the sphere of the Khwarazm 
state prior to the Golden Horde period, 
which corresponds with the strategic 
placement of Asanas along important 
communication routes in the Syr Darya 
basin. The toponymic survival of the name 
“Asanas” in the form of a local watercourse, 
as well as its continuity in oral tradition, 
further links the medieval settlement with 
the present site.

Archaeological excavations conducted 
at Asanas provide material confirmation of 
its medieval urban character. Stratigraphic 
data, architectural remains, and numismatic 
evidence all demonstrate continuous 
occupation across several historical periods. 
These findings align with the information 
from written sources, confirming that the 
Asanas site corresponds to the city referred 
to in medieval texts under various phonetic 
adaptations. The material record thus 
substantiates the hypothesis of a single 
urban center rather than multiple distinct 
settlements.

It is important to emphasize that 
phonetic variations such as “Eshnas – Ornas 
– Asanas” are typical of medieval toponyms 
transmitted across diverse linguistic 
and cultural contexts. Transcription into 
Arabic, Persian, Turkic, Latin, and Chinese 
inevitably produced distortions, yet the 
underlying referent remained the same. 
What may appear as different names are, 
in fact, linguistic reflections of a single 
historical toponym adapted by speakers of 
different regions and languages.

In conclusion, the accumulated 
evidence demonstrates that the “Ornas 

Moldakhmet А.



3838 №3(110)/2025 №3(110)/2025 

Мәдени мұра | Культурное наследие | Cultural Heritage

– Eshnas – Echnas – Asanas” of the 
sources and scholarship is in fact the 
same urban center: the medieval city 
of Asanas. Its identification rests on a 
synthesis of philological comparison, 
historical geography, and archaeological 
investigation. This conclusion highlights 
the importance of interdisciplinary 
approaches in Central Asian urban studies, 
where written records, toponymic analysis, 
and material evidence must be combined to 
resolve questions of localization.

Thus, the city of Asanas emerges as a 
significant urban settlement in the history 

of medieval Kazakhstan, embodying 
both continuity of cultural memory and 
transformation of linguistic forms. The 
study of its multiple names not only clarifies 
historical geography but also illustrates the 
dynamics of cultural contact and exchange 
across the steppe and oasis worlds. By 
reconciling divergent historical testimonies 
with modern archaeological findings, we 
establish that Asanas was indeed the city 
referred to under various appellations in 
the sources–a testament to the complexity 
of urban history in the Syr Darya region.
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ДЕРЕКТЕРДЕГІ «ЭШНАС», «ОРНАС» ҚАЛАЛАРЫ МЕН 
ОРТАҒАСЫРЛЫҚ АСАНАСТЫҢ БАЛАМАЛАНУ 

МӘСЕЛЕСІ ЖӘНЕ ОНЫҢ ЗЕРТТЕЛУ ТАРИХЫ 

Аңдатпа. Мақалада Сырдарияның төменгі ағысы ерте және 
ортағасырлық кезеңдерден бастап қазіргі заманға дейінгі тарихи-мәдени 
үдерістердің негізгі арқауы ретінде Алтын Орда дәуірі және Қазақ хандығы 
құрамындағы көшпелі және жартылай отырықшы халықтардың атажұрты 
болғандығымен ерекшеленеді. 

Мақаланың мақсаты – Сырдың төменгі ағысындағы көне қоныстардың, 
оның ішінде деректерде жиі аталатын Эшнас немесе Орнас қаласының 
орналасу мәселесін, тарихи-мәдени маңызын және осы өңірдегі өркениет 
ошақтарының даму динамикасын жан-жақты зерделеу. 

Мақалада тарихи-салыстырмалы талдау, археологиялық деректерді 
жүйелеу, топонимикалық материалдарды қарастыру және жазба деректерді 
пәнаралық тұрғыдан салыстыру әдістері қолданылды. Археологиялық 
барлау қазбаларының нәтижелері мен соңғы жүз жылдықтағы 
зерттеушілердің еңбектері негізгі дереккөз ретінде пайдаланылды. 

Археологиялық барлау жұмыстары көне Эшнас немесе Орнас 
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қаласының нақты орнын анықтауға әлі толық мүмкіндік бермегенімен, 
Сыр бойындағы бірқатар ескерткіштердің құрылымдық ерекшеліктері мен 
табылған заттай деректер бұл қоныстардың ірі сауда-экономикалық және 
мәдени орталық болғанын көрсетеді. Зерттеу барысында жазба деректерде 
аталатын қала атаулары мен археологиялық ескерткіштердің сәйкестігін 
анықтау мәселесі қарастырылып, олардың локализациясына қатысты 
бірнеше ғылыми тұжырымдар ұсынылды.

Эшнас немесе Орнас қаласының нақты орналасқан орнын анықтау 
мәселесі әлі де толық шешімін таппағанымен, жүргізілген археологиялық 
және тарихи зерттеулер бұл бағыттағы болашақ ізденістердің маңызды 
екенін айқындайды. Зерттеу нәтижелері Сырдың төменгі ағысының көне 
дәуірден қазіргі кезеңге дейінгі тарихи сабақтастығын ашып көрсетеді және 
Қазақстан тарихындағы мәдени-өркениеттік үрдістерді түсінуге тың серпін 
береді.

Кілт сөздер: Сырдария, арна, Жаңадраия, Эшнас, Орнас, Асанас, 
ортағасыр, қала, баламалану, барлау, қазба.
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ПРОБЛЕМА ОТОЖДЕСТВЛЕНИЯ ГОРОДОВ «ЭШНАС», «ОРНАС» 
СО СРЕДНЕВЕКОВЫМ ГОРОДОМ АСАНАС 

И ИСТОРИЯ ЕГО ИЗУЧЕНИЯ

Аннотация. В статье рассматривается нижнее течение Сырдарьи 
как основа историко-культурных процессов с раннего и средневекового 
периодов до современности, будуч родиной кочевых и полукочевых 
народов в эпоху Золотой Орды и Казахского ханства.

Цель статьи – всестороннее изучение древних поселений нижнего 
течения Сырдарьи, в том числе часто упоминаемого в источниках города 
Эшнас или Орнас, проблемы его локализации, историко-культурного 
значения и динамики развития очагов цивилизации в данном регионе.

В статье применяются методы историко-сравнительного анализа, 
систематизации археологических данных, рассмотрения топонимических 
материалов и междисциплинарного сопоставления письменных 
источников. В качестве основных источников использованы результаты 
археологических разведочных раскопок и труды исследователей     
последнего столетия.
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Несмотря на то, что археологические разведки пока не дали 
возможности точно определить местоположение древнего города Эшнас 
или Орнас, структурные особенности ряда памятников Приаралья и 
найденные материальные артефакты показывают, что данные поселения 
являлись крупными торгово-экономическими и культурными центрами. 
Рассмотрена проблема соответствия названий городов, упомянутых 
в письменных источниках, и археологических памятников, а также 
предложено несколько научных гипотез относительно их локализации.

Вопрос о точном местоположении города Эшнас или Орнас 
пока окончательно не решен, однако проведенные археологические и 
исторические исследования показывают важность дальнейших поисков в 
данном направлении. Полученные результаты раскрывают историческую 
преемственность нижнего течения Сырдарьи с древних времен до 
современности и придают новое понимание культурно-цивилизационных 
процессов в истории Казахстана.

Ключевые слова: Сырдарья, русло, Жангидарья, Эшнас, Орнас, 
Асанас, средневековье, город, отождествление, разведка, раскопки.
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