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Abstract

This thesis explores the origins, evolution, and global cultural significance of Uzbek traditional
musical instruments. Instruments such as the dutar, tanbur, doira, nay, karnay, surnay, and
gijjak not only embody centuries of musical traditions but also serve as cultural ambassadors
of Uzbekistan in the international arena. The research highlights the historical roots of these
instruments, their symbolic and aesthetic meanings, and their contemporary role in world
music festivals, intercultural collaborations, and academic studies. It is argued that Uzbek folk
instruments represent not only the intangible heritage of a nation but also a universal
contribution to world civilization.
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Introduction

Music has always been one of the most ancient and universal forms of human expression.
Across civilizations, musical instruments have functioned not only as tools of artistic creativity
but also as symbols of cultural identity, spiritual beliefs, and social unity. Among the many
musical traditions of the East, Uzbekistan holds a unique position due to the richness of its folk
instruments and the sophistication of its performance culture.

Uzbekistan, located at the heart of the Silk Road, has historically been a crossroads of
civilizations, where cultures, ideas, and artistic traditions have blended. This geographical and
cultural position made it possible for Uzbek musical instruments to absorb diverse influences
while preserving their own authentic qualities. As a result, the Uzbek dutar, tanbur, doira, nay,
gijjak, karnay, and surnay have developed into instruments that are both nationally distinctive
and internationally recognized.

Today, in the age of globalization, these instruments are not only preserved as symbols of
heritage but are also widely performed on international stages, studied in academic institutions,
and fused into contemporary genres. The present study seeks to examine their journey from
local traditions to global recognition.
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Main Part

The history of Uzbek musical instruments dates back thousands of years. Archaeological
discoveries and ancient manuscripts indicate that string and percussion instruments existed in
Central Asia as early as the first millennium BC. Ancient wall paintings from Afrasiab
(Samarkand) and Varakhsha (Bukhara region) depict scenes of music-making with instruments
resembling today’s dutar, tanbur, and doira.

Throughout the medieval Islamic era, prominent scholars such as Al-Farabi, Ibn Sina
(Avicenna), and Safiuddin Urmavi wrote extensively on the science of music, acoustics, and
the classification of instruments. Their treatises confirm the existence and theoretical
importance of instruments like the dutar and nay. These instruments were not only tools of
entertainment but also part of spiritual rituals, court ceremonies, and pedagogical practices.
Each instrument carries its unique symbolism. For instance:

The dutar (two-stringed lute) symbolizes simplicity and lyrical sensitivity.

The tanbur represents deep philosophical thought and spiritual meditation.

The doira is the heartbeat of festive gatherings and rituals.

The karnay and surnay express collective joy, used in public ceremonies.

The nay and gijjak create lyrical, mystical atmospheres in traditional ensembles.

This variety of instruments reflects the broad spectrum of human emotions and cultural values
encoded in Uzbek music.

The role of Uzbek folk instruments in world culture has significantly increased in recent
decades. Global festivals such as “Sharq Taronalari” (Melodies of the East) in Samarkand, Silk
Road cultural festivals, and numerous UNESCO-sponsored events have showcased Uzbek
ensembles to international audiences.

Foreign ethnomusicologists have long studied Uzbek music. For example, Theodore Levin’s
research on Central Asian music highlighted how Uzbek instruments influence cross-cultural
performance traditions. Similarly, Uzbek musicians themselves—such as Turgun Alimatov
with the tanbur and Abduvali Abdurashidov with the dutar—have performed worldwide,
spreading national art to new generations of listeners.

Uzbek instruments also adapt remarkably well to non-traditional contexts. The dutar and
tanbur have been incorporated into symphonic orchestras in Europe, while the nay and gijjak
have been used in jazz and fusion ensembles in the United States and Japan. This adaptability
demonstrates the universal qualities of Uzbek instruments: their tones are unique yet
compatible with global musical languages.

Moreover, Uzbek instruments have entered the digital era. Recordings and online platforms
such as YouTube and Spotify feature performances that reach millions globally. This has
transformed them from local cultural artifacts into global musical symbols.
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In modern Uzbekistan, significant efforts are being made to preserve and promote folk

instruments. Specialized institutions such as the State Conservatory of Uzbekistan, music
schools, and cultural centers provide education in dutar, tanbur, doira, nay, and other
instruments. Young musicians are trained not only in performance techniques but also in the
history and philosophy of their art.

UNESCO has recognized certain aspects of Uzbek traditional music, such as Shashmaqom, as
part of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. The instruments that form the core of
Shashmagom—tanbur, dutar, nay, gijjak, and doira—thus acquire international legal
protection and recognition.

Additionally, the government and cultural organizations support tours of Uzbek ensembles
abroad. Digital archiving projects are underway to preserve old recordings and create databases
for academic research.

These activities ensure that folk instruments are not only maintained for domestic cultural
needs but also actively contribute to intercultural dialogue on a global scale.

Conclusion

Uzbek folk instruments are more than musical tools; they are symbols of cultural identity and
mediators of intercultural communication. Their historical depth, aesthetic richness, and
adaptability make them valuable not only for Uzbekistan but also for the entire world. In the
context of global cultural exchange, Uzbek instruments enrich humanity’s musical diversity
and demonstrate the creative power of cultural heritage.

Therefore, their study, preservation, and promotion remain a shared responsibility. By
integrating traditional instruments into modern music education, digital platforms, and global
festivals, Uzbekistan continues to present its unique voice to the world. The dutar, tanbur, nay,
gijjak, doira, karnay, and surnay will continue to echo not only in Central Asian landscapes
but also across international stages—Ilinking the past, present, and future of human civilization.
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