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CULTURAL HERITAGE PRESERVATION 
IN CENTRAL ASIA
GIL J. STEIN

In 2024–25, activities undertaken by ISAC and the Chicago Center for Cultural Heritage Preservation 
(C3HP) in Central Asia focused on three main areas: (1) the Cultural Training Partnership for Artifact 
Conservation (CTPAC) Capstone workshop for conservators from the national museums of the five 
Central Asian republics, (2) the inauguration of the Council of Central Asian National Museums as an 
organization for regional cooperation, and (3) preservation of the fourteenth-century Timurid mosque of 
Langar Ota.

CTPAC CAPSTONE WORKSHOP,  
TASHKENT, UZBEKISTAN, OCTOBER 2024

The first of two planned training workshops in the CTPAC Capstone program for conservators from the 
national museums of the five Central Asian republics took place on October 1–11, 2024. The workshop 
was held at the State Museum of the History of Uzbekistan with participants from four of the five repub-
lics (Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan). University of Chicago staff present during the 
workshop included Gil Stein (project director and principal investigator), Matthew Perley (ISAC finan-
cial administrator), and our workshop instructors. The workshop was taught by a team of three profes-
sional conservators with decades of combined experience: Alison Whyte (ISAC senior conservator), Fabio 
Colombo (independent conservator), and Susanne Gänsicke (senior conservator and head of antiquities, 
Getty Museum). 

Topics covered in this first workshop included the conservation of stone, bone, ivory, and wood. Using 
a combination of methods (lectures, discussions, and hands-on techniques), the workshop’s instructors 
provided the participants with an overview of the conservation of cultural heritage objects and artifacts 
made from these materials (figs. 1–2). The sessions were conducted in English with translation into Russian 
as the shared language of the participants from the post-Soviet Central Asian republics. We also translated 
all informational materials and professional resources into Russian for the benefit of the participants. On 
October 11, US Ambassador Jonathan Henick attended the closing ceremony, where he awarded certifi-
cates of completion to the participants and spoke with them to learn more about the projects they worked 
on during the two-week course of the workshop (fig. 3).

COUNCIL OF CENTRAL ASIAN NATIONAL MUSEUMS MEETING, 
BISHKEK, KYRGYZSTAN, DECEMBER 2024 

Cultural Heritage Site Preservation and Economic Development in the Central Asian Republics (CHED) is 
a partnership between the C3HP and the Uzbekistan Academy of Science’s Fine Arts Institute. The CHED 
program organized a series of meetings with the directors of the national museums of the five Central Asian 
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Figure 1. Workshop instructor Fabio Colombo (kneeling) teaching participants the main methods of 
object photography.

Figure 2. Workshop participants comparing the efficacy of different solvent gels for the removal of 
paint from objects.
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republics to establish a cooperative Council of Central Asian National Museums (CCANM) as a self-
governing regional group aimed at sharing best practices in exhibition, conservation, curation, registration, 
professional training, heritage preservation, and other areas of shared concern. 

The third meeting of the CCANM was held in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, on December 9–10, 2024 (fig. 4). 
Intended to establish CCANM on a firm organizational foundation that would allow the council to func-
tion independently as a regional collective voice acting on behalf of the national museums of the Central 
Asian republics, the Bishkek meeting included discussions and working sessions focused on three areas: 
(1)  articles of governance, (2) participation in international museum-focused organizations, and (3) dis
cussions of priorities for initial cooperative projects, such as a joint publication highlighting Central Asian 
national museums. 

The meeting took place at the State Museum for the History of the Kyrgyz Republic and was host-
ed by the museum director, Dr. Jyldyz Bakashova. As the project’s principal investigator, I, along with 
ISAC financial administrator and project manager Matthew Perley, represented the C3HP in working 
with Dr. Bakashova to plan and organize logistical arrangements for the meeting. Mr. Sardor Gaziev from 
the US Embassy Tashkent and Mr. Jake Williams from the US Embassy Bishkek attended the meeting as 
observers.

The international significance of the CCANM meeting was highlighted by the presence of the ambas-
sadors to Kyrgyzstan from Kazakhstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan, along with US Ambas-
sador to the Kyrgyz Republic Lesslie Viguerie, at the opening ceremony. Representatives from the leader-
ship of all five national museums, including that of Turkmenistan, were present as observers, along with 

Figure 3. US Ambassador Jonathan Henick talking with participants about the projects they worked on during the 
conservation workshop.
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representatives of the four largest provincial museums in Kyrgyzstan. The meeting opened with remarks by 
Mr. Maksutov Altynbek Askarovich, the Kyrgyz Republic’s minister of culture, information, sports, and 
youth policy. The vice speaker of the Kyrgyz Republic Parliament, Ms. Isayeva Jamilya Kubanychbekovna, 
then gave remarks on the importance of museums in Kyrgyzstan. On behalf of the US Embassy Bishkek, 
Ambassador Viguerie welcomed the participants with remarks emphasizing the importance of the council 
as a way to ensure the preservation of Central Asian cultural heritage at the regional level (fig. 5). State mu-
seum director Bakashova welcomed the participants and emphasized the potential of CCANM as a way to 
promote cooperation. I then summarized the general mission of the council and the specific goals for the 
Bishkek meeting. 

One of our three main goals in this meeting was to encourage the council members to engage actively 
with the main international organizations that play a key role in advocating for and working with local 
and regional museums to develop best practices in museum conservation, curation, registration, exhibition 
development, and the fight against illicit antiquities trafficking. To highlight these issues, we invited two 
keynote speakers from the leading nongovernmental organizations in the domain of international museum 
collaboration and development—the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) and the International Council of Museums (ICOM)—to address the council meeting. 

Ms. Sabira Soltongeldieva (head of the Kyrgyz Republic National Commission for UNESCO) spoke 
on the topic “UNESCO Conventions and Museums: Global Cooperation in Cultural Heritage Preser-
vation and Popularization.” In her talk, Ms. Soltongeldieva discussed the main UNESCO conventions 
that cover museums and the preservation of heritage, while also providing examples of the ways in which 
UNESCO can partner to assist Central Asian museums. Ms. Aida Alymova (ICOM’s national representa-
tive in Kyrgyzstan) spoke on “The Role of the ICOM National Committee in the Development of Mu-
seums in the Kyrgyz Republic.” Currently, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan are the only Central Asian states 

Figure 4. Delegates, participants, and guests at the third organizational meeting establishing the Council of Central 
Asian National Museums at the State Museum for the History of the Kyrgyz Republic, Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. Photo 
courtesy of the US Embassy Bishkek.
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with membership in ICOM. In Kyrgyzstan, ICOM has supported international conferences on the role of 
Manas, the Kyrgyz cultural hero and founder of the Kyrgyz nation. Most recently, ICOM helped establish 
a new museum, the Center of Nomadic Civilization, which celebrates and educates citizens on the impor-
tance of nomadism in the very foundations of the Kyrgyz Republic.

The council also addressed our second major goal: the establishment of articles of governance to codify 
the organizational infrastructure of CCANM. In advance of the meeting, Dr. Otabek Aripdjanov, from 
the State Museum of the History of Uzbekistan, had developed a draft of the articles of governance and 
circulated it to the national museum directors for their review. At the Bishkek meeting, the leadership teams 
of the four national museums discussed and edited key elements of the draft document. On this basis, the 
revised articles of governance were brought to a vote and unanimously approved (fig. 6).

The third major goal was to have the council select a practicable project that would be carried out as the 
first joint enterprise of CCANM. The participants decided to focus on a two-track publication program. 
The first track will establish a digital journal that publishes articles on current field and museum research 
on the prehistory, history, and cultural heritage of Central Asia. The second track will develop a book for 
the general public, in both printed and online PDF formats, presenting 250 highlighted objects—50 objects 
from each of the Central Asian museums.

US EMBASSY TASHKENT ON-SITE CELEBRATION OF THE 
LANGAR OTA CONSERVATION GRANT, JUNE 2025

With support from an Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation grant in 2023–24, ISAC and the C3HP 
conducted a field project to conserve the historic Langar Ota Mosque / Sufi shrine, located 106 km south of 

Figure 5. Opening remarks by US Ambassador Lesslie Vigueri at the third organizational meeting for 
the establishment of the Council of Central Asian National Museums.
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Figure 7. Bilingual Uzbek-English plaque at the fifteenth-century Langar Ota mosque, commemorating 
the conservation work completed by ISAC and the Chicago Center for Cultural Heritage Preservation.

Figure 6. The national museum directors of Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan signing 
the articles of governance and the agreement to establish formally the Council of Central Asian National 
Museums.
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Samarkand in the mountains of the Qashqadaryo province in southern Uzbekistan. The mosque was con-
structed in the fifteenth century during the rule of the descendants of Tamerlane, the Turco-Mongol con-
queror who founded the Timurid dynasty. The mosque has played an active role in the religious life of the 
local and regional community as a Sufi shrine and major pilgrimage destination for the past six centuries. 
However, the mosque’s condition has declined over the years, and ongoing problems of water leakage, sig-
nificant cracking in the walls, damage to wooden columns and roof beams, and the slow collapse of the inte-
rior’s beautiful cut-tile mosaic panels have reached the point where the shrine’s survival is now threatened.

Over the two years of the grant, our project built a new steel roof and water drainage system to prevent 
further rainwater damage to the structural integrity of the mosque. The second main focus of our work was 
to stabilize, conserve, and clean the damaged areas of cut glazed-tile mosaics in the mosque’s interior, where 
water damage had caused many areas of tilework to bulge and collapse to the floor. We also provided on-site, 
hands-on training for four Uzbek conservators in methods for the treatment of cut-tile mosaic work. The 
project ended on December 31, 2024.

On June 4, 2025, a ceremony organized by the US Embassy Tashkent took place at the Langar Ota 
mosque to celebrate the completion of the grant and the conservation work carried out at the mosque. In 
addition to remarks made by US Ambassador Jonathan Henick, the director of the Uzbekistan Cultural 
Heritage Agency, Bakhodur Abdikarimov, spoke about the significance of the mosque. The highlight of the 
ceremony was the unveiling by Ambassador Henick 
and Abdikarimov of a commemorative plaque outside 
the mosque’s main entrance (fig.  7). As the project’s 
principal investigator, I then gave the speakers a tour 
of the mosque to show the results of the conservation 
project (fig. 8).

CONCLUSION

Overall, the work undertaken by ISAC and the C3HP 
in Central Asia over the past year has contributed to 
preserving Central Asia’s cultural heritage by (1) train-
ing conservators from across the region; (2) helping 
the national museums of Central Asia develop the first 
organization to build cooperation, standardize best 
practices, and act as a regional-level voice to advocate 
for heritage preservation and the fight against illicit an-
tiquities; and (3) preserving monuments (the Langar 
Ota mosque).

Figure 8. Bakhodur Abdikarimov, director of the Uzbekistan 
Cultural Heritage Agency (far left) and US Ambassador 
Jonathan Henick (center right) touring the mosque, escorted 
by Gil Stein (center left), the project’s principal investigator.
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