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ARAL SEA

ARAL SEA, Darya(ca)-ye Kvarazm, inland sea in western Turkestan, bounded
since 1924 and 1936 by Karakalpagqistan (part of the Soviet Republic of
Uzbekistan) in the south and Kazakhstan in the north. Known as bohayrat
Kvarazm to the Arab geographers in the Middle Ages, it was later called the sea
of Gorgan or of Jand (after the city near the mouth of the Syr Darya); the
Kazakhs called it Aral Teifiizi; the Russians, Khvalizskoe More (after Kvarazm)
in the Middle Ages, Sinee More (Blue Sea) in the 17th century, and since 1697,
Aral’skoe More (Island Sea). The Aral Sea lies between 43° 27’ and 46° 45’ north
latitude and between 76° and 79° 27’ east longitude. Including its many
islands, totaling 2,345 km?, it encompasses 66,458 km? (1942), a surface area
which is, however, subject to annual variations due to substantial changes in
water level—e.g., a difference of 3.1 m between 1874 and 1931. The sea is
approximately 20 m deep at the center, up to 68 m at its west shore; it lies
about 53 m above sea level. Its greatest length is 428 km, its greatest width (at
45° north latitude), 284 km. Its water is slightly saline. The Ust Yurt plain
separates it from the Caspian Sea, with which it was connected during
Pleistocene times. Its shorelines are largely uninhabited and are generally
unsuitable for the construction of harbors. Shipping is severely impeded by
storms and shallow water. At the present time, the level of the sea is sinking in
consequence of the extensive utilization of its tributaries, the Amu Darya and
the Syr Darya, for irrigation. Soviet scholars fear that it will be completely
dried up by the year 2000 unless the water of Siberian rivers (especially the
Ob) is fed into it.
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Whether or not the Aral Sea was known in antiquity is open to debate. The
first Arab geographer to refer to it, in the early 4th/10th century, was Ebn
Rosta (Leiden, 1967, p. 92). He and later geographers (until the 7th/13th
century) give varying indications of the sea’s area. The discrepancies may be
the result of inexact estimates, but also of the changing water level. Between
the 7th/13th century and the 10th/16th century there are no reports
concerning the sea. In the 11th/17th century, Abw’l-Gazi Bahador Khan (Sajarat
al-atrak, ed. Desmaisons, St. Petersburg, 1871-74, I, p. 338) was the first to
name it after the island (aral ) at the mouth of the Amu Darya. From 1819 on,
the Russians sent out numerous expeditions for the exploration of the sea. In
1847 they erected Fort Raimskoe on the Syr Darya, close to its north shore.
From 1853 to 1883 and from 1918 to 1921, there was an armed flotilla on the
lower Syr Darya. In 1906 the railroad station Aral’sk was established near its
northeast corner; beyond that, it is rather inaccessible to traffic. The lake itself
is navigable for about seven months a year. For the surrounding population,
and for the Soviet Union in general, it is important mainly because of its
abundance of fish.
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