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UNVEILING HISTORY: MIRZO NASRULLOHBI AND
ROBERT GAUTHIOT IN UNEXPLORED ARCHIVAL
MATERIALS

September 1913 appeared tranquil for Central Asia, yet delicate political
maneuvers were unfolding behind the scenes. Commissioned by the Institut de
France and the Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, the renowned French
Iranologist and leading expert in the Sogdian language, linguist Robert Gauthiot
(1876 — 1916), arrived in Samarkand. His primary objective was to study the
Yaghnobi dialect — the “living Sogdian language” hidden deep within the Pamir
Mountains. However, recently discovered archival documents reveal that this
scientific expedition was rooted not only in linguistics but also in the intricate
diplomatic relations between the Emirate of Bukhara and the Russian Empire.

The primary objective of this article is to bring public and scholarly attention
to a letter dated September 16, sent by the Russian Imperial Political Agency in
Bukhara to Mirzo Nasrullohbi Kushbegi. It is well established that Mirzo Nasrulloh
bi Koshbegi (1860 —1918) served as the Prime Minister (Koshbegi) of the Emirate
of Bukhara. He played a pivotal role in state administration during the reign of Amir
Alim Khan and was recognized as a sophisticated statesman in his interactions with
European scholars. His life ended tragically when he was executed in 1918.

This document, prepared following an official request from the French
Embassy, confirms that the “Supreme Court” (Saint Petersburg) provided
guarantees for the scholar's travel within the Emirate's territory.

A crucial detail in the letter is the specific request addressed to the Koshbegi
to constantly monitor the scientist’s status and whereabouts (“ascertaining the fate
and location” — BbIsICHEHHH y4acTu U MecToHaxoxaeHus). This indicates that while
Gauthiot approached the strategically vital Pamir borders under the pretext of
linguistic research, his every move was under the surveillance of the local
administration. In this context, the Bukhara Koshbegi, Mirzo Nasrulloh bi, emerges
as the key figure responsible for ensuring both the scholar's safety and maintaining
the political boundaries of the scientific mission.
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Robert Gauthiot’s historical report on his scientific expedition to the Pamirs
and Turkestan in 1913 was published in French. In the report, the author writes:
“The mission entrusted to me by the Institut de France (Academy of Inscriptions
and Belles-Lettres) and the Committee for the Study of Central Asia and the Far
East was specifically directed toward Turkestan; its primary objective was
linguistic, and its secondary objective was ethnographic. The general aim of the
mission was to study the Iranian dialects in the Zarafshan and Hissar Mountains,
with a specific focus on researching the Yaghnobi language™ [1].

In his report, Gauthiot mentions that he stopped in Samarkand twice. During
these visits, he not only studied local dialects of the Tajik language but also met with
Vasily Lavrentyevich Vyatkin (1869-1932). Vyatkin was a renowned archaeologist
and the scholar who discovered the remains of the Ulugh Beg Observatory; he was
also the owner of unique collections concerning the ancient history of Samarkand.

The dialogue between these two individuals carries a symbolic significance:
while one sought the material remains of Sogdian culture beneath the soil, the other
searched for the living voice of that same culture amidst the mountains. Gauthiot
highly praised Vyatkin’s private ceramic collection and emphasized the necessity of
introducing it to the global scientific community. However, the preparation process
was far from seamless. When Gauthiot wrote, “it was quite difficult for a beginner
to organize a caravan, and I paid for my own mistakes”, he was referring to the local
bureaucratic hurdles and the hardships of adapting to the environment.

Gauthiot’s primary destination was the Yaghnob Valley. There, he conducted
systematic research alongside the German scholar and linguist Heinrich Junker
(1889-1970), a professor at the University of Giessen. Heinrich Junker recorded
data independently during the mission.

Using a phonograph (a voice-recording device) provided by the “Maison
Pathé” company, they captured and preserved the speech of the local population.
Gauthiot’s most significant discovery was identifying the division of the Yaghnobi
language into two main dialects (Eastern and Western) and two intermediate
dialects.

While emphasizing the cultural proximity between the Yaghnobi people and
the mountain Tajiks, the scholar noted that while Yaghnobi toponyms (place names)
are abundant north of the Hissar Range, they are virtually non-existent to the south.
Furthermore, his study of the Wakhi language and his observations of the situation
along the Afghan border demonstrate the highly strategic nature of his mission.

Robert Gauthiot’s research remains an invaluable treasure for the history and
linguistics of Central Asia. However, fate was unkind: three years after this report,
Gauthiot perished in the First World War. While his remaining manuscripts and
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phonograph recordings were dispersed across Paris archives, the letters addressed
to the Kushbegi found in the Bukhara archives serve as a reminder of the arduous
political conditions under which his mission was conducted. The destinies of these
two individuals — Mirzo Nasrullohbi and Robert Gauthiot — intersected on a single
day in 1913 in an effort to preserve the region's history. His research was
subsequently published by his students and colleagues, such as Antoine Meillet.
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