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A posse of horse mounted Mongol nomads led by Genghis Khan galloped from the steppe to 
conquer and rule Eurasian empires.

The Mongols succeeded to maintain power in conquered lands by using the skills and labour 
of people they seized, such as the Uyghurs. This captured ethnic group became a significant 

political elite in Mongol China.

Image: Mongol charge https://historycollection.co/40-awe-inspiring-facts-about-genghis-khan-and-the-mongol-empire/16



MONGOL EMPIRE
13th-14th CENTURY

The Mongol Empire, founded by Genghis Khan in 1206, eventually became the largest contiguous 
empire in history before splitting into the Yuan Dynasty, Golden Horde, Chagatai Khanate and 
Ilkhanate.

MONGOL EMPIRE
• Ruled from 1206 to 1368.
• Consisted of highly coordinated expert horsemen and archers that proved unstoppable.
• At its peak the empire stretched from the Black Sea to the Pacific Ocean.
• Introduced the Pax Mongolica or Mongol Peace that sanctioned commodities, religions, 

technologies, and ideas to be disseminated and exchanged across Eurasia-generally via the 
ancient Silk Routes.

• Resulted in a fusion of cultures as a multitude of different civilisations, ethnic groups and 
religions merged.

GENGHIS KHAN-YUAN DYNASTY
• Was considered a genocidal ruler, causing the deaths of millions of people.
• Did not conquer ‘all’ of China. However, his grandson Kublai Khan completed the conquest 

and established the Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368).
GENGHIS KHAN’S DESCENDANTS
• Extended the Mongol Empire across most of Eurasia by conquering or creating vassal states 

in China, Korea, the Caucasus, Central Asia, and substantial portions of Eastern Europe and 
Southwest Asia. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Genghis_Khan

The wars exhausted the Mongol Dynasty resulting in the political, economic and cultural decline by 
the end of the 14th Century, leading to the Ming Dynasty.

Image: Mongolian Time line –Prezi https://prezi.com/p/8mqc87-kwdwg/mongol-empire-timeline/



MONGOLIAN EMPIRE
EXPANSION

By the time Genghis Khan died he had conquered an empire stretching from the Sea of Japan (east) to 
the Caspian Sea (west), and from the Siberian forests (north) to Persia and Afghanistan (south).

RULE OF GENGHIS KHAN 1206-1227

Extent of the Mongol Empire when 
founded by Genghis Khan in 1206

Extent of the Mongol Empire at 
Genghis Khan’s death in 1227

Maps: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mongol_Empire#/media/File:Mongol_Empire_map_2.gif
Image: Genghis Khan. https://www.timetoast.com/timelines/mongol-ming-qing-dynasties



MONGOL EMPIRE
growth and Decline

14th CENTURY 
By 1368 the largest of the 

four khanates, the Yuan 
Dynasty, had fallen. 
The Mongol Empire 

had almost vanished in 
China. Although the 

Empire brought periods 
of peaceful prosperity to 
conquered territories, it 
also was responsible for 

exceptionally devastating 
wars. However, Tamerlane 

(1336 – 1405) claimed 
descent from Genghis, and 

sought to revive the Mongol 
Empire. His rampage was 
considered bloodier than 

the previous Great Khans.

The Mongol Empire expansion did not 
stop with Genghis Khan’s death in 1227.
The map indicates the Mongol Empire at 
its height around 1279. It spanned from 
the Pacific Ocean (east) to the Persian 
Gulf (west). It became the largest 
contiguous land empire.

By 1294 the Mongol Empire had 
fragmented into four khanates:

• Golden Horde (yellow in Russia)
• Chagatai Dynasty (grey including 

Xinjiang)
• Yuan Dynasty (green in China)
• Ilkhanate (purple in Persia).

Maps: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mongol_Empire#/media/File:Mongol_Empire_map_2.gif
Image: Image- Kublai Khan https://www.thoughtco.com/kublai-khan-195624



MONGOL EMPIRE
IMPACTS ON UYGHUR KINGDOM

GENGHIS KHAN
• The Uyghur Kingdom was conquered by the Mongol leader Genghis Khan.
• In 1209 the Uyghur ruler, Idiqut Barchuq, voluntarily submitted to Genghis Khan and declared 

his allegiance to the Mongols. In return he was bestowed Genghis Khan’s daughter, Altani.
• Idiqut Barchuq, a skilled military leader, accompanied the Mongols on campaigns, and Uyghur 

troops served the Mongols in Central Asia, China and the Middle East.
• The Mongols lacked administrative and cultural skills the Uyghurs possessed. As a consequence 

Uyghurs were employed and many occupied special positions in the social hierarchy.
KUBLAI KHAN

• Under Kublai Khan, founder of the Yuan Dynasty, the Uyghurs were given legal privileges 
above the local Chinese but below the Mongols. They were referred to as ‘subjects’ of the 
Mongols and ‘masters’ of the Chinese.

14th CENTURY AND REFLECTIONS
• By the end of the Mongol Empire in 14th Century, the Uyghurs had lost their unique political and 

social influence. They had previously been considered one of the:
• Most powerful and important nomadic tribes to assist the Tang and Mongol Dynasties.
• Best examples of how nomads transitioned into a sedentary, urban and commercially oriented 

society.
• The Uyghurs left a rich legacy of texts and resources on their culture and history.
• Today, many scholars and historians advocate that ‘medieval Uyghurs were one of the greatest 

people and states in world history.’
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_the_Uyghur_people
https://www.britannica.com/place/Mongolia/The-rise-of-Genghis-Khan
https://akademiye.org/en/?p=344
Image: Turkic nomads became part of Genghis Khan’s army in early 13th century. https://www.sutori.com/item/after-various-groups-of-these-turkic-nomads-became-part-of-the-armies-of-the-mon



ACTIVITIES
MONGOL CHINA: UYGHURS

Read the following points and answer the questions.

• The Uyghurs who served the Mongols in China were highly 
valued for their military, linguistic and administrative skills, 
and as a consequence were appointed to important civil and 
military positions. 

• Uyghurs enjoyed a special legal status in China. All legal 
disputes that involved Uyghurs were decided by a court 
that included a Uyghur judge. In 1281, Kublai Khan 
decreed a special court would handle all Uyghur legal 
disputes-Uyghurs were appointed as judges and officials. 

• Because of the Uyghurs early, voluntary submission 
to Genghis Khan as well as their experience, they were 
grouped with other people from Central and Western Asia 
into the administrative category called “Semuren”. This group 
was viewed below the Mongols but above those who lived in north 
China (e.g. Chinese, Jurchens and Khitans). 

• Uyghurs also became part of Chinese literati society. Some of the 
more prominent Neo-Confucian scholars were Uyghurs. Many 
Uyghurs were appointed as imperial tutors and members of imperial 
ideological and history bureaus. Others became well-known artists 
and poets. 

• Most Uyghurs shifted career trajectories from the military 
over time. By the second or third generation their descendants 
became officials, teachers, artists, and members of the literati. 

• Numerous Uyghurs blended into Chinese society such as the 
adoption of Chinese surnames. This change enabled Uyghurs 
to live and thrive after the Mongols were evicted from China.

Source: https://akademiye.org/en/?p=344

QUESTIONS:
• Explain why the Uyghurs were highly valued by the Mongols.
• Describe the Semuren and its significance to the Uyghurs.
• Clarify the special legal status the Uyghurs received by the Mongols.
• Many Uyghurs blended into Chinese society. Explain the reasons.

Image: https://www.pinterest.com.au/pin/209628557634588192/



ACTIVITIES
MONGOL CHINA

PREZI-MONGOL TIME LINE
Write an outline of the Mongol Empire 
timeline referring to the Prezi at  
https://prezi.com/p/8mqc87-kwdwg/mongol-empire-
timeline/

TEDEd-ICT
View the rise and fall of the Mongol 
Empire. In pairs, summarise the main 
points as a short response.
TEDEd https://www.ted.com/talks/anne_f_
broadbridge_the_rise_and_fall_of_the_mongol_empire

TIMELINE-GENGHIS KHAN
Read the biography of Genghis Khan and draw a time line from 1167 to 1227. http://www.studyworld.com/
basementpapers/repce/History/46.htm

STORY BOARD
In groups, create your own story board covering the Mongol Empire with a focus on China. For example



ACTIVITIES
MONGOL SIMULATION EXERCISE

The conquering Mongols perceived as ‘outsiders’ in China, were forced to work out how to govern this new 
land and its people.

Refer to https://betterlesson.com/community/lesson/135261/mongol-simulation-how-shall-we-rule-china.

PERSPECTIVES-GOVERNING CONQUERED LAND

QUESTIONS
• Explain how the Mongols intend to manage China’s land.
• Describe the long range objective of the Chinese.
• Clarify the Mongol’s relationship with the Chinese.
• Explain the word ‘sinicising’. Why are the Mongols against sinicising? Why do the Chinese want the 

Mongols to become more like the Chinese?
• Suggest strategies that could lead to a peaceful and inclusive government.
• Investigate why the Chinese government is still promoting and enforcing sinicisation in 2020 and its 

impacts on the Uyghurs in Xinjiang.

Image: Yuan Dynasty 1279-1368
https://sites.google.com/a/fullerton.edu/journey-to-china-for-students/lesson-plans/dynasties-of-china/the-yuan-dynasty



ACTIVITIES
GENGHIS KHAN

Perhaps no historical figure such as Genghis Khan, has had so many ‘deaths’ directly attributed to him. He 
is said to have killed 1,748,000 people in one hour. https://history.howstuffworks.com/history-vs-myth/genghis-khan-murder.htm

Also, the Mongols use of infected bodies during the siege of Caffa is alleged by some sources to have 
transported the Black Death to Europe.
The Mongols also unintentionally spread the Black Death to Europe via the Silk Routes and raids.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Destruction_under_the_Mongol_Empire

https://www.cartoonstock.com/directory/m/mongol.asp
https://www.spectator.co.uk/article/genghis-khan-was-tolerant-kind-to-women-and-a-record-breaking-mass-murderer

QUESTIONS
Explore 10 facts about Genghis Khan who was military genius, political statesman and blood thirsty 
horror. https://www.history.com/news/10-things-you-may-not-know-about-genghis-khan.

In pairs, refer to information from a diversity of sources, and list Genghis Khan’s positive and negative 
actions.

Positive   + Negative   -



ACTIVITIES
Marco polo (1254-1324)

In the early 1270s, Italian explorer Marco Polo set off on a journey to explore Asia with his father 
and uncle. He travelled through Persia, Afghanistan, Mongolia, and China such as Kashgar and the 
Taklimakan Desert in Xinjiang. The path they took is now known as the Silk Route.
Marco Polo is believed to have journeyed across Asia at the height of the Mongol Empire. Upon reaching 
China, he entered the court of Kublai Khan, who dispatched him on trips to help administer the realm.

  Image: A miniature painting of Marco Polo before Kublai Khan
  https://www.khanacademy.org/partner-content/big-history-project/expansion-interconnection/exploration-interconnection/a/marco-polo

QUESTIONS USING ICT
Refer to lessons at https://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plans/lesson-5-road-marco-polo-marco-polo-china
Lesson 4: On the Road with Marco Polo: Crossing the Deserts of China.

• Examine the causes and effects of the Mongol Empire’s size and power in Asia.
• Evaluate Marco Polo’s role as an official of Kublai Khan.
• Explain how Marco Polo transported goods through the Taklimakan desert in Xinjiang

ICT
• Mongol Empire- Rise and Fall https://www.ancient.eu/Mongol_Empire/
• Genghis Khan and the Mongol Empire https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/world-history/medieval-times/the-

mongols/v/genghis-khan-and-the-mongol-empire
• Subjects and Masters: Uyghurs in the Mongol Empire https://cedar.wwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&conte

xt=easpress
• The Gaochang Uyghurs https://cedar.wwu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=easpress
• Marco Polo brings Mongol empire to Netflix https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ri_lRoqKCWQhttps://www.

storyboardthat.com/storyboards/siamittal/marco-polo-comic-strip2



CHAGATAI KHANATE (1225-1340s)
After the Kaidu–Kublai war (1268–1301) between the Yuan 
Dynasty and Chagatai Khanate (led by Kaidu), most of 
Xinjiang was controlled by the Chagatai Khanate (1225–
1340s).
The Khanate lasted until the mid-14th Century, when 
the Chagatai split into the Western Chagatai Khanate 
(Transoxiana) and Moghulistan, also called the Eastern 
Chagatai Khanate that controlled parts of Xinjiang.
Tarmashirin, Khan of Chagatai Khanate converted to Islam, 
upsetting the Mongol nobles, who were overwhelmingly 
Tengriist and Buddhist. The Khan and his heirs ruled a 
region of nomadic tribesmen and oasis-dwellers from the 
14th -17th Century.
Map the Chagatai Khanate in late 13th century.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Xinjiang#/media/File:Chagatai_Khanate_map_
en.svg

MOGHULISTAN (1300s-1680s)
The Mongols who settled in Moghulistan 
were nomads from Mongolia. Many resisted 
changes and retained their nomadic lifestyle 
for several centuries.
In Moghulistan, Tughlugh Timur (1347–
1363), defeated the Mongols and converted 
to Islam. During his reign many Moghuls 
converted to Islam. The Buddhist Uyghurs 
of the Kingdom of Qocho and Turfan 
in Xinjiang were converted to Islam by 
conquest.
The power of the Uyghur Khans slowly 
declined until the last recorded Khan was 
forcibly converted to Islam around the 
1380s.
Moghulistan then split into two parts-
Yarkand state and nomadic Moghulistan.

Map: Eastern Chagatai Khanate (Moghulistan) 1372. https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moghulistan#/media/File:Eastern_
Chagatai_1372.jpg
Image: Tughlugh Timur Mausoleum, Almaliq, Xinjiang https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tughlugh_Timur#/media/File:Tughlugh_
Timur_Mausoleum_-_exterior.jpg



YARKAND KHANATE (1514-1705)
In 1465, the founder of Yarkand State, Mirza Abu-Bakr, captured Yarkand, Kashgar and Khotan, and 
declared himself ruler.

In 1514, Sultan Said Khan, successfully attacked Kashgar in Xinjiang and dethroned Mirza Abu-Bakr. 
Cities such as Yarkand, Khotan, Aksu and Turpan accepted Sultan Said Khan as ruler. This enabled the 
creation of a union of six cities, called Altishahr, located in the Tarim Basin in southern Xinjiang. The 
region was inhabited by sedentary, oases dwelling Turkic speaking Muslim farmers known as Uyghurs. 
They differed to the ethnically distinct people living in the Dzungarian Basin in northern Xinjiang that 
was inhabited by steppe dwelling Mongols who practiced Tibetan Buddhism.

HISTORICAL DIVISION OF XINJIANG
At the time of the Qing-Manchu Dynasty conquest in 1759, Xinjiang was still divided into two distinct 
regions- geographically, historically and culturally.

Most of this area was only named ‘Xinjiang’ by the Chinese after the fall of the Dzungar Empire that 
existed from the early 17th Century to mid-18th Century.
The Qing-Manchu Dynasty unified the two parts (north and south) into one political entity called 
Xinjiang Province. Subsequently, there was a proposal to restore Xinjiang to the previous two provinces 
(north and south), however the proposal was never implemented.
Until 1949, over 70% of Xinjiang’s population lived in south Xinjiang, and only 25% lived in north 
Xinjiang. However this population distribution has since changed.

Map: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Xinjiang



17th CENTURY: KHOJA DYNASTY
Afaq Khoja (1626-1694) a revered 
Sufi master, became a prominent 
religious and political leader in 
Xinjiang.
In 1638, at the age of 12, Afaq Khoja 
and his father settled in Kashgar, 
Xinjiang. The Yarkand Khanate 
ruler Abdullah Khan granted his 
father Bashkerim village, and as 
a consequence many inhabitants 
living in the Kashgar Region became 
disciples of the Ishkiyya Sufi order.

Among some Uyghur Muslims, Khoja 
was considered a sayyid (descendant 
of Muhammad). However, as a highly 
respected religious figure, he clashed 
with the ruling elites of the Chagatai 
(Moghul) Dynasty on several fronts:

• Laws: Khoja advocated 
implementing Islamic Sharia 
law against the Mongol Yassa 
law. The latter was an oral code 
reinforcing nomadic culture.

• Lifestyles: Khoja criticised the 
luxurious lifestyle the ruling elites 
enjoyed.

Genghis Khan appointed Chagatai Khan to ensure Yassa law was observed. This generated escalating 
clashes with Khoja.

In the 17th century, the Dzungars (Oirats, Kalmyks) established an empire over most of Xinjiang. Khoja 
became allies with the Dzungars, forming a strong coalition.
The Dzungar leader Galdan Boshugtu Khan conquered the Yarkand Khanate and installed Khoja as one 
of their puppet rulers. Muhammad Imin Khan then expelled Khoja from Yarkand. In response, Khoja 
summoned his son Yahiya Khoja from Kashgar with troops to attack Yarkand. In 1692 a decisive battle 
took place between the victorious Khoja army and the defeated Imin Khan army.
Khoja declared his son Khan Khoja. The family controlled several cities around the Tarim Basin, including 
Khotan, Yarkand, Korla, Kucha, Aksu and Kashgar. According to sources Afaq initially paid 100,000 silver 
coins to the Dzungars for their military assistance and accepted the mandate of the Dzungars. Later the 
Dzungars demanded Afaq Khoja pay them 100,000 silver coins every year as tribute.

Afaq Khoja’s descendants, known as the Āfāqi khojas or ‘White Mountaineers’, played an important part in 
the local politics south of the Tien Shan Mountains for almost two centuries after Afāq’s death.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afaq_Khoja
Genealogy book showing Afaq Khoja as a sayyid, a descendant of Muhammad.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afaq_Khoja#/media/File:Akaq_khoja’s_name_in_a_genealogy_book_related_the_prophet_Muhammad.jpg



17th CENTURY: KHOJA DYNASTY

Afaq Khoja’s tomb, Kashgar. Built 1639-1640
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Afaq_Khoja#/media/File:Afaq_Khoja’s_tomb._Buried_1639-1640.jpg

Inside: Afaq Khoja’s tomb, Kashgar. 
https://www.agefotostock.com/age/en/Stock-Images/Rights-Managed/X8N-2086245



18th CENTURY
AFAQI KHOJA HOLY WAR

In 1759, the Qing Dynasty completed the conquest of Dzungaria.

Concurrent with this conquest, the Qing occupied the Altishahr region of Eastern Turkestan which had been 
settled by the followers of the Muslim political and religious leader Afaq Khoja.

After the Qing conquest, the Chinese incorporated Altishahr and the Tarim Basin into their empire. The 
territory was called Xinjiang. Although the followers of Āfāq Khoja, known as the Āfāqī Khojas, resisted Qing 
rule, their rebellion was put down and the khojas were removed from power. Beginning at that time and 
lasting for approximately one hundred years, the Āfāqi Khojas waged numerous military campaigns as a part 
of a holy war in an effort to retake Altishahr from the Qing.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C4%80f%C4%81q%C4%AB_Khoja_Holy_War#/media/File:Recapture_of_Kaschgar_and_capture_of_the_
rebel_chief.jp

Image: Qing victory over the Afaqis in Kashgar
A scene of the Chinese Campaign against Rebels in the East Turkestan, 1828
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C4%80f%C4%81q%C4%AB_Khoja_Holy_War



Activities
Refer to the internet and journals and complete the table on the Dzungar Khanate (1634–1758)

• What was the area the Dzungar Khanate covered?
• What year was the area called Xinjiang?
• There was a struggle between two factions of Khojas, the Afaqi (White Mountain) faction and the 

Ishaqi (Black Mountain) faction. What was the final result?

Complete the following table:

Dates Incidents List two points on these historical incidents

1687-1757 Dzungar-Qing Wars

The Dzungars lost control of Dzungar and the Tarim 
Basin to the Manchu Qing dynasty as a result of the 
Dzungar–Qing Wars (1687–1757).  
1.  
2.

1755-1759 Dzungar genocide 1.
2.

1755-1758 Altishahr Khoja revolt 1.
2.

1759-1866 Afaqi Khoja Holy War 1.
2.

Map: Dzungar–Qing Wars
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/a4/
Qing_Dzungar_wars.jpg

Image: Portrays the Dzungar genocide
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dzungar_genocide#/
media/File:Dzungargenocide.png



HISTORIC SITE
13th-14th CENTURY

Tashkurgan, meaning ‘Stone Fortress’ is the Tajik capital of the Tashkurgan Tajik Autonomous County in 
Xinjiang. The town is dominated by the imposing Stone Fortress and Stone Castle (called the Princess 
Castle) dating from the Yuan Dynasty.
Tashkurgan was the last stop between China and Pakistan, along the ancient Silk Road.

SUBJECT OF MANY LEGENDS
Around 649, Xuanzang a Buddhist monk, passed through Tashkurgan. In his book he 

recounts a tale which might explain the name of the Princess Castle.
A Han Chinese princess on her way to marry a Persian king is placed on a high rock for safety 
during local unrest. She becomes pregnant from a mysterious stranger, ultimately giving birth 

to a powerful king.
Stein, an archaeologist, passed through Tashkurgan in the early twentieth century and found 

that the place matched the descriptions by travellers such as Xuanzang.
https://www.topchinatravel.com/pic/city/kashgar/attraction/princess-castle-01.jpg

ICT
Video: Tashkurgan https://www.farwestchina.com/blog/travelers-view-of-tashkurgan-xinjiang/
Image: Ruins of Tashkurgan Fort https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tashkurgan#/media/File:Tashkurghan_Fort.jpg



The term “Medieval China” represents the period between the fall of the Han dynasty (220) and the fall of the 
Mongol (Yuan) dynasty (1368).

https://www.timemaps.com/civilizations/medieval-chinese-civilization/

MEDIEVAL UYGHURS
3rd-14th CENTURY

The medieval Uyghurs became a political entity in the mid-8th century when they established their 
steppe empire as inheritors of the ancient Turk steppe tribal confederation.
They ruled their empire for a century from their capital city in the Mongol steppe. Their empire ended 
when rival Kirgiz tribes attacked it, and the Uyghur aristocracy fled south into the borderland areas 
between China and the steppe.
Two groups of diaspora Uyghurs built new states in Gansu and the Tarim Basin.

• Gansu Uyghurs stayed in the region but never exerted any real power as a state.
• Tarim Basin Uyghurs successfully built an independent kingdom that maintained stable rule over the 

mixed population of city dwellers and nomads who lived on oases.
The Tarim Basin Uyghurs adapted to the sedentary lifestyle and built one of the most highly diverse 
societies, where Buddhists, Nestorian Christians, Manichaeans, Zoroastrians and nomads lived 
harmoniously together.
Even after the Uyghurs became subjects of the Qara Khitai (12th Century) and then the Mongols (13th-
14th Century), the Uyghurs retained some autonomy as political rulers in the Tarim Basin. This ended 
when Kublai Khan lost control of the Tarim Basin and most of the Uyghur aristocracy moved to China. 
The Uyghur diaspora again refashioned their identity as members of the conquest government and the 
cultural literati.
Content and Image: https://akademiye.org/en/?p=344



CATEGORIES

SCHOLARSHIP
MEDIEVAL UYGHURS

• Archaeological findings yielded important details on medieval 
Uyghurs’ society, culture, politics, economy, relations with 
other steppe tribes and settled societies.

• Archaeological studies have been conducted on the Uyghur 
political capitals such as Kara Balghasun (capital of first 
Uyghur Khanate), Beshbaliq and Kocho/Qocho.

• Archaeological work on steppe and Tarim Basin sites 
have yielded important material and textual findings. 
One example is the discovery of the 8th Century Orkhon 
Inscriptions, erected by the Gokturks and written in the 
Old Turkic alphabet. Deciphering texts provided valuable 
information on old Uyghur language and society in the steppe.

• Expeditions to important sites have been ongoing for over 
a century. However, the Turpan Basin in Xinjiang, has 
encountered additional research because the area was at the 
centre of the “great game.” This refers to the 19th Century 
geostrategic rivalry between the Russian and British 
empires.

• One of the earliest expeditions was in 1879 entailing Russian 
botanist Johann Regel. He was followed by other Russians, as 
well as Finnish, Swedish, German, British, French, Japanese, 
American and Chinese expeditions to the area. These 
expeditions yielded a vast discovery of artistic objects and 
texts on the medieval Uyghurs.

• However, archaeological discoveries documented events that 
predated the medieval Uyghur kingdom. For example ancient 
mummies in the Tarim Basin disclosed western Eurasian 
roots to the Tocharians.

Information: https://akademiye.org/en/?p=344
Image Orkhon inscriptions http://www.runiform.lingfil.uu.se/wiki/Main_Page

1. ARCHAEOLOGY



SCHOLARSHIP
MEDIEVAL UYGHURS

• The majority of scholarship on medieval Uyghurs’ materials and visual 
culture stemmed from archaeological expeditions, mostly in the 
Tarim Basin, Xinjiang.

• The preponderance of materials and visual culture discovered 
revealed Uyghur religious history such as Buddhism, Manichaeism 
and Nestorian Christianity. Examples included Buddhist caves at 
Kucha, Bezeklik, Kocho, Kumtura, Tuyuq and Murtuq.

• These discoveries also enlightened researchers about medieval 
Uyghur social class structure, social values and lifestyles, 
especially in the Tarim Basin.

2. MATERIALS AND VISUAL CULTURE

3. TEXTUAL STUDIES
• Most scholarship on medieval Uyghurs’ texts stemmed from archaeological 

expeditions in the Tarim Basin, Xinjiang.
• The most important textual findings, that furthered historians’ understanding of 

medieval Uyghurs, included:
• Scriptural translations
• Transliterations-conversion of a text from one script to another. 

For example, archaeologists working at an excavation at 
the Tuyugou Grottoes in Xinjiang, discovered a large 
fragment of ancient text believed to be a copy of the 
Mahaprajnaparamita Sutra, translated into Chinese 
by Tang Dynasty (618–907) Buddhist monk, 
Xuanzang.

• Commentaries
• Hymns
• The Orkhon inscription, informed scholars about 

early Uyghur political life as a nomadic tribal group, and the evolution of the Uyghur language.
• Ancient and medieval scripts were discovered written in Parthian, Sogdian, Tocharian, Old Turkish, 

Brāhmi, Tangut, Uyghur and Chinese.
• Owing to the multi-religious culture that thrived in the Uyghur Tarim Basin, a wealth of information 

on religions in the medieval period was discovered.
• Ancient Uyghurs also produced medical texts, land and labour contracts, and letters, providing 

historians with an image of daily life.
• Scholarship on textual materials continues in US, China, Russia, Japan, China, Germany and Turkey.

Source: https://akademiye.org/en/?p=344
Image: Epitaph of a Nestorian Christian with Mongol writing. Many Mongol warriors and tribes in the era of Genghis Khan and Kublai Khan were Christians. 
http://factsanddetails.com/asian/cat65/sub423/entry-5241.html

Image: Fragment of text from the Mahaprajnaparamita Sutra discovered at the Tuyugou Grottoes https://www.buddhistdoor.net/news/archaeologists-in-
china-unearth-sutra-translation-by-tang-dynasty-monk-xuanzang



MEDIEVAL UYGHURS
PRIMARY SOURCES

Significant textual, artistic and material findings have been made across the Tarim Basin, Xinjiang, by generations of 
archaeological expeditions. Additionally, many primary sources have been digitised by museums and libraries.
The earliest primary sources that document the history of the medieval Uyghurs in the steppe were written in Chinese 
and Turkish languages.

• Chinese sources were produced during and after the Tang period.
• Turkish sources are only stone inscriptions, that include the Orkhon inscriptions, Yenisei inscriptions, Talas 

River inscriptions, and Altai Mountain inscriptions. 
The Shine-usu inscription, written in the 750s and the Qara Balsaghun inscription written in 826, are the most 
important texts that relate the history of the early Uyghurs.

The history of the medieval Uyghurs after they left the steppe is documented, in the Tarim Basin. Most of the artefacts 
and texts collected by Russian, European and Japanese archaeological expeditions have been deposited in museums and 
libraries around the world.
Several Chinese and Mongolian museums hold primary sources related to the medieval Uyghurs, including the National 
Museum of Mongolia in Ulaanbaatar, the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region Museum in Urumqi, and the Inner 
Mongolia Autonomous Region Museum.
Adapted: https://akademiye.org/en/?p=344
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