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Abstract. Introduction. In the second half of the 19th century and the early 20th century, the system of
religious and secular education in the territory of Kazakhstan developed intensively. During this period,
madrasahs ceased to be merely centers of religious instruction and became significant cultural institutions
that contributed to the formation of national consciousness and the spread of enlightenment ideas. The
Akhmet Riza Mosque-Madrasah in Semey became one of the major centers of such educational and
intellectual activity. Aims and Objectives. The main purpose of this article is to determine the contribution of
the Akhmet Riza Madrasah to the development of the enlightenment movement in the Semey region, to
examine its role in the life and educational activities of the great poet and philosopher Abai Qunanbaiuly in
connection with the intellectual legacy of philosopher Shakarim Qudaiberdiyuly, and to analyze the
achievements of other prominent graduates. Furthermore, the article discusses the scholarly debates
surrounding the naming of the madrasah after Akhmet Riza and explores its historical significance. To
achieve these aims, the following research objectives were set: to identify the socio-cultural preconditions for
the regional enlightenment processes of the late 19th and early 20th centuries; to analyze the curriculum and
pedagogical features of the madrasah; to describe Abai’s period of study at the madrasah and to reveal the
influence of his religious and secular education on his later creative work; to clarify when, by whom, and for
what purpose the madrasah was established; to examine the contribution of the madrasah’s graduates to the
cultural, religious, and educational development of Kazakh society; to compare various sources and research
findings to identify the basis of differing scholarly perspectives. Materials and Methods. Due to the lack of
direct archival documents specifically related to the Akhmet Riza Madrasah, the main research base was
formed by fundamental academic works devoted to the life, creativity, and philosophical and religious views
of Abai Qunanbaiuly and Shakarim Qudaiberdiyuly, as well as studies on the history of Semey city,
collections of scholarly articles, and field research conducted in cemeteries around the Semey region. The
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methodological framework of the study includes historical analysis, comparative analysis, and descriptive
methods. Results. The research revealed that the Akhmet Riza Madrasah made a significant contribution to
the intellectual development and the formation of the religious and philosophical worldview of such eminent
figures as Abai Qunanbaiuly, Shakarim Qudaiberdiyuly, and Qurbanghali Khalidi. Through their scholarly
and creative activities, the madrasah played a vital role in advancing the enlightenment movement of the
Semey region. The study also examined the ongoing academic debates concerning the origin of the
madrasah’s name, providing further substantiation of certain scholarly interpretations based on reliable
evidence. Conclusion. The 180th anniversary of the birth of the great thinker, poet, and educator Abai
Qunanbaiuly, celebrated this year, represents an important occasion for re-evaluating the history of national
spirituality and enlightenment from a renewed perspective. In this regard, an in-depth study of the Akhmet
Riza Madrasah — which played a crucial role in Abai’s intellectual formation — constitutes a significant
scholarly endeavor that bridges the past and the present.

Keywords: madrasah, religious education, enlightenment, Semey region, Akhmet Riza, Abai Kunanbaev,
Shakarim Kudaiberdiev

For citation: Sailaubaeva A.K., Zhumatai S. The role of the Akhmet Riza madrasah in the educational and
enlightenment activities of the Semey region // Otan Tarihy. 2025. Vol. 28. Ne 4. Pp. 1000-1008.
[in English]. DOI: 10.51943/2788-9718 2025 28 4 1000-1008
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Annparna. Kipicne. XIX racbIpabIH €KiHII XKapThICKI MeH XX FacwhIpablH OackiHnma Kazakcran aymarbiHIa
IOiHM KoHE 3albIpibl OimiM Oepy JKyiieci KapKbIHIOBI JaMbIabl. Byn ke3eHze Mmenapecenep TeK AIHM OiliM
OepeTiH OpbIH FaHa eMecC, COHbIMEH KaTap YITTHIK CaHa MEH aFapTyIIbUIBIK HJESUTapIblH KaJbITACYbIHA
BIKITaJT €TKCH MaHBI3IBI MOACHM omIakTapra aiHammel. Cemeit eHipinmeri AxMer Puza memrit-menpececi —
OCBIHJall aFapTYWIBUIBIK KBI3METTIH 1pi OpPTaNBIKTApbIHBIH Oipi Oonapl. Maxcamvl men minoemmepi.
MakanaHblH HeTi3ri MakcaThl — aTaiiFaH MezapeceHiH CeMmell eHipiHIH aFapTyIIbUIBIK KO3FaJbIChIHA KOCKaH
yaeci, ¢umocod [loxopim KymaiiGepmiyipiMeH cabakTacTHIKTa YIbI aKkbiH AOait KyHaHOaiyIBIHEIH eMipi
MEH arapTyIIBUIBIK KBI3METIHICT] peti, MeJpeceHiH 0acka Jia oiriii mokipTTepi Kapactoipbuiaasl. COHbIMEH
Karap, Makainaja MeapeceHiH Axmer Pu3a arajdyblHa KAaThICTBI TapTHICTBI MIKIpJIEpP TajJaHBIN, TapUXbI
OastHmamanel. Ochl MaKcaTTapra KOJI JKeTKi3y YIIiH Kejecisiell MiHmeTTep Koubutaiasl: XIX FachIpIIbIH COHBI
MeH XX FachIpIbIH OachIHIAFbl aMAaKTHIK aFrapTYIIBUIBIK YPIICTEPIiH QJICYMETTIK-MOICH! aFBIIapTTaPhIH
aHBIKTAy; MEJPECEHIH OKy OarmapiamMachl MeH OuTiM Oepy epeKIIeNiKTepiH Tanaay; AOaiiabiH Meapeceaeri
OKY KE3CHIH CHUIATTal, ajfaH J[iHU JKOHEe MYHUENIK OimiMAepiHiH KeWiHT1 MIbFapMallbUIBIFEIHA 9CEepiH alry;
MEIIpeceHIH KalaH, KiMHIH OacTamMachIMEH J>KOHE KaHJal MakcaTTa aIllbLIFaHBIH HAKTBUIAY; MEIpece
TYJIEKTEPiHIH Ka3aK KOFaMbIHBIH MOJICHH, JIHH JKOHE arapTYyIIbUIBIK JaMyblHA KOCKaH YJIECIH alry; IepeKTep
MEH 3epTTEYJIeP/l CAIBICTHIPHIIN, SPTYPIIi KO3KapacTap/blH HETi3iH aHbIKTay. Mamepuanrdap mern a0icmep.
Emimizmia GacTel apxuB KopJapbiHaa HAKTH AXMeT Pr3a Menpececine KaThICTBI JepeKTepliH CaKTaIMayblHa
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OalTaHBICTBl  3EPTTEYAIH HETI3ri Marepuaniblk OasackiH  AOair  KynanOaiiynet wmen lokopim
KynaitbepniynslHelH ©Mipi MEH IIBIFapMallbUIBIFBIHA, (QUIOCOQUSIIBIK >KOHE IiHM Ke3KapacTapblHa
0aifmaHpICTBl FANBIMIAPIABIH iprenmi eHOekTepi, CeMmel KalachIHBIH TapuUXblHa OalIaHBICTBI EHOEKTEp,
FRUTBIMH MaKaiajiap >KHHakKTapbl, CeMeil MaHBIIaFsl 3upaTTapaa KYPTi3ireH 3epTTey HOTHXKENepl Kypaibl.
3epTTeymiH OMiCHAMAIIBIK HETi31H TapuXH-3epJeiey, CalbICTRIPMANIBI Tallay >KOHE CHIIATTay OJIiCTepi
Kypaiiael. Homuoicenep. Xypriziren 3eprrey HoTmxkeciHae Axmer Pusza menpececinin AoGaii, [llokopim,
KypOanramun Xamuaw CBHIHIBI FylaMaldapAblH OUTIM KOKXKHETIHIH KEHeliHe, JIHU-(HUI0CODUSITBIK
KO3KapaCTBHIPBIHBIH KaJBINTaCybIHA ocep €Ty apKbpuibl CeMel OHIpiHIH aFapTYMIBUIBIK KBI3METIHE KOCKaH
yiieci Ttangannbl. COHBIMEH Karap, KEWIHI YakbITTarbl MejApeceHiH AxmeT Pusa aranmyblHa KaTbICTBHI
TapTHICTHl MIKIipJIep TAJKBUIAHBIN, FaIBIMAAPABIH IOMEKTI JepeKTepiHiH Heri3inae Oipkarap oWiapabl
KyarTail TycTi. KopsimulHObl. BUBLT Y16 OHIIBLI, aKbIH KoHE arapTymibl AGait KyHanOaiyIbIHBIH TyFaHbIHA
180 >KbUI TOJNyBl — YITTBIK PYXaHHUSAT TICH arapTyIIbUIBIK TapuUXblHA >KaHAIIA Ke3KapacleH Kapayra
MYMKIiHAIK OepeTiH MaHbp3AbI Ke3eH. Ochl opaiiga AOaliblH pyXaHH KaJbINTACYBIHAA aHpBIKIIA POl
aTkapraH AxMeT Pr3a menpececiHiH TapuXbIH TepeH 3epieliey — 6TKeH MEH OYTiHII *KaJFaHTBIH MaHBI3]IbI
FBUIBIMHM MIHIET OOJIBII TaObLIAEL.

Tyiiin ce3mep: menpece, miHu OimiM, arapTywbuiblk, Cemell oHipi, Axmer Puza, AGaii KynanOaityisl,
[oxopim KymaitOepmiyite.
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AHHoTanms. Beedenue. Bo BTopoii momosuae XIX — Hauane XX Beka Ha Tepputopun Kazaxcrana akTHBHO
pa3BHBajyach cCHUCTEMa PEIUTHO3HOI0 U CBETCKOTO oOpa3oBaHusA. B 3TOT mepuoa meapece mepectanu ObITh
JUMIIb UEHTPAaMH PEIUTHO3HOr0 OOyuYeHHs W NpPEeBpaTWIMCh B  BaKHBIE KYJIbTYpHBIE —O4Yarw,
crocoOcTBoBaBmEe  (OPMUPOBAHUIO HANMOHAIHFHOTO CAaMOCO3HAHWS W PACIpOCTpaHEHHWIO  HIeH
npocsenieHusa. Mezapece mpu medetd Axmera Pusel B Cemee cTajo OZHMM M3 3HAYUTENBHBIX LEHTPOB
MOJOOHOH MPOCBETUTENBCKON AEATENBHOCTH. [leau u 3a0ayu. OCHOBHAS LIEb CTaTbU — ONPEACTHUTH BKJIA[
JAHHOTO MeJIpece B Pa3BUTUE MIPOCBETUTEIBCKOIO ABMKEHUST CeMEeNCKOro peruoHa, pacCMOTPETh €0 poJib B
KU3HU M TIEarOTHYeCKON NeSTebHOCTH BEIHMKOro 1modTa W Meiciurens Abas KynanOaeBa B KOHTEKCTE
npeeMcTBeHHOCTH ¢ (unocodpom Illakapumom KynaiibepaueBbiM, a Takke MNPOAHATM3UPOBATH CYIHOBI
JpYTHUX H3BECTHBIX BBIMYCKHUKOB. Kpome TOro, B cTaTh€ paccCMaTpUBAIOTCS IHUCKYCCHOHHBIE BOIPOCHI,
CBSA3aHHBIE C HAMMEHOBAaHUEM Mezpece B yecTh AXMeTa PU3bL, U pacKkpbIBaeTcs €ro HCTOPUYECKOE 3HAUCHUE.
Jia mocTrKeHHs MMOCTaBIEHHBIX LIeJIel ONpeaesieHbl CIeIyIoIINe 3a/Ia4l: BEIIBUTh COLMATBHO-KYJIBTypHBIE
MIPENNOCHUIKM  PETHOHANBHBIX TPOCBETUTENBCKUX IpoueccoB koHma XIX — Hauama XX Beka;
MIPOaHAIM3UPOBATh Y4eOHYI0 MporpaMMy W OCOOSHHOCTH 00pa3oBaTelbHOro Tporecca B MeIpece;
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OoXapaKTepHu30BaTh Niepuo] o0ydeHus Abas B MeIpece U MoKa3aTh BIUSHUE MOTYICHHBIX UM PEITUTHO3HBIX U
CBETCKMX 3HAaHUM Ha JaibHeillee TBOPYECTBO; yYTOUYHHUTH BpeMs, HHUIMATUBY OTKPBITHS U IEJEBOE
Ha3HAUCHHE MeEApece; PacKphITh BKJIA4 BBITYCKHUKOB MeIpece B KYyJbTYpPHOE, PEIUTHO3HOE H
IIPOCBETUTEIILCKOE PAa3BUTHE Ka3aXCKOr'o OOIIECTBA; COMOCTABUTH PA3IMYHbIE NCTOYHUKU M HCCIIEIOBAHUS
JUIsL BBISIBJICHUSI OCHOBAaHUH DPa3HOPEYMBBHIX TOYEK 3peHHs. Mamepuanvl u memoovl. BBumy oTcyTcTBUS
NPSIMBIX apXUBHBIX JAOKYMEHTOB, MOCBSIIEHHBIX Meapece AxmeTa Pu3bl, OCHOBHYI0O UCTOUYHHKOBYIO 0a3y
HCCIIEIOBAHUS COCTaBWIN (yHIAMEHTAJIbHbBIE TPYABl O KU3HH, TBOPUECTBE, PUIOCO(CKUX U PETUTHO3HBIX
B3rismax Abas KynanbaeBa m Illakapuma KynaiibepaneBa, a Taxke HCCIEIOBaHHSA 1O MCTOPUU TOpoja
Cemeii, COOpDHUKM HaydHBIX cTaTeli W pE3yNbTaThl MOJIEBBIX paboT, MPOBEAEHHBIX Ha KIAAOHIIAX
okpectHocTel CeMelicKoro pernoHa. MeTOZO0NIOTHYEeCKyI0 OCHOBY MCCIIEIOBAHUSI COCTABISIIOT MCTOPUKO-
AHAJIMTUYECKUHN, CPaBHUTEIBHBIA M OINHUCATENbHBIM METOJAbl. Pesyrsmamul. B pe3ynbpTaTe NpoBEeAEHHOTO
HUCCJIICAOBAaHUA BBIABJIICHO, YTO MCIAPECC AxMeTta Pusel BHeCJIO 3HAYUTEILHBIA BKJIaJ B pacHIMpCHUC
00pa3oBaTeNnbHOr0 TOPU30HTA U (POPMHUPOBAHUE PENUTHO3HO-PHUIOCO(MCKUX B3TISIIOB TAKUX BBLAAIOIIUXCS
mugHocTel, kak AoOait KymambOaeB, Illakapum Kymaitoepaues wm KypOanramm Xammmn. Yepes wux
JIeSITENIbHOCTh MEJPece OKa3aJlo CYIIECTBEHHOE BIIMSHHE Ha Pa3BUTHE IPOCBETHTENBCKOTO JBHIKEHHS
Cemeiickoro permoHa. Taxke pacCMOTPEHBl COBPEMEHHBIE HAay4HblE AWCKYCCHH O TPOUCXOXKICHUU
Ha3BaHMs MeJpece, YTO TMO3BOJIMIO YTOYHUTh U OOOCHOBATh PAA MCCIEAOBATEIbCKUX IO3UIUM HAa OCHOBE
JOCTOBEPHBIX NaHHBIX. Jaxniouenue. OTmedaemMoe B 3ToM roay 180-meTwe co IHSA POXKIACHHUSA BEIUKOTO
MBICIHTENS, T03Ta W mpocBeTutTenss Abas KyHaHOaeBa — 3HaunMoe COOBITHE, OTKpPHIBAaroOIee HOBBIE
BO3MOXHOCTH JJIs1 IEPEOCMBICIICHHS HCTOPUU HALIMOHAIBHOTO JYXOBHOTO M 00pa3oBaTeNbHOrO pa3BuTHs. B
9TOM KOHTEKCTe INIyOOKOe H3ydeHHe HCTOpHHM Menpece Axmera Pusel, chirpaBmiero oco0yio poiib B
JIyXOBHOM CTaHOBJIEHUHU AOasi, SIBIAETCS BAXKHOM HAyYHOW 3a/1auell, COeAMHAIONIEH MPOIILIOe M HACTOSIIEE.
KiroueBblie ciioBa: Meapece, peluruo3Hoe odpasoBanue, npocsenienue, Cemeiickuii pernoH, Axmer Pusa,
Abaii Kynan6aes, [llakapum Kynaitbepanes.

Jdas unutupoBanusi: Caitnay6aeBa A.K., XKymartait C. Pons meapece Axmera Puza B mpocBeTHTEIbCKON
nestenpHocTH Cemeiickoro peruona // Otan Tapuxel. 2025, T. 28. Ne 4. C.1000-1008. [Ha aHrI.].

DOI: 10.51943/2788-9718 2025 28 4 1000-1008

Introduction. In the second half of the nineteenth century, numerous madrasahs operated across the
territory of Kazakhstan. Rural mullahs and madrasahs played a significant role in the enlightenment of the
people, the dissemination of knowledge, and the formation of national consciousness in the country’s history.
The primary mission of these educational institutions was to promote enlightenment. According to historical
sources and literary materials, many representatives of the Kazakh intelligentsia — who later became
prominent figures of the Alash movement, educated, forward-thinking, and enlightened leaders of their
nation — received their primary education from rural mullahs. Among them were such outstanding
personalities as Alikhan Bukeikhan, Magzhan Zhumabayev, Akhmet Baitursynov, Mirzhakyp Dulatov,
Gumar Karash, and Sultanmakhmut Toraigyrov.

Madrasahs played a crucial role in shaping the intellectual and spiritual potential of the Kazakh
intelligentsia, members of the Alash party, who were deeply concerned about the future of their nation.
These institutions not only contributed to the advancement of knowledge and the development of civic
responsibility but also created a spiritual environment necessary for creative self-expression and the spread
of enlightenment ideals. Education received in the madrasahs, along with the initial acquaintance with the
fundamentals of Sharia, played a decisive role in fostering among the Kazakh elite the capacity for fair
judgment and the ability to make sound decisions aimed at the welfare of the people.

As is well known from history, the great thinker Abai himself — who wrote, «I sent my son to the
madrasah so that he may know» — also received his education at the Akhmet Riza madrasah. However, the
history of this madrasah, its role in the development of Kazakh enlightenment, as well as information about
the individuals who studied within its walls, remains extremely limited to this day. Mentions of the Akhmet
Riza madrasah appear only indirectly — in biographical accounts, academic works, and literary writings
dedicated to the life and legacy of Abai Qunanbaiuly.

Materials and Methods. This study examines issues related to the activities of the Akhmet Riza
mosque-madrasah, which, drawing upon the works of Arab, Persian, and Eastern thinkers, played a
significant role in shaping in the great enlightener Abai Qunanbaiuly such spiritual and moral qualities as
faith, reason, wisdom, and humanism. This very school also contributed substantially to the intellectual
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formation of Shakarim Kudaiberdiev and had a notable impact on the development of the enlightenment
movement in the Semipalatinsk region.

The research is based on the works and articles of scholars specializing in Abai studies and Shakarim
studies, including the scientific and journalistic heritage of the prominent Alash figure Mukhtar Auezov, as
well as other researchers who have studied the spiritual and cultural legacy of these outstanding
personalities.

In the course of the work, historiographical analysis, historical-systemic and historical-comparative
approaches were employed, along with descriptive methods and the principle of historicism. Adhering to the
principle of historical objectivity, the study considers the activities of the Akhmet Riza mosque-madrasah in
the context of a spiritual and educational bridge that linked the name of Abai Qunanbaev not only with the
enlightenment mission of the Semipalatinsk region but also with that of the entire Kazakh nation.

Furthermore, within the framework of this research, an attempt has been made to provide an objective
interpretation of the origin of the name Akhmet Riza mosque-madrasah, which, according to a number of
researchers, is associated with the name of the mullah who once served there. To this end, contemporary
academic studies aimed at establishing the historical authenticity of this fact were utilized.

Results and Discussion. The Akhmet Riza mosque-madrasah was built in the city of Semey at the end
of the nineteenth century and became not only a center for the dissemination of Islam but also an important
hub for the study of Eastern classical sciences and languages, as well as for the introduction of jadid
(reformist and innovative) teaching methods. As one of the major cultural centers of the Semipalatinsk
region, the madrasah evolved into a source of national spirituality and enlightenment.

A distinctive feature of this educational institution, which set it apart from other religious schools, was
its adherence to the enlightenment-oriented ideas of the eminent Islamic thinker and reformer Shihab al-Din
al-Marjani, who laid the intellectual foundations of jadidism within the Islamic-Turkic scholarly world.

The educational and enlightening activity of the madrasah was carried out in several directions. In the
field of religious education, Islamic disciplines such as the Qur’an, Hadith, and Figh were studied in depth.
At the same time, through the study of literary heritage in Arabic, Persian, and Turkic languages, students
developed literary taste and aesthetic perception. The curriculum also incorporated new pedagogical
methods, including the teaching of writing, arithmetic, history, and the fundamentals of natural science. All
of this transformed the Akhmet Riza madrasah into a unique educational center positioned at the intersection
of traditional and modernized systems of learning.

Imam Akhmet Riza taught an advanced course in historical and socio-philosophical sciences based on
three conceptual principles — shariah, tariqat, and maarifat. The core subjects of the madrasah included
Turkish, Arabic, and Persian languages, Eastern poetry and rhetoric, as well as mathematics, geography, and
natural sciences. The curriculum incorporated the doctrine asserting that «the knowledge of Allah must be
attained through science and reason».

The spiritual life of the Semipalatinsk region, which began with the enlightening mission of Abai, had
a profound impact on public consciousness. Inspired by Abai’s ideas, representatives of the Kazakh
intelligentsia — educated and forward-thinking individuals — made a substantial contribution to the
development of national spirituality. The Akhmet Riza mosque-madrasah, along with the broader movement
of public enlightenment, was closely associated with the name of Abai Qunanbaiuly, who became a symbolic
bridge between traditional Islamic scholarship and the emerging Kazakh enlightenment.

It is known that Qunanbai initially sent Abai to study under Imam Gabdulzhappar and later transferred
him to the Akhmet Riza mosque-madrasah, evidently recognizing the higher level of instruction offered at
this institution [Sydykov, 2013]. Furthermore, Qunanbai held in great esteem the religious teachings of Sufi
Allayar and instructed his children in them. Meanwhile, Shihab al-Din al-Marjani, whose ideas formed the
foundation of the madrasah’s educational program, sought to further develop Allayar’s teachings and adapt
them to the new intellectual needs of Muslim society.

Abai studied at the Akhmet Riza mosque-madrasah approximately between 1855 and 1858. However,
the sources differ regarding the exact duration of his studies. In the biography of Abai published in 1940 by
Kh. Bekhozhin and E. Smailov, it is stated that he entered the Akhmet Riza madrasah at the age of nine
[Bekhozhin, Smailov, 1940]. At the same time, A. Zhirenshin, in his research, notes that Abai studied for
three years under Mullah Gabitkhan, beginning at the age of ten, and then spent another five years at the
Akhmet Riza madrasah in Semey [Zhirenshin, 1959]. Despite the discrepancies in chronology, there is no
doubt regarding Abai’s education at this institution.
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The influence of the jadid movement was so significant that, over three years of study, Abai attained
deep knowledge of Eastern history, philosophy, languages, and poetry, reaching a level that allowed him to
compose verses in Persian. The education Abai Qunanbaiuly received at the madrasah laid the foundation for
his later creative and intellectual pursuits. The Akhmet Riza mosque-madrasah awakened in him a profound
interest in Eastern literature, philosophy, and religion. The education he received there found reflection in his
poetry, in The Book of Words (Kara Sozder), and in his broader enlightenment ideas.

A student who received proper scholarly guidance at the Akhmet Riza madrasah developed his
worldview within the framework of jadidism, which formed the basis of his intellectual maturity and
scientific reasoning. Abai himself emphasized the importance of this educational experience. The intellectual
freedom in acquiring knowledge was manifested, in particular, in the opportunity to study concurrently at a
Russian school. This was described in detail by M. Auezov in his monograph Abai (Ibragim) Kunanbaev
(1845-1904) [Zhiyrma tomdyk, 1985]. The scholar underscored that the theological and philosophical
teachings of Sufi Allayar and Shihab al-Din al-Marjani exerted a direct influence on the formation of Abai’s
philosophical worldview — a point repeatedly emphasized in all of his research and articles.

Another distinguished alumnus of the Akhmet Riza madrasah was Qurbangali Khalidi — a researcher,
ethnographer, and local historian of Tatar origin. Born in 1846 in Ayagoz, he received his education in one
of the madrasahs of Semey. He later became a well-known historian and published two of his major works in
Kazan: Tarikh-i Jarida wa Jarida (1889) and Tavarikh-i Khamsa-yi Sharqi (1910) [Zhamashev,
Yeleusyzbayeva, 2023].

Initially, Qurbangali received his education in Ayagoz at a madrasah built by the merchant Murtaza
Maksutov from Kyzyljar, where he studied for five to six years under Mullah Mukhammed Salyk Hazrat
[Karmysheva, 1971]. This indicates that he obtained a level of education equivalent to a secondary degree by
the standards of that time: he mastered Arabic, Persian, and Old Turkic (Chagatai) languages, acquired skills
in interpreting the Qur’an and Hadith, and attained theological literacy corresponding to the rank of an imam.

Afterward, he continued his studies at the Akhmet Riza madrasah — during the same period when the
great poet Abai was also studying there. His mentor at the time was the theologian Qamariddin (or
Kamaliddin) Hazrat, who was among the first disciples of the distinguished Islamic reformer and eminent
thinker of the Muslim East — Shihab al-Din al-Marjani. The scholarly and theological legacy of Marjani, who
laid the foundations of the Jadid movement in Islamic thought, exerted a transformative influence on the
entire Muslim world.

Abai and Qurbangali were almost contemporaries, and during those years Abai, who three times held
the post of volost governor, often visited Ayagoz. It is known that several letters addressed to his younger
brother Khaliolla, who was studying at the Omsk Cadet Corps, were sent by Abai from Ayagoz. Therefore,
considering that both studied at the same madrasah, that their ancestral pastures were located only sixty to
seventy kilometers apart, and that their kinship and regional ties were close, it can be stated with confidence
that the two were personally acquainted.

The great Eastern thinker Shihab al-Din al-Marjani, recognized both in the Muslim world and in
Europe, founded a scholarly school in the spirit of usul al-jadid («the new method»). A graduate of this
intellectual tradition, Qurbangali became one of the leading religious intellectuals of his time, whose
worldview was shaped under the influence of usul al-jadidism.

At this madrasah, subjects that were strictly prohibited in traditional (qadimi-Islamic) educational
institutions were taught: mathematics, the history of human development, logic (mantiq), astronomy, and
natural science. In addition, pupils studied Arabic, Persian, Old Turkic (Chagatai), and Turkish. Upon
completion of the course, the murids were examined by analyzing Arabic and Persian poetry and by
producing their own verse and prose in those languages. Moreover, graduation from the madrasah included a
brief three-month Russian language course confined to the level of alphabet and basic literacy.

After completing his studies, Qurbangali taught for a time as an assistant-murid to Hazrat Kamariddin.
This trust was apparently due to his pronounced inclination toward scholarship and learning. However, his
service as a murid proved short-lived. The principal reason was that, at that time, the imams of fifteen
mosques and madrasahs in Semipalatinsk, who ardently adhered to the qadimi orientation, harbored serious
apprehensions regarding usul-jadidism. They lodged a complaint with the county administration, stating that
«the path espoused by Hazrat Kamariddin contradicts both Islam and the religious policy of His Imperial
Majesty». As a result, Kamariddin was removed from teaching, and Qurbangali departed for Bayanaul,
where he began teaching in a small, nascent madrasah. The noted Kazakh enlightener Mashkhur Zhussip is
regarded as Hazrat Kamariddin’s first pupil in Bayanaul.
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In 1897, a public debate took place in the « White Mosque» of Semipalatinsk between representatives
of the Orthodox clergy and local Muslim scholars. The aim of the discussion was to promote the conversion
of the Kazakhs to Christianity. On the advice of Hazrat Kamariddin, Abai took the floor and, through
persuasive reasoning, succeeded in dissuading the audience from this intention. This episode attests to the
exceptional intellectual and spiritual caliber of both Abai and his teacher. Hazrat Kamariddin, who guided
Abai, Mashkhur Zhussip, and Qurbangali Khalidi along the path of knowledge, left a profound mark on the
history of Kazakh enlightenment. It is not coincidental that among the pupils educated at his madrasah — and
who later continued their studies in European institutions during the Soviet period — was Kanysh Satbayev,
one of the twenty-four academicians who emerged from this intellectual milieu. This clearly demonstrates
the high level of scholarly and methodological training possessed by both the teacher and his disciples
[Jurtbay, 2016].

At the same time, in later years, divergent opinions emerged concerning the actual name of the
madrasah and the identity of Ahmad Riza. According to recently discovered materials, the name «Ahmad
Riza» in fact refers to two distinct individuals —Ahmad and Riza. As historian Madiyar Nasyruly explains,
the scholar Rizaddin ibn Walid passed away in 1876. Shaykh Rizaddin ibn Walid was one of the instructors
who taught Abai the sciences of Sharia at that very madrasah. Another mentor who also taught there was
Ahmadzhan. Written sources indicate that Shaykh Rizaddin was the principal teacher of the institution, while
Hazrat Ahmadzhan was an entirely different figure [Nasirov, 2023].

However, despite these assertions, the popular understanding has long maintained the view that
Ahmad Riza was a single historical figure. One of the earliest researchers of Abai’s life, Alikhan
Bukeikhanov, in an obituary published in The Semipalatinsk Leaf newspaper in 1905 and later in the third
issue of the Proceedings of the Semipalatinsk Branch... in 1907, wrote that Abai, at the age of twelve,
entered the madrasah of Mullah Ahmad Riza in Semipalatinsk [Bukeikhanov, 1907].

In Mukhtar Auezov’s novel The Path of Abai, it is likewise mentioned that Qunanbai, acting in
accordance with the norms of Sharia, instructed that a fatwa concerning the punishment of Kodar be sought
precisely from Hazrat Ahmad Riza [Auezov, 2023]. Considering that while collecting materials for his novel
M. Auezov relied on the recollections of individuals who personally knew the poet —his relatives and
contemporaries — it appears implausible to doubt the existence of a mullah named Ahmad Riza.

This interpretation is further supported by other scholars: Arham Kakitaiuly in his short article about
Abai, Mukhtar Auezov (1897-1961) in his academic works, Akhmet Baitursynuly (1872-1937) in his essay
dedicated to Abai, as well as A. Zhirenshin, Kh. Bekhozhin, and E. Smailov in their respective studies. All of
them consistently employ the combined form of the name «Ahmetrizay, which provides additional evidence
in favor of the assumption that the references concern one and the same individual.

As a result of research conducted by the Islamic scholar N. A. Smagulov, two manuscripts bearing the
identical title Kitab Tawarikh Semipulat Qala («The Book of Chronicles of the City of Semipalatinsk») were
discovered in the personal library of Mirkasym Usmanov, who had relocated to Berlin. These works were
authored respectively by Kurbangali Khalidi (1846-1913) and Ahmad Wali (1833-1901). After carefully
analyzing their content, Smagulov concluded that Rizaddin and Ahmet were, in fact, two distinct individuals.

Kurbangali Khalidi, a native of the Semipalatinsk region (1846-1913), provides valuable information
about the history of the first eleven mosques in the city of Semey and includes detailed records concerning
the appointment of their imams. In his monograph on Abai, S. Mukanov also mentions the name Rizauddin,
which corroborates the existence of this version [Mukanov, 1980].

According to the testimony of Kurbangali Khalidi, the name Ahmet in the combination Ahmet Riza
refers to Mullah Ahmetzhan Ubaydulla. In P.S. Shabley’s article, it is noted that Ahmetzhan was a graduate
of the renowned Kashgar madrasah. In 1879, he arrived in Semipalatinsk from Kazan and, following the
death of Rizaddin, was appointed imam of Mosque Ne 4 [Shabley, 2020]. Khalidi likewise emphasizes that
Ahmetzhan officially assumed the post of imam after Rizaddin’s death in 1880 [Frank, Usmanov, 2001].

Consequently, it can be asserted with a high degree of probability that by the time Abai Kunanbaiuly
was admitted to the madrasah, Ahmetzhan was already teaching there. Moreover, the fact that in collective
memory the educational institution where Abai studied became known as «Ahmet Riza Madrasah» supports
the hypothesis that Rizaddin and Ahmetzhan served concurrently in the same institution [Smagulov, 2025].

In the nineteenth century, during the intensification of the colonial policy of the Tsarist government,
the establishment of Muslim schools by Tatar mullahs on the territory of Kazakhstan provoked considerable
apprehension among the authorities. According to the «Regulation of 1870», all Muslim educational
institutions were subjected to strict governmental oversight, and the Ilminsky system was gradually
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introduced. This policy was justified by official claims that «these schools do not teach Russian grammar or
writing; mullahs refuse to open schools in settled areas; therefore, such schools have no educational or social
significance» [Khalidi, 2014].

Thus, as a result of the repressive missionary policy of Tsarism, the introduction of restrictive
regulations concerning Muslim education, and the pressure exerted by conservative mullahs who considered
the qadim (traditionalist) method of instruction the only legitimate one, the Ahmet Riza Mosque-Madrasah
soon ceased to admit new students.

The conflict between supporters of the gadim and jadid movements, which flared up among the clergy
of the Semey mosques, was vividly reflected in Mukhtar Auezov’s epic novel The Path of Abai, where the
writer authentically portrayed Abai’s participation in these religious and ideological debates. The mission of
Ahmet Riza was later continued by Hazrat Kamaraddin, who, however, was eventually forced to relocate to
Bayanauyl.

During the Soviet period, the building of the Ahmet Riza Mosque-Madrasah was repurposed to serve
as a warehouse and office facility, and during the war years, it was destroyed by fire. Only the smaller
structure where students once studied survived. Later, this remaining part was relocated from its original site
and became part of the memorial complex of the Abai Museum-Reserve [Mukhtar Auezov, 2011].

Conclusion. The Ahmet Riza Madrasah in Semey was not merely a religious educational institution
but also a major cultural and intellectual center that became a cradle of national enlightenment and spiritual
revival. It played a crucial role in shaping the Kazakh intelligentsia, expanding the spiritual and cognitive
horizons of such figures as Abai Kunanbayuly, and fostering the overall development of education and
public consciousness in the region.

Graduates of the madrasah later became prominent mullahs, teachers, and public figures, who made
significant contributions to the establishment of the educational system and the advancement of social
thought in Semey. Through their activities, the enlightenment mission of the Ahmet Riza Madrasah spread
widely among rural communities, laying the groundwork for an enduring tradition of knowledge and moral
education. The madrasah’s role in the sphere of education thus represents one of the important chapters in
the history of Kazakh enlightenment.

Examining the history of the madrasah from the standpoint of historical authenticity enables a deeper
understanding of the origins of the national educational tradition and the interconnection between religious
and secular learning in Kazakh society. Today, the heritage of the Ahmet Riza Madrasah remains profoundly
relevant, representing an integral part of the spiritual and cultural legacy of the Kazakh people.
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