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Abstract: The Raphael Pumpelly expedition to Turkestan (1903–1904), organized under the
Carnegie Institution of Washington, marked one of the earliest American-sponsored scientific
missions to Central Asia. Its purpose combined geological and geographical exploration,
archaeological and historical investigation, and ethnographic documentation, reflecting a broad
ambition to position the United States within the global scientific community. The expedition’s
tasks included mapping landscapes, surveying soils and mineral resources, excavating ancient
sites along the Silk Road, and recording the languages and customs of local populations. The
composition of the expedition was international in scope: alongside prominent American and
European scientists, a crucial role was played by local officials, interpreters, guides, and workers
whose contributions enabled the team’s mobility and success. Examining the expedition’s aims,
concrete fieldwork activities, and diverse personnel provides insight into the interplay of science,
culture, and geopolitics in early twentieth-century Central Asia.
Keywords: Raphael Pumpelly, Turkestan expedition, Carnegie Institution, Central Asia,
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The Raphael Pumpelly expedition to Turkestan (1903–1904) was undertaken with the broad aim
of advancing scientific knowledge of Central Asia, a region that had attracted increasing
attention from European powers but remained relatively unknown in American scholarship.
Sponsored by the Carnegie Institution of Washington, the mission integrated geological,
archaeological, and ethnographic research. Pumpelly and his team explored the natural resources
and environmental conditions of Turkestan while investigating the remnants of ancient
civilizations that once thrived along the Silk Road. Their research sought to reveal how early
societies had adapted to shifting climates and landscapes, offering insights into the connections
between environment and human development. At the same time, the expedition gathered
valuable cultural and ethnographic information about the diverse peoples of the region, thereby
enriching Western understanding of Central Asian traditions and ways of life. Beyond its
immediate findings, the expedition also represented a deliberate effort to establish the United
States as an active participant in global scientific exploration, signaling the country’s ambition to
contribute to international knowledge at the beginning of the twentieth century.
The Purpose of the Raphael Pumpelly Expedition
Scientific Exploration. At its core, the expedition was designed as a program of systematic
scientific exploration. Raphael Pumpelly, already known as a distinguished geologist and
explorer, aimed to survey the natural resources, geological formations, and broader
environmental conditions of Turkestan. His investigations were part of a growing American
interest in global resource mapping at the turn of the twentieth century, reflecting the belief that
understanding the geological foundations of distant regions could contribute to both science and
practical knowledge. By documenting the geography and geology of Central Asia, Pumpelly
sought to produce findings that would not only expand academic scholarship but also
demonstrate the capacity of American researchers to conduct ambitious fieldwork beyond
national borders.
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Archaeological and Historical Research. A second major objective of the expedition was the
study of the region’s archaeological remains and historical significance. Pumpelly and his team
recognized Turkestan as a key crossroads of the ancient Silk Road, a place where diverse
civilizations had once interacted through commerce, migration, and cultural exchange. Their
goal was to identify traces of these earlier societies, investigate settlement patterns, and
reconstruct the ways in which ancient populations had responded to environmental and social
challenges. This line of research was particularly important to Pumpelly, who was deeply
interested in how long-term environmental changes shaped the rise and decline of human
communities. By focusing on the intersection of history, archaeology, and environment, the
expedition aimed to contribute to broader debates about the development of civilization and the
adaptability of human societies.
Cultural and Ethnographic Studies. Alongside geological and archaeological pursuits, the
expedition also emphasized ethnographic observation. Members of the team documented the
traditions, languages, and everyday practices of the peoples inhabiting Turkestan, thereby
contributing to Western knowledge of Central Asia’s cultural diversity. This effort reflected the
intellectual climate of the early twentieth century, when anthropological and ethnographic
studies were seen as essential tools for understanding the richness of human experience. By
gathering ethnographic data, the expedition positioned itself not only as a scientific mission but
also as a cultural bridge, helping to introduce American and European audiences to societies that
were often stereotyped or misunderstood in Western discourse.
American Academic Interests. Finally, the broader institutional and intellectual context of the
expedition must be recognized. Funded by the Carnegie Institution of Washington, the mission
was part of a deliberate effort to place American scholarship on the global stage. At a time when
European powers dominated the field of Oriental and Central Asian studies, the United States
sought to demonstrate its own capacity for rigorous, independent research. The Pumpelly
expedition was therefore not only a scientific undertaking but also an act of academic diplomacy,
signaling America’s ambition to contribute original fieldwork to the international community of
scholars. In this sense, the project’s purpose extended beyond the immediate results of geological
or archaeological studies; it also reflected the growing role of the United States as a participant
in global intellectual and geopolitical affairs.
Tasks of the Raphael Pumpelly expedition
The tasks of the Raphael Pumpelly expedition were closely tied to its broader scientific and
cultural purposes, and they can be outlined in several interconnected directions. First, the team
was tasked with conducting detailed geological and geographical surveys, mapping the natural
features of Turkestan and studying its soils, mineral resources, and climatic conditions. This
work aimed to provide a foundation for understanding both the physical landscape and its role in
shaping human settlement. A second task was devoted to archaeological investigation,
particularly the excavation of ancient sites and the collection of artifacts that could shed light on
the region’s role in the Silk Road network. Through these excavations, the expedition sought to
reconstruct the life, economy, and cultural interactions of early civilizations. A third major task
was the ethnographic documentation of contemporary populations, which included observing
and recording the traditions, languages, and customs of the diverse peoples inhabiting Central
Asia. This task reflected a growing scholarly interest in cultural anthropology and offered
insights into the continuity and change of social practices in the region. Finally, the expedition
was tasked with publishing and disseminating its findings through academic reports and
presentations, thereby contributing to international scholarship and enhancing the reputation of
American science on the global stage. Taken together, these tasks highlight the expedition’s
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multidisciplinary approach, combining geology, archaeology, and anthropology with the broader
goal of placing the United States at the forefront of scientific exploration in Central Asia.
Clear bullet-point list of the main taskss of the Raphael Pumpelly expedition
Geological and Geographical Surveys. One of the primary tasks of the Pumpelly expedition was
the systematic survey of Turkestan’s physical landscape. The team undertook detailed mapping
of geographical features, while also studying soils, mineral deposits, and climatic conditions.
Such research was intended not only to document the region’s natural resources but also to
examine the relationship between environment and human settlement. By integrating geology
with geography, the expedition aimed to establish a scientific foundation for understanding how
Central Asia’s physical environment shaped the development of its societies.
Archaeological Investigations. Equally central to the expedition’s objectives was the
archaeological study of Turkestan’s ancient past. The team conducted excavations at key sites,
collected artifacts, and analyzed architectural and settlement remains. These investigations
sought to shed light on the historical role of Central Asia as a crossroads of trade and cultural
exchange along the Silk Road. Pumpelly’s interest lay in reconstructing the ways in which
ancient civilizations adapted to environmental changes, economic challenges, and intercultural
contacts. Through archaeology, the expedition aimed to contribute to broader debates on the rise,
transformation, and decline of civilizations in arid and semi-arid environments.
Ethnographic Documentation. In addition to its scientific and archaeological tasks, the
expedition placed significant emphasis on the study of contemporary societies. Team members
observed and recorded the languages, traditions, and everyday practices of the peoples of
Turkestan. Such ethnographic work reflected the growing scholarly interest of the early twentieth
century in cultural diversity and the dynamics of social life. By documenting these practices, the
expedition enriched Western understanding of Central Asian societies, providing insights into
the continuities between ancient traditions and modern ways of life, and helping to challenge
stereotypical representations of the region in Western discourse.
Publication and Dissemination of Findings. The final task of the expedition was to ensure that its
discoveries reached the wider academic community. Detailed reports, maps, and analyses were
prepared for publication under the auspices of the Carnegie Institution of Washington. This
process of dissemination was crucial not only for advancing scientific knowledge but also for
affirming the international standing of American scholarship. By publishing its findings, the
expedition demonstrated the United States’ capacity to contribute original, field-based research
to global debates in geology, archaeology, and anthropology, thereby solidifying its reputation in
the emerging field of Central Asian studies.
Composition of the Raphael Pumpelly expedition
The composition of the Raphael Pumpelly expedition reflected its multidisciplinary aims and the
institutional support it received from the Carnegie Institution of Washington. At the head of the
mission stood Raphael Pumpelly (1837–1923), an American geologist and explorer with prior
field experience in Asia and North America. He served as both the scientific director and
organizer of the expedition. Supporting him was a team of specialists from different fields,
carefully chosen to address the expedition’s diverse research tasks. Among them were trained
geologists and geographers, responsible for surveying the landscape and investigating mineral
resources; archaeologists, who conducted excavations at ancient settlement sites; and
ethnographers and linguists, who studied the languages, customs, and traditions of the local
populations. The team also included technical staff and assistants, who carried out mapping,
drawing, and recording tasks that were essential for the accurate documentation of findings.
Local guides, interpreters, and workers were employed to facilitate travel across difficult terrain
and to provide cultural mediation in interactions with Central Asian communities.
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In addition to its field staff, the expedition relied on institutional support for the processing and
publication of results. Scholars in the United States collaborated with Pumpelly’s team in
analyzing collected data, preparing reports, and ensuring that the expedition’s findings reached
international academic audiences. Thus, the composition of the expedition was not limited to the
individuals present in Turkestan but extended to a wider intellectual network that connected
American researchers with the global scientific community. This carefully assembled team
reflected the Carnegie Institution’s ambition to establish American science as a significant force
in the study of Central Asia.

A. Field Staff (who accompanied the expedition in Turkestan, 1903)
Name Role / Notes
Raphael Pumpelly Leader; geological and archaeological reconnaissance.
Raphael W.
Pumpelly (his son)

Physiographic / geomorphologic observations; field work in mountainous
terrain / mapping.

William Morris
Davis

Geographer; responsible for “A Journey Across Turkestan,” mapping and
survey across plains, connecting physical geography with archaeological
observations.

Ellsworth
Huntington

Geologic and physiographic reconnaissance in Central Turkestan; also
carried out studies of environment / climate, including in Persia (Sistan) in
the extended portion.

Mr. Brovtzine Interpreter for the party (not researcher but essential in the field) during
parts of “A Journey Across Turkestan”.

B. Contributors (Authors / Analysts in the Carnegie reports, including post field work)
Name Contribution / Role

Hubert Schmidt Directed archaeological excavations; work on “Ancient Anau and the oasis-
world” and in “Old Merv.”

H. H. Kidder Authored chapters / notes in report (for example, on ceramic/glazed ware /
kurgans) etc.

F. A. Gooch Chemical analyses of metallic implements from excavations.

J. U. Duerst Analysis of animal remains (zoological / faunal component) from
excavation sites.

G. Sergi Worked on osteological/human skeletal remains (skulls) from some sites.
Th. Mollison Author of chapter on human remains in certain kurgans (North Kurgan) etc.

H. C. Schellenberg Conducted work on wheat, barley / archaeobotanical remains from the
North Kurgan.

Langdon Warner Analysis of stone implements, possibly tools / artifacts from various sites.

Named local guides, interpreters, officials and field helpers mentioned in the expedition
narrative

Mr. Brovtzine named explicitly as the party interpreter who accompanied Pumpelly
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(mentioned during the Andizhan → Issik-Kul portion).
General Ivanof Governor-General of Turkestan; provided letters of introduction and

official assistance to the party.
Colonel Korytof governor of the Andizhan district; helped the expedition secure outfit and

logistics (he “detailed a member of his police force…to act as our head-
man and cook”).

A Sart of the police
(unnamed)

detailed by Colonel Korytof to act as the expedition’s head-man and cook;
praised in the narrative for “efficient service.” (the Sart is named only by
ethnicity/role, not by personal name).

A second unnamed
man

specifically engaged to look after the three pack horses on the mountain
march (named only by function).

Captain Asatians secretary of the Military Club at New Marghilan; provided local assistance
and supplies.

Mr. Polovtzof a diplomatic official at Tashkent who gave practical advice (and helped
arrange payments to Kirghiz guides).

Mr. Andreef secretary to Mr. Polovtzof; also involved in practical arrangements and
local introductions.
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