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DESERT

Deserts are the driest places on Earth.  Even though we tend to think of deserts as torrid 
sand covered locations, these geographic areas can also be bitterly cold.  

Humans have always found it challenging to live in desert environments, and have lived at 
the outer edges of many deserts where agriculture and raising of animals is possible.  Often  
people who live in arid areas are forced to be nomads, moving from place to place to take 
advantage of seasonal weather.  A surprising number of plants and animals have adapted 
to the harsh inhospitable conditions of both hot and cold deserts.   

The surface of a 
desert can be 
formed of sand, 
ice, small stones 
or large rocks. 

The definition of 
a desert is that it  
receives less 
than 10 inches 
of precipitation 
a year: that 
precipitation 
can be either 
rain or snow.  



DESERT TERMS AND THEIR DEFINITIONS
These terms and their definitions will help you to understand some of the aspect of desert areas. 

DESERT A region that receives very low amounts of precipitation.

HOT DESERT  A region with very high temperatures, a great deal of evaporation of moisture, and 
often high winds, conditions that are inhospitable for life. 

COLD DESERTS
1. A COLD DESERT region is often separated from the ocean or body of water by a mountain range  

which blocks weather systems that produce moisture.  The area beyond the mountain range  
remains very dry.  Often this a called a “Rain Shadow” and can affect cold as well as hot deserts.

2. A POLAR DESERT has moisture carried away by high winds and there are snow dunes instead of 
sand dunes.  

SAND Small dry particles of minerals and rock that are part of many hot deserts which form dunes.  

DUNE  Masses of sand or snow that are moved and shaped by weather, wind and gravity.

The following presentation is an introduction to the 
TAKLAMAKAN DESERT, one of Earth’s great deserts, 
with some information about mapping, geography, 

people and animals of its surrounding area. 



This great desert is located in the northwest China, to the south of the Tian Shan 
Mountains.  The Gobi Desert lies to its east.  Unlike the rocky Gobi Desert, the 

Taklamakan is made up of eighty-five per cent shifting sand.  
It is a cold desert.

Early traders on the Silk Road created routes both 
north and south of the Taklamakan Desert.  

This desert’s name is spelled several ways: Taklimakan and Teklimakan, and sometimes 
the name is divided into two words: Takli Maken.  A possible definition for the name is 
“place of ruins” from the ancient Asian Turkic people’s language, but no one is certain.  

The Taklamakan Desert



This NASA satellite image shows the perimeters of the Taklamakan Desert.  
We can see the snow capped mountains peaks of the Tian Shan, Kunlun and Pamir Mountain 

Ranges that are located around the north, west and south perimeters of the desert.  

FROM THE SKY!





One of the reasons  
TAKLAMAKEN DESERT

 is extremely dry is 
because of the 

RAIN SHADOW EFFECT.  

This huge desert area is 
separated from the 

moisture of the west by 
the Himalayan 

Mountains.  

Moisture that drifts 
towards the mountains 

condenses before it can 
reach the other side of 

the mountains.  

The area beyond the 
mountains remains 

very dry.

The Taklamaken is close 

to the subarctic Siberian 
area of Russia so this 

contributes to making 
the both dry and 

extremely cold.

DRY AND COLD!



This is a cropped section 
of our full map of CHINA:  
see the full map on the 

last page of this file.

Here you can see the 

positioning of the 

Taklamakan Desert in 

relation to the 

northern mountain range 

and the rivers to the 

south and southeast.

ON 
THE 
MAP!



The long eared hedgehog is found in parts of Europe and Asia, including the Taklamaken Desert. These 
hedgehogs can be characterized by their long ears, which contribute to their great sense of hearing. Along 
with their hearing, their sense of smell is also highly developed. Their senses allow them to survive by 
helping them escape from predators as well as finding food. These hedgehogs are insectivorous, meaning 
they eat primarily insects. To protect themselves from predators, they can roll up into a ball, making their 
many spines stand on end. These hedgehogs are born with very few spines, but within hours they have 
tripled. It only takes 2 weeks for a this hedgehog to grow the 5,000 quills that cover its back.

Long-eared 
Hedgehog



Long-eared hedgehog

Long Eared 
Hedgehog

VOCABULARY

insectivorous
spines
armor

protective (spines)
snuffle

vocalization
hiss

growl
arid

quick
hibernation

burrows
steppe

parasites
pouch

Long Eared 
Hedgehog
SPELLING

native
burrows
parasite
plague
spines

curl
insectivore
hibernation

snout
hiss

nocturnal
insectivorous

hearing
smell
detect

protection
outrun

pale
stiff

snuffle
growl



Long-eared hedgehog



Water is very scarce in the Taklamakan Desert..... 

In the days of the Silk Road, cities that were built around OASES of the desert were 

stopping points for traders to gather supplies and much needed water.  Some of these 
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Here we can see the 
ancient abandoned 

ruins of the OASIS
city of Gaochang on 

the northern route of 
the Silk Road.  

What were the names 
of other cities along 
the north and south 

routes of the Silk 
Road, along the 

Takalmaken Desert?

OASIS 
CITIES!

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5/es/deed.en
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.5/es/deed.en


This map shows the route traders along the SILK ROAD traveled south of the Taklamakan Desert, 
and to the south of the Gobi Desert.   Do some research to be able to draw in 

the route traders took north of the Taklamakan Desert, through Mongolia.

SILK ROAD



The Kumtag Desert is a part of the Taklamakan Desert, near Dunhuang, in western China.  
Dunhuang is still a thriving city and was also a stopping point on the Silk Road in the past.  

Shifting sands are a problem in this area and the huge dunes in this picture proves why!

SHIFTING SANDS....
Sand and 
dunes can  
easily shift 
due to the 
power of 
wind.  

It is very 

difficult to 

build roads 

and train 

tracks in 

desert areas 

where they 

might be 

covered by 

shifting sand.



The Golden 
Dream of Carlo 
Chuchio 
by Lloyd Alexander
The young adventurer 
Carlo Chuchio 
encounters many 
curious people while 
seeking hidden 
treasure on the Road 
of Golden Dreams in 
the desert. 
With Baksheesh, the 
world's worst camel-
puller, Carlo leads a 
caravan through the 
realm of Keshavar and 
risks his life for a 
prize that may not 
even exist.  

A girl and her mother plan a walking trip 
through the southwestern desert of the USA.

THE DESERT IS THEIRS
by Byrd Baylor
A prize-winner that describes 
flora and fauna of the 
southwestern American desert.  

DESERT MAMMALS 
by Elaine Landau
Students can learn more 
about all the 
animals that thrive in desert 
environments.

DESERT READING!

WARRIORS AND WAILERS: 
ONE HUNDRED ANCIENT CHINESE JOBS YOU 
MIGHT HAVE RELISHED OR REVILED
by Sarah Tsiang

A fact-filled introduction, index, and timeline make this 
book perfect for research projects, while the humorous 
illustrations keep it fun!








