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…the Beauty (sic) will arise from the harmony and corre-
spondence between the whole and its various parts, and of 
the various parts between themselves; for then the building 
will appear one complete and perfect body in which one 
member answers to another, and all together to the whole; 
so that it may seem absolutely necessary to its existence.

A. Palladio, Architecture in Four Books1

This paper documents and analyzes the Khoja Zainud-
din Mosque, one of the most sumptuous buildings in 
the old city of Bukhara and deserving of special study 
due to its architectural merits. However, the monument 
also provides important clues to better understanding 
cultural life in Bukhara in the first half of the sixteenth 
century, a historical period still seldom analyzed.2 

The prominent role played by Bukhara in Transoxi-
ana after the fifteenth century has already been recog-
nized with respect to its literary production.3 Building 
activities can be seen as further evidence of the city’s 
leading position. Nevertheless, unlike the second half 
of the sixteenth century, little is known about the urban 
development of Bukhara4 in the first half of that cen-
tury (1500–1557), under the rulers from the house of 
Shah Budaq b. Abu’l-Khayr Khan (d. 1460).5

By 1512 the Safavid threat had been eliminated and 
the battles of Kul-i Malik and Gijduvan, which also took 
place that year, had put an end to Timurid attempts to 
reconquer the region. At that time ʿUbayd Allah b. 
Mahmud Sultan (d. 1540) was reinstated by Kuchkunji 
Muhammad b. Abu’l-Khayr Khan, Supreme Khan of the 
Abu’l-Khayrids (r. 1512–30), as ruler over his “old realms,” 
the apanage of Bukhara.6 Soon afterwards, ʿ Ubayd Allah 
b. Mahmud Sultan ordered the reconstruction of the Fri-
day mosque, the Masjid-i Kalan, which was completed 
in 1514, as can be seen in the inscription above its main 

entrance.7 The mosque of Mulla Aridi was founded in 
1515–16 (fig. 1).8 Some years later, the Taq-i Sarrafan 
(Dome of the Moneychangers) was erected in front of 
the mosque, having been commissioned for Amir Yari 
b. Jan Wafa Bi in 1539.9 The endowment deed for the 
shrine of Abu Hafs-i Kabir, just outside the northern city 
wall, was reinstated,10 and a memorial mosque, which 
still exists today, was probably built slightly thereafter.11 
Around 1533, a complex containing a mosque (known 
as the Mulla Amiri), a bath, and several caravanserais 
was commissioned on the street stretching from Taq-i 
Tilpaq Furushan (Dome of the Hatsellers) to Taq-i Tir-
garan (Dome of the Fletchers) (fig. 1). The benefactor is 
identified as Mirak Latif b. Baba Bikchi, a vizier of 
ʿUbayd Allah b. Mahmud.12 The mosque, a domed rect-
angular structure clearly recognizable in historical pho-
tographs, stood there until the end of the nineteenth 
century. 

Building activity in Bukhara increased after the cap-
ital was relocated there from Samarqand in 1533, when 
ʿUbayd Allah b. Mahmud Sultan was declared Supreme 
Khan of the Abu’l-Khayrid apanages (r. 1533–40). A par-
ticular emphasis was placed on the south street, lead-
ing from the mosque of Mulla Aridi to the city gate of 
Salar-i Haj. Along this street, a madrasa, no longer 
extant, was constructed in the Gaziyan quarter.13 

Opposite the northeast façade of the Masjid-i Kalan, 
another madrasa was built (1527–36); commissioned for 
Mir-i ʿArab, it still exists today (fig. 1).14 In 1540, the 
mosque of ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. ʿUbayd Allah was built extra 
muros,15 not far from the Shaykh Jalal city gate, named 
after a shaykh buried in its vicinity.16 

On the street stretching from Taq-i Sarrafan to the 
Namazgah city gate in the south, the mausoleum of 
Turki Jandi was rebuilt, this time with a mosque annexed 
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quarter of the fifteenth century, this was primarily done 
to prove that the ornament of the Baland was, from the 
author’s perspective, inferior in quality. No attempt was 
made to analyze its architecture in terms of the formal 
trends, continuities, and innovations that informed the 
planning and construction of Central Asian buildings 
after the Timurid period.26 The Baland Mosque also 
bears a great resemblance to the Khoja Zainuddin 
Mosque (figs. 2 and 3), in its building type, dimensions, 
and decoration. The present article presents an exten-
sive study of the latter, with a focus on its building 
history.

DESCRIPTIVE ANALYSIS

The Khoja Zainuddin Mosque is situated close to the 
Ark, the city citadel (235 meters to the north of the 
mosque), which was the seat of the Abu’l-Khayrid ruler 
of the apanage of Bukhara from the sixteenth century 
onward. The mosque lies approximately 160 meters 
southwest of the qibla wall of the city’s Friday mosque 
(the Masjid-i Kalan). Built at the intersection of two 
small streets, the building forms the core of a cluster of 
relatively intact traditional houses, with a large pool 
(ḥawz) to the northeast (fig. 2). 

The complex was erected within the walls of the 
medieval city of Bukhara, a rectangular area clearly rec-
ognizable in the relief (fig. 1).27 By the beginning of the 
sixteenth century, the medieval walls, which had 
guarded the city on the eve of the Mongolian conquest, 
no longer existed. However, historical sources still dis-
tinguished between an “inner city” (shahr-i darūn), or 
“old city” (ḥiṣār-i qadīm), and an “outer city” (shahr-i 
bīrūn).28 These designations provide an important clue 
to Bukhara’s urban development between the second 
half of the fifteenth century and the middle of the six-
teenth century, after which the city’s expansion is eas-
ier to follow.29 

The main façade of the building faces south while the 
cenotaph of “Khoja Zainuddin,” the eponymous patron 
saint of the complex, lies in the northwestern corner of 
the mosque. Several adjoining rooms are aligned in the 
west and open toward the street. The core of the con-
struction consists of a square-shaped, domed prayer 

to it (fig. 1).17 The northeastern fringe of the old city saw 
the construction of the Shaykh Rangriz Mosque (fig. 1).18 
And the most famous mosque of Bukhara, the  
Maghak-i Attari (fig. 1), was completely reconstructed 
in 1546–47.19

After the death of ʿUbayd Allah Khan in 1540, Naw-
ruz Ahmad (Barak) b. Suyunjuk Sultan, ruler of the apa-
nage of Tashkent, who was to become Supreme Khan 
between 1552 and 1556, undertook two unsuccessful 
sieges of Bukhara before he ultimately succeeded in tak-
ing the city in 1543–44.20 However, ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. 
ʿUbayd Allah was able to reclaim Bukhara, ordering a 
reinforcement of the city walls in 1544–45.21 One of the 
most impressive buildings from the first half of the six-
teenth century, a khanqah at the burial site of Baha ʾ  
al-Din Naqshband, was also constructed at that time, 
and still dominates the complex today.22

Little is known about the dignitaries—the sultans, 
amirs, and shaykhs—who played a role in the politics 
and cultural life of Bukhara during the first half of the 
sixteenth century. The history of the period has been 
presented mainly as a series of military campaigns. This 
is especially evident in the case of ʿUbayd Allah b. 
Mahmud, whose name is primarily connected with his 
attempts to re-establish the Abu’l-Khayrids’ control over 
Khurasan.23 Even less is known about the reign of his 
son and successor, ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. ʿUbayd Allah, aside 
from the fact that he ruled as governor of Bukhara from 
1533 onwards and as sovereign of the entire apanage 
between 1540 and 1550.24 The history of the city prior to 
the conquest of ʿAbd Allah b. Iskandar in 1557 is simi-
larly shrouded in mystery.

Consequently, nothing is known about the history of 
the two buildings that are often mentioned as the most 
important architectural monuments in Bukhara from 
the first half of the sixteenth century: the Baland Mosque 
(fig. 1) and the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. Research on 
the well-preserved interior decoration of the former, 
built in the southwestern part of the city, not far from 
the Khiyaban roadway, has been published in Russian.25 
However, this article did not recognize the importance 
of the Baland Mosque as an example of the aesthetic 
conceptions behind the interior design of early Abu’l-
Khayrid buildings, and although its interior decoration 
was compared with Timurid buildings from the last 
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Fig. 2. Site plan of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Drawing: Jasmin Badr)
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Fig. 3. The Khoja Zainuddin Mosque: view from the minaret of the Masjid-i Kalan. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 4. Reflected ceiling plan of the first floor of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. Rooms 4.0, 5.0, and 6.0 are situated below 
the corresponding upper levels visible in this plan, Rooms 4.1, 5.1, and 6.1. (Drawing: Jasmin Badr)
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in contrast to the unplastered bricks of the façade. An 
additional, taller blind niche can be seen in the south-
eastern corner of the façade. The iwan has a semi-oc-
tagonal plan with reticulated vaulting in its upper part. 
The prayer hall was accessible through three entrances 
under the iwan. At present, the front of the iwan is en-
closed by a wooden screen.

Remnants of decoration in the spandrels of two blind 
niches on the right side of the iwan point to the fact that 
a tile mosaic ornament originally graced the main 
façade (fig. 6). The frame of the pīshtāq was probably 
meant to bear an inscription, also made of tile mosaic. 
All the spandrels above the blind niches were plastered 
in the last twenty years. It is likely that tile mosaic was 
also applied in those areas, but it was either not pre-
served or remains in very bad condition under the mor-
tar. Remnants of underglaze tile work in dark blue, 
turquoise, and white are found in the spandrel of a blind 
niche in the southeast corner of the building (fig. 7).

hall. An L-shaped portico, erected on a platform, makes 
up the northeastern part of the building (fig. 4).

The southern façade

Symmetrically designed, the southern façade is domi-
nated by a central pīshtāq (a portal projecting from the 
façade of a building), which is enframed on each side 
by three superposed blind niches (fig. 5). On both sides 
of the iwan, lower niches can be seen under pointed 
arches. The pointed arches are each flanked by two 
blind niches, one above the other, similar to those on 
the sides of the iwan. Under the niches with pointed 
arches, two entrances lead to the compartments behind 
them, the western one opening onto a room in the 
southwestern corner (Room 3) and the eastern one onto 
a spiral staircase linking the portico with the roof of the 
mosque. The eastern entrance was walled up at some 
point, as is made clear by the gray plaster in the opening, 

Fig. 5. Southern façade of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)
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Zainuddin Mosque is clearly recognizable in the skyline 
of the old city.

A new type of dome construction, known as the 
chahār tāq, made its appearance in Timurid architec-
ture during the second half of the fifteenth century, 
allowing for larger spans. In this type of construction, 
two huge parallel arches and two arches in the orthog-
onal direction were erected, creating a base on which 
the dome rests and also reducing the surface to be cov-
ered.32 In the corners, two vault segments converge 
towards the supporting arches of the squinches. These 
caps are visible from the outside and do not fulfill any 
structural function. The large supporting arches are usu-
ally enclosed by half-domes. In some cases, a combina-
tion of crossing arches and a double-shelled dome was 
used to increase the external height of the dome; such 
a solution was often employed in the Timurid era.

However, even though this construction method was 
already known in Bukhara at that time, it was not used 
in the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. Here, eight small sup-
porting arches above the walls of the prayer hall serve 
as a transition zone to the dome. Four of the support-
ing arches are filled with squinches (fig. 8). The four 
windows in the arches above the sidewalls, each cov-
ered with a grille (pandzhara), provide the prayer room 
with diffuse lighting from above. The pendentives 
between the supporting arches are filled with grids of 
crossing ribs, forming a kite-like pattern. Their upper 
corners lead into a thirty-two-edged cavetto molding 
with an inscription from the Koran.33 The dome itself 
is divided into two zones. The lower zone is decorated 
with four rows of muqarnas; the upper one is divided 
into thirty-two segments, separated by ribs that end in 
a ring around an omphalos.

The ground plan of the prayer hall is square-shaped, 
with two bigger recesses in the east and west. While the 
western recess is 5 meters wide and 2.8 meters deep, the 
eastern one measures only 4.9 meters by 1.9 meters, thus 
emphasizing the direction of prayer. The design con-
cept of the walls comprises several areas; above the tile 
panels covering the dados, there are deep blind niches 
with frames and fillings (fig. 9).

The western recess of the prayer hall is covered by a 
half-dome composed of eight rows of muqarnas, end-
ing in a fan-shaped hood. The wall beneath it is divided 

The prayer hall (Room 1)

The importance of the prayer hall, which measures 9.5 
by 9.4 meters,30 is emphasized by its central position 
and reinforced by its huge dome, measuring approxi-
mately 8.2 meters in diameter and 16 meters in height.31 
The design of the dome is unique, and its existence does 
not simply highlight the importance of the building: it 
makes the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque a remarkable ex-
ception among the many other quarter mosques in 
Bukhara. Unlike most of the neighborhood mosques, 
which have simple, flat, wooden roofs, the domed Khoja 

Fig. 6. Tile mosaic in the spandrel of a blind niche in the 
southern façade of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Photo: 
Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 7. Underglaze tile in the spandrel of a blind niche in 
the southern façade of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Photo: 
Jasmin Badr)
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A similar division is visible in the design of the north 
and south walls of the prayer hall (fig. 9). Large blind 
niches in the middle, reminiscent of the recesses in the 
east and west walls, are flanked by the same narrow 
niches and squares as in the east and west. But unlike 
the east and west walls, they are not highly decorated, 
and are dominated by three doors and three windows 
on each side. A panel with a hadith is placed above the 
central window niche.35 The walls end up with a cor-
nice running along all four sides. The similar composi-
tion of the walls and the cornice highlights the harmony 
of the design in the interior and emphasizes the central, 
square-shaped space of the prayer hall.

The dados of the prayer hall are decorated with pan-
els of mosaic faience. Today, only eighteen of the orig-
inal twenty panels, each with a different design, can be 
seen: two panels were completely destroyed and two-
thirds of another panel was severely damaged. In his-
torical photographs dated to 1947, traces of the latter 
panel, which is located on the left side of the mihrab, 
are still visible (fig. 12).36 On its right side, a recess 
behind the place of the minbar marks the place of one 
of the now-missing panels.37 The edges of each panel 
are framed with tendrils, with leaves and blossoms in 
white, green, turquoise, and ocher (fig. 13). Although the 
forms of the tendrils and leaves differ, the buds and 
blossoms in the frames are always the same. The colors 
of the tiles used in the mosaics are white, green, tur-
quoise, blue, manganese purple, and ocher. 

The largest panels are on the sidewalls of the west-
ern recess. Within the repeating frame, the design con-
sists of a central medallion, tapering to smaller motifs 
above and below on the vertical axes. The inside of the 
medallion features arabesques on a predominantly 
green background. The corner pieces repeat the same 
design, and even the smaller floral motifs were meticu-
lously designed. The spaces in between are filled with a 
delicate ocher vine on a blue background (fig. 14).

On both sides of the western recess, panels are sub-
divided into three arched rectangles, similar to the 
design of a prayer rug (fig. 15).38 The border motif is here 
replaced by a shape resembling a maple leaf. A similar 
composition is present on the now-damaged panels to 
the left of the mihrab, within the large recess. The rect-
angle in the middle is filled with an ocher floral design, 

Fig. 8. Interior view of the transition zone and the dome in 
the prayer hall of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. (Photo: 
Jasmin Badr)

into two horizontal zones, separated by a cavetto mold-
ing, and decorated with Koranic inscriptions.34 The 
mihrab lies in a further small recess, its upper part filled 
with plane muqarnas cells (fig. 10). The eastern recess 
contains the main entrance to the prayer hall (fig. 11). 
Above the entrance, a window with a pandzhara fills 
the main space of the building with natural light. The 
recess is covered by a half dome composed of eight rows 
of muqarnas, identical to the ones on the western side. 
The zones above the dados of the western and eastern 
walls are covered with blind niches, with square-shaped 
recessed panels above them.
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Fig. 10. Western wall of the prayer hall. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 11. Eastern wall of the prayer hall. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)
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←
Fig. 12. Photograph dated to 1947 showing the western 
recess. Tashkent, Archive of the General Directorate of 
Scientific Production for the Preservation and Utilization of 
Cultural Heritage Buildings, inv. no. 25882, code 136. (Photo: 
courtesy of the General Directorate of Scientific Production 
for the Preservation and Utilization of Cultural Heritage 
Buildings)

Fig. 13. Detail of the frame surrounding the mosaic panel to the left of the main entrance. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

with blossoms and forked leaves on a blue background. 
On the longitudinal axis, five leaves, each with a distinct 
shape, one on top of the other, tie the tendrils of the flo-
ral composition together. The side rectangles are of a 
different design. Under a curved arch as in the central 
rectangle, an ocher palmette with a very thin blue stem 
in the middle of its trunk bears larger blooming flowers 
in its axis and small blossoms on the sides. The green 
spandrels are filled with arabesques.

The decoration of the remaining panels in the prayer 
hall is a stark contrast to that chosen for the qibla and 
the mihrab area. Designed with the help of an underly-
ing polygonal matrix, which itself is organized accord-
ing to a rigid geometry, these panels present a type of 
decoration highly appreciated in Transoxiana, Khura
san, and Iran from the fifteenth century onwards (fig. 
16). Known as the “star-and-polygon design” or girih 
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Fig. 14. Mosaic panel on the southern wall of the western recess. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 15. Mosaic panel on the left side of the western recess. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)
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Fig. 16. Mosaic panel on the left side of the eastern recess. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)

(Persian for “knot”), both terms are used synonymously, 
as a contrast to islimi, “the spiraling ivy or vine-and-ten-
dril motif.”39 The method for creating such a design is 
well known from surviving scrolls (tumar) with muqa-
rnas and girih designs, drafts for bannāʾī (builder’s) 
inscriptions, and even ground plans of a domed struc-
ture on a geometrical grid. Some other scrolls found in 
Bukhara and dated to the sixteenth century on the basis 
of the paper used are also significant for the Khoja 
Zainuddin Mosque.40

An identical design is applied to the dados on the 
south and north wall, though in one of the panels on the 
south wall the dodecagon star is filled with a different 
motif: in place of the six-pointed snow crystals occupy-
ing the centers of the other three panels is an ocher bud, 
from which the dodecagon star emerges in radiating cir-
cles of different colors. Two new types of girih are intro-
duced in the panels on the east wall, with a new color 
scheme containing far less white and no manganese 
purple; instead, turquoise, blue, and ocher are predom-
inantly employed. The panels on the sidewall of the 

eastern recess appear to be far more delicate as a result 
of the smaller star pattern used.

The parts of the walls between the dados and the cor-
nice, the transition zone, and the dome are covered with 
paintings. Three different phases are clearly distinguish-
able. The remains of the first one, recognizable on all 
surfaces of the walls in the transition zone, as well as in 
the window niches, can be identified on the basis of the 
color scheme of blue, green, brown, and black.41 The 
first phase shows a floral design painted with ink, with 
a characteristic onion-shaped bud and a split leaf emerg-
ing from it in brown or green, set against a blue back-
ground (fig. 17). Only the central window niche has a 
different design, consisting of interconnected oblong 
cartouches and rosettes (fig. 18).

The second phase can only be observed in the span-
drel above the blind niche of the south wall (fig. 19). The 
remains show that the decorators started to apply the 
qizil kesak (red clay)42 above the first phase within the 
central blind niche. The planned design, a very dense 
vegetal ornament, was presumably applied with a 
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Fig. 17. First decoration phase on the south wall. (Photo: 
Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 18. Central window niche in the south wall. (Photo: 
Jasmin Badr)

Fig. 19. Spandrel of the central blind niche in the south wall. 
(Photo: Jasmin Badr)

stencil. For unknown reasons, this decoration was not 
finished.

A clearly distinguishable third phase with kundal 
paintings decorates the large recesses in the east and 
west of the prayer hall, the muqarnas in the squinches 
of the transition zone, and the dome (fig. 20).43 Kundal 
is a decoration technique characterized by its final 
result: a slightly elevated, gilded surface on a shallow 
background.44 It is generally assumed that in the first 
step of the process the ornament to be gilded is drawn 
on the wall,45 as can also be observed in the Khoja 
Zainuddin Mosque. A relief is then created by applying 
multiple layers of qizil kesak directly on the wall with a 
paintbrush. Sometimes a gypsum mortar (ganch) mixed 
with glue was used to create the relief, after which the 
qizil kesak was applied. The material that forms the 
underlying relief is applied in three different layers, the 
thickest stratum being the first. The relief may be as high 
as 2 millimeters. 

A thin layer of plant glue (cheresh)46 was spread on 
the surface of the ornament as a binder for the gold 
leaf.47 The spaces between the gilded motifs were 
painted, most often in blue, using lapis lazuli as a color-
ing pigment. Tiny flowers with bending branches and 
leaves were drawn on the blue background, in a slightly 
darker shade of the color, hardly visible as a silhouette. 
Finally, a very fine embellishment was applied. With 
delicate blossoms and tendrils, this was intended to 
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similar to that seen in the dome, although in the dome 
the blossoms are separated by ribs, whereas in the 
mihrab they are placed between the ribs.

The portico

The portico is constructed on a raised platform with an 
outer shell of limestone, creating a buffer zone between 
the main space of the mosque and prayer hall, and the 
small open courtyard, as well as the ḥawz to the north-
east (fig. 4). Four niches, covered by pointed arches, 
subdivide the walls of the northern portico; three of 
these contain doors to the prayer hall, each with a 
window above. A small mihrab, framed by differently 
sized recessed panels, is located in the western wall. 
Three large niches subdivide the wall of the eastern 
portico. The central niche with the main entrance to 
the prayer hall is covered by reticulated vaulting, the 
corners containing squinches filled with five rows of 
muqarnas. The lateral niches flanking the entrance are 
covered with half-domes, executed as reticulated 
vaulting.

The portico prevents the symmetrical niches in the 
northern and eastern façades from appearing as prom-
inently as they do in the southern façade. Eight wooden 
columns on bases of grayish marble support this wooden 
construction, composed of eight bays. However, the 
intercolumniation of the portico is not regular: the bays 
above the longitudinal and orthogonal axes, containing 
the main entrances, are much narrower than the adja-
cent ones. This serves to stress the importance of the 
entrance bays as well as the ceiling decorations (fig. 21). 
The entrances are both decorated with star patterns, 
the northern one with a decagon, and the eastern  
one with a dodecagon. Both ornamented panels are 
mounted on plain wooden planks, supported by cross-
beams, which are suspended from the beams of the roof 
construction by iron chains.

In both cases, small muqarnas domes form the cen-
ter of the star pattern. The interior of the stars is further 
divided into smaller geometrical forms. Even the sur-
face of the different polygons that form the star is filled 
by another grid of geometrical figures, made of fine 
wooden sticks.50 A cornice with either three or four 
rows of muqarnas links the panels with the vertical clad-
ding on the walls. All elements of this composition were 

further accentuate the plasticity of the gilded parts of 
the decoration.

The paintings of the third decoration period do not 
simply cover the first phase: they incorporate it. This is 
clearly recognizable in the western and eastern recesses, 
which seem to have been completely ornamented. The 
spandrels above the niches were embellished with fine 
arabesques, while medallions with a characteristic form 
fill the corners. The wall areas below the muqarnas were 
divided into narrow, vertical rectangles filled with veg-
etal motifs. Although the inscription band above the 
mihrab was meant to be decorated in kundal, it was not 
finished.48 Historical photographs reveal that the upper 
part of the mihrab was also decorated with kundal 
paintings.49 The blossom pattern here seems to be 

Fig. 20. Kundal paintings on the south wall of the western 
niche. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)
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mosaic tiles of blue, turquoise, white, green, and ocher. 
The only remains of this geometrical pattern can be 
seen on the southern part of the eastern portico.54 

The staircase (Room 2)

A spiral staircase in the southeastern corner of the com-
plex, accessible from the eastern portico, leads to the 
roof of the building. The entrance to the staircase is 
situated in the southern niche of the eastern portico, 
thus connecting it and the staircase through a small 
vestibule. The latter is covered by a small dome and 
widens towards the southeast, where a window—and 
perhaps a former door—open toward the street. The 
graffiti-covered walls and traces of small holes 4 to 6 
centimeters in diameter show that a light wooden struc-
ture once divided this tiny room into two levels (even 
though no proper access to the upper level may have 
ever existed). However, the fact that the moldings in the 

originally painted.51 The ceiling features a similarly 
extravagant decoration only in the northeastern corner; 
instead of the small muqarnas dome, two small hexag-
onal stars are set in the center. 

The remaining bays are all decorated with paneled 
ceilings. A trace of the richness of forms can be seen in 
the preserved ceiling in the southeastern bay (fig. 22). 
There, two main types of wooden panels are arranged 
in an alternating pattern. The first one reveals a motif 
of connected stars of varying sizes. Pigment remains 
found on the wooden boards indicate the use of a dec-
oration technique similar to kundal.52 In the second 
type of panel there are seven varying patterns made of 
wooden sticks, as in the polygons forming the stars 
above the entrance bays. Only two capitals have been 
preserved in the eastern side of the portico, with each 
consisting of five rows of wooden muqarnas.53

Historical photographs show that the frieze on top of 
the portico was originally decorated with rectangular 

Fig. 21. Dodecagonal star pattern on the ceiling of the entrance bay in the east. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)
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some point. It is assumed that an inscription, never re-
alized, was meant to run around the niche.

The small rooms on the western façade are more or 
less square-shaped, with side lengths of 3.5 to 4 meters. 
The only exception to this is Room 5, which is slightly 
smaller (3.15 meters). Whereas Room 3, in the south-
western corner of the building, consists only of one sin-
gle space, Rooms 4, 5, and 6 are divided into two levels 
(a ground level [level 0] and an upper level [level 1]). 
Roofing constructions are nearly identical for all the 
rooms. Ceilings on the first floor are flat, constructed of 
wooden beams and a filling of bricks and mortar; the 
upper-level ceilings, on the other hand, are covered by 
cloistered vaults. However, the domes of the rooms in 
the corners are much more elaborate than the construc-
tions in Rooms 4 and 5.55

Room 3 is widened by a semi-octagonal niche in the 
north that is covered by reticulated vaulting. The west-
ern wall contains an arched recess, while the other two 

corners have been hammered away is proof that a ceil-
ing was not originally planned. The steps of the spiral 
staircase rely on small wooden beams and are built of 
mud bricks. A small pointed vault, oriented towards the 
south, covers the upper part of the staircase. 

The western façade

The western façade, which looks onto the narrow and 
ancient Khoja Zainuddin Street, is much simpler in ap-
pearance than the other sides of the mosque (fig. 4). 
With several small rooms (sing. hujra) arranged along 
it, the façade also presents the back wall of the qibla, 
which is usually not decorated. In the middle, a huge 
iwan highlights the cenotaph of “Khoja Zainuddin.” 
However, the iwan does not subdivide the façade in a 
symmetrical manner, as in the south. The unfinished 
upper part of its frame suggests that a pīshtāq was orig-
inally planned, but that construction on it stopped at 

Fig. 22. Paneled ceiling in the southeastern bay of the portico. (Photo: Jasmin Badr)



JASMIN BADR AND MUSTAFA TUPEV230

As in Room 4.1, the upper level (Room 5.1) can be 
accessed from the western iwan through a door. A sec-
ond opening is situated in the center of the western 
wall. A charred hole in the middle of the room indicates 
where a sandal (brazier) was once found.58 As the 
wooden ceiling construction and the delicate mortar 
could not bear constant exposure to heat, the ceiling 
beams burned through. The upper level was conse-
quently abandoned and only the lower level was still 
occupied. As mentioned above, a new ceiling was then 
installed below the original one.

In the southeastern corner, a fireplace is connected 
to the same chimney observed in the lower level.59 
Small shelves flank the arched opening of the fireplace, 
whose surfaces were decorated with wallpaper. The 
chimney has no visible outlet on the roof. However, a 
small rising in the northeastern corner indicates that it 
was redirected along the eastern wall of Room 5.1 
towards the north. An outlet in the southeastern corner 
would have been too close to the walls of the prayer hall.

In Room 5.0, only the shelves on the western wall 
bear traces of paint—in blue. Room 5.1 shows the 
remains of several decorative phases. The first phase 
consisted simply of a monochrome plaster. The north-
ern and eastern walls, as well as the sidewalls of the 
northern opening in the western wall, are covered with 
graffiti. In the second phase of decoration, a horizontal 
line was scratched into the plaster, thus creating a dado. 
This demarcating line was then decorated with leaf-like 
elements made of paper, reminiscent of carpet tassels. 
Above this, another decorated area is visible, at least on 
the northern, southern, and western walls. Several rows 
of horizontal or vertical rectangles have been drawn in 
ink or are also scratched into the plaster. It seems that 
these areas were at least partly decorated with paper. 
One sheet is preserved on the west wall. The niche in 
the north wall was also surrounded by paper bands.60 
On the eastern wall, scratched drawings of musical 
instruments (dutar)61 can be seen above the dado. Small 
holes in the northern wall and in the northern parts of 
the eastern and western walls provide evidence of what 
was probably a wooden structure. As the graffiti indi-
cate that students occupied the room, it is reasonable 
to assume that a sleeping platform existed, similar  
to those generally installed in the cells of a madrasa.  

walls have blind niches. The main entrance is in the 
south wall, while a secondary access in the east wall 
leads to the prayer hall. There was probably a third 
entrance in the north wall, which linked Room 3 with 
Room 4.0. A small niche still provides evidence of this 
opening, which is presently walled up. The room was 
recently plastered; in one damaged spot, the former 
monochrome plaster and a number of small graffiti are 
visible.

Room 4 is much simpler. Whereas the lower level 
(Room 4.0) is currently used for the storage of biers, the 
upper level (Room 4.1) has been abandoned due to the 
bad condition of its floor. The actual entrance to the 
lower level is situated in the western wall, but this open-
ing was obviously only recently created. As seen in his-
toric photographs dated to 1954, there was once only a 
small window in the place where the door to the west 
is currently located; this was aligned with the window 
in the upper level.56 Prior to this, access to the room was 
provided by a door in the northern wall, leading directly 
to the iwan with the tomb. Although this entrance no 
longer exists, its location can be determined from the 
cracks in the plaster of the northern wall of Room 4.0. 
On the opposite side (the southern wall of the iwan), no 
traces of an opening can be observed, which is not sur-
prising, considering that the bricks of the iwan have 
clearly been replaced in recent years. Room 4.1 could be 
reached through a door in the northern wall. Although 
no decorative elements were applied on the ground 
floor, in the upper level remnants of wallpaper can still 
be seen on the southern and western walls.

The hujras to the east of the iwan (Rooms 5.0 and 5.1) 
are accessible from a narrow corridor in the north of the 
building (Room 7). Two niches are visible in the west-
ern wall of Room 5.0. Although the northern wall has 
been only crudely closed up, the southern wall is com-
pletely plastered. The original ceiling was damaged and 
a second one was installed underneath. 57 

The room was apparently equipped with a heating 
device, situated at the horizontal niche in the eastern 
wall. Evidence that the room at some point had a fire-
place is provided by the wooden lintel, several layers of 
plaster (the lowest layer bearing evident traces of soot), 
and a hole in what seems to have once been a chimney. 
A simple loam rendering containing a high percentage 
of straw was used to plaster the other small niches.
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very similar to one of the older layers. That is why it is 
also reasonable to assume that this niche was already 
closed in an earlier period.

No physical evidence of a means of access to the 
upper levels of Rooms 4 and 5 has been preserved. How-
ever, it is noticeable that scaffolding holes in the east-
ern wall of the western iwan are covered with mortar at 
a height that could very possibly correspond to the floor 
level of the upper floor. Similar to the wooden stair con-
structions that are still often preserved in private 
houses, it is likely that a light wooden construction pro-
vided access to the upper level.

The courtyard

The courtyard connects the complex with the pool 
(ḥawz). Historic photographs dating to 1954 show that 
a passage linking the ḥawz to Khoja Zainuddin Street 
once existed where the courtyard is now found (fig. 2).62 
A wooden fence separated the building from the public 
passage. The well in the northeast corner of the court-
yard has no evident current function; at some point it 
may have provided the mosque with fresh ground water 
for ablutions.

The current taharatkhāna (ablution house) is a mod-
ern building constructed in 2002–3. In historic photo-
graphs dated to 1945, a building can be seen that was 
directly attached to the foundation on the eastern side 
of the mosque.63 This former taharatkhāna was mea-
sured during the architectural survey executed by 
French students in 2001, before it was torn down.64

The ḥawz

The ḥawz of Khoja Zainuddin is situated in the north-
eastern part of the building complex, the other sides of 
which are bordered by private dwellings (fig. 2). The 
huge pool, measuring approximately 37 by 26.5 meters, 
is the second largest ḥawz in the ancient water system 
of Bukhara.65 It features a typical elongated octagonal 
form and has seven steep steps of worked limestone. A 
wooden barrier separates the wall construction of the 
ḥawz from the unworked limestone foundation. The 
northern and southern sides have more gradual steps, 
and on the northern side, they seem to lead to what was 
once a platform where residents could fetch their water. 

At present, a light wooden construction is fitted into the 
small vestibule to the south.

As was the case with Room 3, Room 6 also becomes 
wider towards the west due to a semi-octagonal niche. 
The lower level (Room 6.0) is accessed from Room 7, 
where four steep steps lead to a very low door, which in 
turn leads to the upper level (Room 6.1). There, the 
eastern wall is raised, with an equal thickness from the 
ground level to a height of approximately 1 meter. Above 
this point, the wall is much thinner, suggesting that the 
only intention was to close the space, regardless of any 
supporting functions. As both levels are presently occu-
pied and were recently plastered, no traces of the former 
decoration can be seen.

Room 7 currently serves only as a vestibule provid-
ing access to Rooms 5.0, 6.0, and 6.1. A fourth opening 
in the north links the space with the courtyard. A deep 
recess can be observed in the eastern wall, starting at a 
height of 3.55 meters and reaching even beyond the 
height of the barrel vault of Room 7. The niche measures 
0.95 meters in depth, which corresponds to the thick-
ness of the wall. It is closed on the eastern side, with 
fragments of a former layer of plaster still exhibiting 
traces of molding and painting. On the opposite side 
(the western wall of the northern portico), no traces of 
an opening can be determined. The superposition of the 
two wall elevations shows that the niche is situated 
exactly on the axis of the outside mihrab, where an 
ornamented square is applied as a relief in the plaster.

The rather strange construction of the eastern wall 
of Room 6.1 indicates that it was added in a later period. 
Therefore, Rooms 6.0, 6.1 and 7 were once one single 
space to which the separating ceiling in Room 6 was 
later added. The fact that the access to Room 5.0 from 
the southern wall of Room 7 seems to have been cre-
ated in a previously existing wall also supports this the-
sis. The door was directly inserted into the corner and 
the thickness of the eastern wall in Room 5.0 was even 
reduced to widen the opening. The floor level of Room 
5.0 is also lower by a step, so as to make the two rooms 
level. It is also remarkable that the floor of the western 
iwan is level with that of Room 5.0. It is therefore likely 
that the original access was through one or two niches 
in the western wall. In the southern niche, no cracks are 
visible in the mortar and its composition seems to be 
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(1558–62), five kilometers west of Bukhara, where the 
same tendril decorates a spandrel above the entrance 
of the khanqah.

Panels with a star-and-polygon pattern similar to the 
ones visible on the southern and northern walls of the 
Khoja Zainuddin Mosque, yet in different colors and of 
varying quality, are preserved in a mosque dated to 1519 
in Katta Langar, a village in Kashkadarya province  
(fig. 25).75 They can also be seen in the mausoleum (gūr
khāna) of the Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa (fig. 26). 

In the great variety of motifs in the tile decoration of 
the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque it is possible to observe 
close connections with many of the examples quoted 
above. Indeed, the arrangement of the different motifs 
within the building can be seen as symbolic of a hierar-
chy among the different parts of the structure. The qibla 
wall is obviously of great importance. However, details 

In the southeastern corner, a waterspout made of 
marble and decorated with a chronogram is still pre-
served.66

The ḥawz was filled with water from the Rud-i Shahr 
canal. An extra conduit provided water exclusively for 
the Khoja Zainuddin ḥawz and the Lesak ḥawz through 
a covered channel (tazar).67 This conduit apparently 
had a strategic importance, as it is said to have been 
linked to the Citadel (Ark) of Bukhara. Only a member 
of the ruling family could have ordered such a mea-
sure.68 The fact that a conduit was specially dug for only 
two pools shows the importance of the Khoja Zainud-
din complex, a fact reinforced by its connection to the 
ruler’s residence.

STYLISTIC ANALYSIS

The design of the panels on the sidewalls of the western 
recess is unequaled in other known panels of the same 
period in Transoxiana. The closest parallels seem to be 
in bookbindings and title pages known from Herat and 
Safavid Persia from the beginning of the sixteenth cen-
tury.69 Panels similar to the “prayer rug” panels on the 
west wall also decorated the qibla wall of the no-longer-  
extant mosque in the Shaykh Rangriz Quarter, in the 
northeastern part of the old city.70 A tendril of a similar 
design is also found in book art, on the title pages of 
manuscripts, some of which were commissioned in the 
kitābkhāna (scriptorium) of ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. ʿUbayd 
Allah in Bukhara.71

An identical ocher tendril with a thin blue stem in 
the middle is preserved in the decoration of other build-
ings in Bukhara. There is a rosette with a similar tendril 
in a square above the mihrab of the Baland Mosque  
(ca. 1530) (fig. 23). At the Mir-i ʿ Arab Madrasa, this is also 
seen in the intrados of the main entrance, as well as 
framing a window in the west courtyard iwan (1527–36) 
(fig. 24). A palmette with a thin stem in the middle is 
also found in the decoration of different Safavid build-
ings from the sixteenth century—though in a different 
color scheme—in the Friday mosque of Isfahan,72 in the 
spandrel of the qibla iwan in Imam Reza’s sanctuary in 
Mashhad,73 and in pieces of ornament from the qibla 
iwan of the Masjid-i ʿAtik in Shiraz.74 Another example 
of the motif can be found in the Char Bakr complex 

Fig. 23. Rosette above the mihrab of the Baland Mosque. 
(Photo: Mustafa Tupev)
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in the artwork show that the main entrance is also of 
major significance, as can be discerned at the borders 
of the tile panels: while the buds and blossoms on these 
walls are the same as on the lateral walls, the shapes of 
the leaves are more variegated and intricate.

On the exterior, the mosaic remains in the spandrels 
on the right side of the south iwan are stylistically sim-
ilar to those in the tile mosaic in the interior of the 
mosque, suggesting that they are from the same period. 
The underglaze tile fragment in the southeast spandrel 
(fig. 7), as well as the window grille in the transition 
zone, indicates that minor decorating efforts were made 

Fig. 24. Tile ornament on the intrados of the main entrance of the Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa. (Photo: Mustafa Tupev)

Fig. 25. Mosaic panel in the Katta Langar Mosque. (Photo: Mustafa Tupev)

in a later period, most probably in the 1560s. Several 
buildings constructed in that decade were decorated 
with such tiles. The fragments found on the façade of 
the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque have their closest equiv-
alents in the spandrels of the main façade of the 
Gawkushan Madrasa (1562–66) (fig. 1). A similar win-
dow grille is found in the courtyard of the Qul Baba 
Kukaltash Madrasa in Bukhara (1569) (fig. 1).

As to the wall paintings of the first phase, there are 
no other similar examples preserved in Transoxiana. 
Historical sources from the second half of the sixteenth 
century mention the arrival of decorators who came to 
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Bukhara, most probably from Balkh, after ʿAbd Allah II 
invited them to work on the construction site of the 
Char Bakr.76 A clue is found in the decoration of the 
Khoja Abu Nasr Parsa Mausoleum in Balkh.77 The 
memorial building, founded in 1460, was extensively 
reconstructed, enlarged, and refurbished in the second 
half of the sixteenth century.78

Two of the most characteristic elements of the paint-
ings in the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque, the onion-shaped 
blossom and the split leaf, can be seen in a tile mosaic 
on the main pīshtāq of the building. However, the star 
ornament applied in the middle window niches on the 
northern and southern walls of the prayer hall bears a 
striking resemblance to the minarets of the Husayn Bay-
qara Madrasa in the Gawhar Shad Musalla complex in 
Herat, dated to 1492–93.79 A graffito in the southwest-
ern window niche of the prayer hall, dated to 1008 
(1599–1600), might be connected to this phase.80

The third decoration phase in the Khoja Zainuddin 
Mosque, characterized by paintings done in the kundal 
technique, finds its strongest resemblance in two dated 
buildings from Samarqand: the Shir Dor Madrasa and 
the adjoining Tilla Kari. There are striking parallels in 
the composition of the paintings, in the palette as well 
as in single motifs. Different elements of decoration, 
which seem to have been used interchangeably (such 

Fig. 26. Mosaic panel in the gurkhāna of the Mir-i ʿArab Madrasa. (Photo: Mustafa Tupev)

Fig. 27. Panel with interconnected cartouches and rosettes 
in the darskhāna of the Shir Dor Madrasa. (Photo: Mustafa 
Tupev)
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entrances, were reserved for special buildings.84 The 
closest parallels occur in the courtyard surrounding the 
tomb of Baha ʾ al-Din Naqshband, 12 kilometers to the 
east of Bukhara. Unfortunately, a detailed comparison 
between the paneled ceilings of the Khoja Zainuddin 
Mosque and the porticos of the Baha ʾ al-Din Nakshband 
complex is no longer possible, as the latter was recon-
structed in 1995. A clue that the (re)construction85 of 
the portico in the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque must have 
taken place in the seventeenth century is provided by 
the remaining mosaic decoration on the cornice on the 
eastern side. A similar motif appears on the main façade 
of the Tilla Kari Madrasa in Samarqand, as well as in the 
ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan Madrasa in Bukhara. 

FORM AND FUNCTION

It is not an easy task to reconstruct the function and 
meaning of a building when no written sources on its 
history have been preserved and very little is known 
about its architect or patron. In the case of the Khoja 
Zainuddin Mosque, the structure itself provides a key 
to interpreting the building history, especially its ground 
plan, elevation, and decorative artifacts.

The plan and orientation of mosques throughout the 
Islamic world are determined by the qibla, most often 
without consideration of the surrounding urban fabric. 
In the case of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque, this is only 
true with respect to the prayer hall and the porticos at 
the northeastern corner. Here, the east–west axis run-
ning through the main entrance and the mihrab also 
serves as an axis of consistently applied symmetry in 
the prayer hall. A second axis in an orthogonal direc-
tion was nearly as important as the longitudinal axis: it 
is crucial to the shape of the prayer hall and the south 
iwan, as well as to the decoration of the interior. A devi-
ation from the scheme can be observed in the northern 
part of the portico. Here, the accentuated ceiling of the 
middle bay is located over the side entrance rather than 
emphasizing the middle entrance to the prayer hall.

In the interior of the prayer hall, the longitudinal axis 
determines a certain hierarchy in the design patterns 
used, as is evident in the arrangement of the panels. The 
arabesque design (islimi) is reserved only for the panels 
in the mihrab area; the remaining panels all have a girih 

as the form of the medallions, a combination of Koranic 
inscriptions and hadiths in panels, and muqarnas lead-
ing into vertical rectangles on the wall below them, 
filled with vegetal motifs), are found in the kundal paint-
ing of the lecture hall (darskhāna) in the Shir Dor 
Madrasa (built in 1616–36 and decorated in the 1660s) 
(fig. 27), and in the Baland Mosque in Bukhara. Ele-
ments resembling little trees, a characteristic detail seen 
in the cells of the muqarnas of the Khoja Zainuddin, are 
also found in the decoration of the Tilla Kari Madrasa 
(1647–59) (fig. 28). The clear differences from the paint-
ings of the ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan Madrasa in Bukhara 
(probably 1651–54 or later) (fig. 1) point to its decoration 
in a slightly earlier period.

A combination of a central hall with porticos on one, 
two, or even three sides is quite a common composition 
in the region; several neighborhood mosques dating 
from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century follow the 
same scheme.81 Simple ceiling constructions, consist-
ing of wooden beams with semicircular rods in between, 
were often used in porticos in different mosques in 
Bukhara.82 The decoration of the paneled ceilings seems 
to have been quite widespread as well.83 The more 
elaborate hanging ceiling constructions above the 

Fig. 28. Undated historical photograph of muqarnas ele-
ments in the dome of the mosque in the Tilla Kari Madrasa. 
Tashkent, Archive of the General Directorate of Scientific 
Production for the Preservation and Utilization of Cultural 
Heritage Buildings, inv. no. 11327, code 70-11. (Photo: courtesy 
of the General Directorate of Scientific Production for the 
Preservation and Utilization of Cultural Heritage Buildings)
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role in the decision of the architect. This is shown in 
another example of a tomb integrated into a public 
building, the Taq-i Tilpaq Furushan (Dome of the Hat-
sellers), which was also erected in the sixteenth century. 
In this project, the tomb of Saint Khoja Muhammad Par-
ran was not relocated.86

For over a hundred years, the complex of Khoja 
Zainuddin seems to have served alternately as a mosque 
or a khanqah, and there is evidence of both functions.87 
Although the adjacent rooms in the western part of the 
complex seem to have lost their original function or to 
have been partly abandoned, it is obvious that they once 
played an integral role in the life of the mosque. The 
preceding study indicates that Rooms 4.0 and 4.1, and 
Rooms 5.0 and 5.1, were most probably used as a 
chillakhāna (meditation room), while rooms 3 and 6 
seem to have had a special function. As mentioned ear-
lier, some graffiti with small verses, as well as writing 
exercises found on the walls, suggest that in a later 
period, Room 4.1, as well as Rooms 5.0 and 5.1 and Rooms 
6.0 and 6.1, served as lodging facilities for students. The 
remains of cotton mattresses show that the rooms were 
used at least until the middle of the twentieth century. 
The main space may have also served as a gathering 
place for a Sufi community, another indication that the 
building functioned as a khanqah.88 Its use as a mosque 
is attested to by the hadiths in the prayer hall.89 The 
inscription plaque, found in one of the adjoining rooms, 
again mentions a mosque (masjid).90

DATING THE KHOJA ZAINUDDIN MOSQUE

The following dating of the mosque is the result of pre-
liminary research, which has still to be confirmed or 
disproved by the further study of historical manuscripts 
and the results of radiocarbon analyses of samples taken 
from wooden construction elements. 

The earliest known reference to a mosque with the 
name of Khoja Zainuddin is in deeds of sale from the 
second half of the sixteenth century (table 1).91 The pur-
chase of property close to the mosque and the pool from 
top-ranking family members of the Juybari clan, among 
them Khoja Muhammad Islam (Khoja Juybari) and his 
son and successor Khoja Sa ʾad al-Din Juybari (Khoja 
Kalan), is of certain interest for the history of the quarter 

pattern. The hierarchical scheme seems to have been 
carried out even further in the different girih panels, the 
most elaborate ones (with a dodecagonal star in the 
middle that contains a six-pointed snow crystal) being 
reserved for the south and north walls. The remaining 
panels on the eastern wall and eastern recess introduce, 
as mentioned earlier, a different design and color 
scheme, with far less white, no manganese purple, and 
a focus on turquoise, blue and ocher; this may have been 
intended to emphasize that wall, mirroring the mihrab 
area over the lateral walls.

At the same time, the longitudinal axis serves as a 
line of symmetry: most of the panels on both sides of it 
are identical (with the one exception mentioned above). 
In a building as sophisticated as the Khoja Zainuddin 
Mosque, one would expect a hierarchical development 
from the back to the mihrab, so as to see the most elab-
orate tile decoration on the qibla wall. Such tiled mihrab 
niches are well known in Bukhara from the first half of 
the sixteenth century (cf. the Masjid-i Kalan, the Baland 
Mosque, and the Masjid-i Valida-i ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan). 
The present appearance of the Khoja Zainuddin mihrab 
is overwhelmingly plain. However, remains of a tile 
mosaic can still be seen in the lower part, which indi-
cates that it may also have once been decorated.

The importance of the orthogonal axis is especially 
relevant for the design concept of the interior paintings. 
This can be observed both in the division and decora-
tion of all four walls, as well as in the paintings in the 
window niches of the north and south walls. This axis 
also determines the arrangement of the southern 
façade.

In an Islamic religious building, the adjoining rooms 
would normally be designed according to the axes of its 
main space, namely, the prayer hall. It is, then, neces-
sary to consider why the compartments and the iwan 
in the west do not seem to conform to the strict plan of 
the prayer hall and the porticos. This deviation from the 
geometrical grid could be explained by the fact that that 
the mosque was built in an already-existing, dense 
urban fabric. The divergence in the orientation of the 
adjoining hujras and the iwan was either the result of a 
deliberate division of the complex’s functions, or it mir-
rors the course of the street in the period of construc-
tion. Apparently, the tomb of the saint, which was 
already there at the time of construction, also played a 
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his capital Bokhara reminded of Herat in the days of Mirza 
Sultan Husain.95

It has often been emphasized that cultural life in Herat 
under the reign of Husayn Bayqara, the last Timurid 
ruler (r. 1470–1506), deeply influenced Ottoman Turkey 
and Safavid Persia.96 This heritage could not have failed 
to exert an influence on Bukhara, the capital of a state 
that claimed to follow in the footsteps of the Timurid 
rulers. ʿUbayd Allah b. Mahmud Khan’s numerous at-
tempts to conquer Herat indicate the significance that 
the Timurid capital had for him, and even after his death 
a certain nostalgia for the metropolis of Khurasan was 
cultivated in Bukhara.97 During the reign of his succes-
sor, ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan (r. 1540–50), who was mostly 
known as an impassioned collector and connoisseur of 
the production of costly manuscripts, Bukhara was to 
become a renowned center for manuscript illustration, 
where some of the most famous calligraphers and paint-
ers of the time lived and worked.98 Apart from his excel-
lent library, ʿAbd al-ʿAziz b. ʿUbayd Allah was also 
known as a “friend of the Sufis,” who had a fondness for 
building Sufi convents (khanqahs). In general, the 
extent of his building activity in Bukhara in a period of 
“troubles” is remarkable.99 Besides reconstructing the 
city walls of his capital, he built several mosques, a ma-
drasa, a kitabkhāna, and several khanqahs, among them 
the impressive Baha ʾ al-Din Naqshband site.

Based on a stylistic comparison of its interior deco-
ration, it could be suggested that the Khoja Zainuddin 
complex was constructed in the era of ʿAbd al-ʿAziz 
Khan or slightly thereafter, under his successors Yar 
Muhammad Sultan (r. 1550–53) and Borhan Sultan  
(r. 1550–57). The aforementioned parallels in its tile dec-
oration also speak in favor of dating the construction to 
the second quarter of the sixteenth century. The com-
plex of Khoja Zainuddin may have originally been 
larger. One of the aforementioned deeds of sale, dated 
to June 16, 1554, mentions a college in the quarter known 
as New Madrasa. Yet, the contractor of the building 
remains a mystery. The same act identifies Shaykh 
Nazar Bi, one of the most influential amirs of ʿUbayd 
Allah Khan, who supported ʿAbd al-ʿAziz Khan in his 
struggle for the throne of Bukhara after the death of his 
father, as a resident of the quarter, and thus a possible 
patron for the building.100 

around the mosque, but it does not answer the question 
of the patron’s identity or provide specific information 
as to when the mosque was erected.

During the first half of the sixteenth century and 
especially after the Safavid conquest of Khurasan, the 
city of Bukhara attracted a significant number of Sunni 
emigrants who had left Herat out of fear of Shiʾi perse-
cutions. The memoirs of one of these emigrants, Zain 
al-Din Wasifi, are an important source for the cultural 
life and literary activities at the court of ʿ Ubayd Allah b. 
Mahmud Sultan, who was himself a talented poet.93 His 
fame in this regard exceeded the boundaries of his 
realms,94 and he also possessed a lively interest in liter-
ature and theology. Indeed, the high esteem in which 
contemporaries held his court is evident in the com-
mentary of his opponent and brother-in-law, Haydar 
Dughlat:

I have neither seen nor heard speak of such an excellent 
ruler as he (Ubaid Ullah Khan), during the past hundred 
years. In the first place, he was a true Muslim, religiously 
inclined, pious and abstinent; he also regulated all the 
affairs of the religion, of the state, of the army, and of his 
subjects, in conformity with the ordinances of the Holy 
Law; never deviating from it in one hair’s breadth. He 
was pre-eminent for his valour and for his generosity. He 
wrote seven different styles of handwriting, but best of all 
he wrote the Naskhi. He made several copies of the Koran 
and sent them to the two holy cities (Mekka and Medina). 
He also wrote Naksh Taalik well. He possessed the divans 
of the various Turkish, Arabic, and Persian poets. He was 
versed in the science of music, and several of his composi-
tions are still sung by musicians. In short, he was a king 
endowed with every excellence, and during his lifetime, 

Table 1. Deeds of sale from the Juybari family archive. (The 
first column refers to the way in which the deeds were num-
bered in P. P. Ivanov’s Khoziaistvo dzhuibarskikh sheikhov.)92

No. Date Living quarter

96. Jan. 23, 1552 Ḥawz-i Khoja Zainuddin
77. Jun. 11, 1554 Ḥawz-i Khoja Zainuddin
87. Jun. 16, 1554 Khoja Zainuddin
68. Jun. 29, 1555 Masjid-i Khoja Zainuddin
64. Jun. 2, 1564 Ḥawz-i Khoja Zainuddin
70. Apr. 25, 1568 Ḥawz-i Khoja Zainuddin
95. Apr. 6, 1569 Masjid-i Khoja Zainuddin
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spring of 1643, he took a position of great responsibility 
in the capital, where he was left in charge when Nadir 
Muhammad went hunting in Qarshi.104 Although he 
supported ʿAbd al-ʿAziz II (r. 1651–81) in his attempt on 
the throne, Yalangtush Bi Alchin refused to become his 
commander-in-chief (ataliq), using his age as an excuse. 
He most likely returned to Samarqand at that point. 
There, his second madrasa, the Tilla Kari, was erected 
between 1647 and 1659–60. There is no explicit evidence 
that Yalangtush Bi Alchin was the patron of the painted 
decorations of the Khoja Zainuddin Mosque. Neverthe-
less, he remains a likely candidate, due to his stay in 
Bukhara in a period after the construction of the Shir 
Dor was completed and before the construction work 
on the Tilla Kari began.

Almost nothing is known about the fate of the Khoja 
Zainuddin Mosque between 1680 and 1900. A final 
period of reconstruction in the mosque is datable to the 
period between 1913 and 1915. Inscriptions found on the 
waterspout and a memorial plaque mention the name 
of the patron, details about the renovation that was car-
ried out, and, most importantly, a construction date.105 
In this last renovation, the adjacent rooms in the west-
ern part of the complex, especially Rooms 4.1, 5.0, 5.1, 
6.0, and 6.1, which seemed to have by then lost their 
original function and were partly abandoned, were used 
as living space.

These last renovations and the use of the complex in 
a period shortly before the conquest of the city by the 
Red Army show that the Khoja Zainuddin complex 
played an important role in the cultural life of the urban 
center of Bukhara. Throughout the centuries, the build-
ing was repeatedly renovated and decorated even as it 
retained a significant part of its original plan and deco-
ration. This makes the mosque one of the most impor-
tant monuments in the architectural history of Bukhara, 
as well as a significant memorial to the cultural life of 
Transoxiana after the “century of princes.”

Institut für Archäologie, Denkmalkunde und Kunst
geschichte, Otto-Friedrich-Universität Bamberg

Institut für Orientalistik, 
Otto-Friedrich-Universität Bamberg

The striking similarities between the architecture in 
the background of miniature paintings from Bukhara 
and the existing design concept of the interior walls of 
the prayer hall may suggest a further hypothesis, 
namely, that the mosque of Khoja Zainuddin served as 
a model for the paintings.101 Even if the contractor of 
the building is assumed to have belonged to the ruling 
family of Bukhara, this would not explain its extraordi-
nary plan, with the high dome, and the rich decoration, 
or the existence of the huge ḥawz on a strategic water 
channel supplying the citadel with water: such con-
structions would not have been possible without the 
personal permission of the ruler. Could the clearly rec-
ognizable name of Yar Muhammad Sultan in a “build-
ing inscription” with the year 1553–54 (960), together 
with the reference to the mosque in deeds of sale from 
the 1550s, be only a coincidence? 

A number of modifications, alterations, and restora-
tions were made in subsequent centuries. The remains 
of underglaze tiles on the southern façade and a win-
dow grille in the transition zone, probably dating to the 
1560s, seem to indicate repairs rather than phases of 
redecoration. The first phase of painting can be dated 
to the second half of the sixteenth century, perhaps as 
late as the end of the 1500s.102 A major redecoration of 
the western and eastern interior walls of the prayer hall 
using the kundal technique was undertaken in the sev-
enteenth century. A concept for a similar painting on 
the south wall, with a different pattern, was abandoned. 
Instead, a blue painting above the reddish substrate was 
applied, repeating the motifs of the first, blue phase. 

The stylistic resemblance of the paintings in the Tilla 
Kari Madrasa in Samarqand (unfortunately heavily 
restored) and of the geometric mosaics in its court to 
the decoration in the Khoja Zainuddin complex sug-
gests a dating of this phase to between 1641 and 1660. 
Yalangtush Bi Alchin, the patron of both the Shir Dor 
Madrasa and the Tilla Kari, was one of the wealthiest 
men in the khanate of Bukhara, as well as a major amir. 
Known for his military skills, he was also fond of archi-
tecture. In 1641, Yalangtush Bi Alchin came to Bukhara, 
where he participated in the dynastic struggles result-
ing from the blindness of Imam Quli Khan.103 In the 
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