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The Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) consists of a series of specialized 
 agencies that have been brought into existence over the years since 1957 in response 
to needs that were identified in many of the developing countries of Asia and  
Africa. It is rooted in the ethics of our faith, and it serves all the populations we seek 
to support, without regard to gender, race or faith. The challenge for AKDN is thus  
to address the development needs not only of countries at peace, but also of nations 
that that have suffered from war and internal conflict. An element in these inter-
ventions that is worth special mention is the emphasis that AKDN has placed on cul- 
ture as a significant factor for both urban and rural development, helping to allevi-
ate poverty while also contributing to a stronger, richer sense of local and national 
identity.

It is striking in this regard that nearly one third of internationally recognized World 
Heritage sites are in the Muslim world, but like most such sites in the developing 
world they are inhabited by some of the poorest people. Traditional approaches to 
cultural regeneration — often seeking to simply create museums in such places —  
fail to address the full potential of complex situations and often become unproduc-
tive burdens. The central objective of our work, therefore, is to leverage cultural 
opportunities in pursuit of poverty alleviation. We do this through a critical mass of 
programmes — the creation of parks and gardens, heritage conservation, water and 
sanitation improvements, microfinance resources, open space and infrastructure 
improvements, and education and health initiatives.

The UN-sponsored Bonn Agreement, intended to recreate the state of Afghanistan 
after years of conflict, was signed on 5 December 2001. This was the signal that work 
in that war-torn country could begin. Shortly afterwards, on 21 January 2002, on the 
occasion of the International Conference on Reconstruction Assistance to  Afghanistan, 
in Tokyo, I announced a multi-year commitment by the Aga Khan Development 
 Network (AKDN) to help rebuild Afghanistan.

It was clear that effective economic and social action in Afghanistan could not 
have been undertaken without a significant cultural dimension and so the Aga Khan 
Trust for Culture (AKTC) was the first part of the AKDN system to be fully active there, 
beginning in early 2002. A focus was placed on the most urgent reconstruction 
projects related to the urban heritage of the country. As has been the case in other 
interventions of AKTC, the reconstruction and renovation of the historic patrimony 
were guided by the intention to contribute to the social and economic development 
of the country in urban areas. The result of this activity was to create jobs but also 
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preceding pages, carpenters working to clean 
and repair timber doors at the Hazrat-e Bilal 
mosque, Herat.

the restored timur Shah mausoleum set within 
a public garden adjacent to the Kabul river.
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to develop technical competence for large numbers of young Afghan people in the 
techniques of historic preservation and conservation, as well as competencies related 
to traditional crafts, such as carpet weaving, glass-blowing and tile making. In collab-
oration with local authorities, in particular in Herat and Kabul, comprehensive historic 
preservation plans were formulated, not only for specific monuments or residences, 
but also for public spaces. These plans fully took into account the contemporary use 
of the buildings and spaces concerned.

Since 2002, AKDN and its partners have channelled over one billion dollars to en- 
hance self-reliance and improve the quality of life of Afghans. Between now and 
2020, AKDN plans similar investments in cultural heritage, education, energy, health 
and poverty alleviation. It remains urgent to drive efforts to sustain and develop 
Afghanistan’s human and social capital. For this purpose, AKDN supports the Ministry 
of Education’s National Education Strategic Plan in over 850 schools and education 
centres. In health, AKDN’s ‘Public-Private Partnerships’ have provided treatment to 
over 1.6 million Afghans and trained over 13,000 doctors, nurses and health workers. 
It is apparent that the work of AKDN is only a part of the international effort to assist 
Afghanistan in its ongoing reconstruction, and I wish to take this occasion to thank  
all of the national and local authorities — beginning with President Ashraf Ghani — 
who have supported our programmes, together with many international organizations 
cited at the end of this book.

In Afghanistan, a rich cultural heritage in danger of being cast aside in the race 
to modernity after years of war has been a significant element in the reconstruction 
not only of buildings, but of awareness and professions that contribute lastingly to 
a  contemporary definition of the country’s identity. Far more than a programme of 
historic preservation, the work of AKDN in Afghanistan has sought to contribute to the 
lasting redevelopment of the economy, society and culture of the country.

In this context it is equally important to ensure that the rich pluralism of Islam 
within Afghanistan is respected and sustained for the peace and serenity of all Afghans, 
as is necessary today throughout the Muslim world.

The Government of Afghanistan’s commitment to this vision is something that con- 
tinues to inspire us all as we work together to improve the quality of life for the people 
of this country and this region, and for generations yet unborn. Just as fear can be 
infectious, so, too, is hope. 

* * *

This time of global unrest and polarization is an important reminder that the challenge 
of development is not just one of building effective states and state administrations, 
but of defining the symbols that people require in order to find comfort and shared 
purpose in the idea of ‘nation’. But nations and national identities are not built  simply 
from abstract concepts. A nation needs to be embodied in physical expressions. 
Urbanism, architecture and some forms of artistic endeavour can underpin a dialogue 
among people that helps them constitute a shared identity in the historical and built 
environment in which they live.

His Highness the Aga Khan has made that discourse possible by establishing the  
Aga Khan Trust for Culture, and its Historic Cities Programme that focuses on the 
preservation of historic quarters and buildings together with improvements in the 
livelihoods of communities. When the history of architectural knowledge in the 
twenty-first century is written, the Aga Khan’s role in advancing the discipline as a 
manifestation of a country’s identity and culture will figure prominently. Today,  
His Highness the Aga Khan is a dominant player in the preservation and restoration 
of Islamic architecture. The Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) has fashioned entirely 
new ways of seeing, building and using the built environment as a foundation to  
help countries construct a historically grounded national identity.

What makes AKTC’s restoration work unique is its holistic approach to physical 
conservation, which becomes a platform for complementary initiatives aimed at 
improving living standards, reviving traditional crafts and raising public awareness. 
Though attuned to the value of conserving history, the Trust does not seek simply to 
restore the past in isolation from the wider socio-economic context. Its restoration 
activities are as much about the practical needs of living communities as they are 
about historical conservation, and it is the interplay between restoration and function-
ality that makes the Trust’s work both pertinent and meaningful in Afghanistan.

The Aga Khan University in Karachi provides a case in point for understanding 
the Aga Khan’s unique commitment to grounding architecture in identity. After rigor-
ously selecting a qualified firm, His Highness then asked the successful candidate to 
spend a full year studying Pakistan’s historical monuments so that they could fashion 
a  university that would both embody the past and also function as a modern institu-
tion that would provide state-of-the art medical training to the doctors and nurses of 
the future.

Established in 1977, the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, presented once every 
three years, has provided global recognition to young architects, planners, historical 
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a result of disciplined attention to historic and architectural detail, and pushes the 
boundaries of innovation and design in a context where many would settle for far 
less. Stor Palace was the setting where Afghan leaders such as King Amanullah and 
Mahmoud Tarzi — respectively the twentieth-century’s most transformational leader 
and key intellectual — discussed the reforms that shaped our destiny for a century.

These accomplishments should not, however, lull us into forgetting the oppor-
tunities that we have missed. Kabul today is a visible manifestation of the failure of 
public policy. We have destroyed far more of our past than we have been able to save. 
Babur’s “City of Roses” is at present ringed by informal settlements of people forced 
to the periphery not just by conflict but also by illegal land grabbing, unmanaged 
speculation, corruption and other forms of social violence. Successive governments 
failed to pay attention to basic aspects of urban planning and provision of services, 
whether for traffic management, clean water, or adequate drainage and sewerage, 
much less building a responsive governance for a ‘smart city’ that binds rural and 
urban areas together through shared interests in growth and well-being.

While to date Kabul and our other cities have suffered through a failure of imagin-
ation about the critical role of cities within a unifying national vision, not all is lost. 
Since assuming the Presidency, my colleagues and I have been engaged in a constant 
examination of the problems in Kabul, with the aim of defining the potential of appro-
priate urban development as a means to providing the nation with a unifying vision for 
the future. I am pleased to note that the Aga Khan Trust for Culture has been central 
in this dialogue about Kabul’s role in the nation-building project.

King Amanullah built Darulaman Palace as the cornerstone of a new paradigm 
of urbanism for the city, aiming to integrate state institutions with civic, cultural and 
public spaces. His vision was never fully realized, resulting in the isolation of Darula-
man Palace from the rest of Kabul. Half a century later, the palace was destroyed 
in the fighting that followed the expulsion of the Soviet army. But King Amanullah’s 
vision of the functional city is still relevant, and we have restarted the process of 
 relocating most of our state institutions to the quarters around Darulaman Palace.

Restoring a city’s past is as much a social undertaking as it is a physical or engin-
eering endeavour. To restore Darulaman Palace, the Municipal Administration, the 
Ministry of Urban Development and Housing, and the Capital Region Independ-
ent Development Authority needed to cooperate and develop a shared vision. This 
required building institutional relationships as a precursor to wider engagement 
with the surrounding community. As the government relocates to Darulaman, large 
state-owned properties in central Kabul can be recovered for civic and public uses. 
In districts near downtown Kabul, well-thought-through and consultative planning 
will ensure that development reflects a wider dialogue and considers Kabul’s past, 
present and future. As part of this process, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture will help 
Afghan institutions prepare a narrative for regenerating Kabul’s riverfront area in  
a manner that is rooted in history, focused on the needs of Afghan citizens and em- 
bedded within the overall vision of the nation’s capital.

conservationists and landscape designers working in countries with significant Muslim 
populations. Inherited Islamic traditions of proportion, symmetry, reflection and innov-
ation are often evident in the selected projects.

And then there is AKTC’s remarkable Archnet project, the online library of Islamic 
architecture built on the basis of five decades of research, documentation and prac-
tical applications to the world of Islamic architecture. It would not be an exaggeration 
to say that the bulk of knowledge about Islamic architectural traditions is consolidated 
in this one, unique, digital archive. What once required thousands of miles of travel 
to achieve understanding, is now available online for young people — the scholars, 
 builders, planners and architects of Islam’s future. While virtual reality cannot replace 
the physical presence of place, making such a rich collection of Islam’s architectural 
traditions available to the world at large is surely one of the most noble contributions  
to global knowledge.

Afghanistan has been a beneficiary of this accumulated architectural knowledge. 
As Chief Adviser to then President Karzai, I was privileged to facilitate the signing of  
an agreement between the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) and the Govern-
ment of Afghanistan in early 2002. After forty years of continuous, destructive conflict, 
the partnership with AKDN has helped reconnect us with our history and traditions  
by reviving the legacy of knowledge and beauty that was our pre-war past. As a result  
of the Trust’s brilliant restoration of the Ikhtyaruddin Citadel in Herat, funded by the  
US Ambassadors Fund for Cultural Preservation, what was a heart-breaking ruin is now, 
once again, a functioning tribute to Herat’s place at the heart of Timurid Asia: a central 
position in world history and trade that Afghanistan will again occupy one day.

His Highness the Aga Khan’s commitment to restoring our historic quarters and 
landscapes has also helped revive and transform precincts within our nation’s  capital, 
Kabul. In 2002 there was little sign of life in Babur’s Garden. Devastated by years of 
conflict, the flora and fauna that had once captivated Babur, the founder of the Mughal 
dynasty, had long since disappeared in the rubble and wreckage of war. Amir Abdur 
Rahman Khan’s haremserai  lay in ruins, while Babur’s grave was on the verge of 
 collapse. The restoration of this important garden, co-funded by the Federal Republic 
of Germany, is described in detail in a recent publication by the Aga Khan Trust for 
 Culture entitled Heritage of the Mughal World, which provides insights on the conser-
vation and careful attention through which the garden was restored to again become 
the beating heart of the city. The people of Kabul love their garden — more than five 
million individuals have visited the site since its restoration was completed — and their 
daily usage and care for the place guarantee that our understanding of the past, pre-
sent and future will be continually shaped by this historic landscape.

The Trust’s ongoing rehabilitation of the Chihilsitoon Garden, generously supported 
by the Federal Republic of Germany, will be another key addition to the public and 
cognitive space of Kabul — providing key facilities for recreation, cultural activities and 
sport. Meanwhile, the partnership between the Government of Afghanistan and the 
Aga Khan Trust for Culture continues to evolve. A recent agreement that encompasses 
planning and conservation activities within a heritage precinct along the historic river-
front of Kabul aims to revive the area as the centre of the city’s social and economic 
life. With the late-eighteenth-century Timur Shah Mausoleum as its anchor, the renewal 
of the historic riverfront will provide an unforgettable reminder of the beauty of trad-
itional architecture and contribute to the revival of social and economic activity in the 
downtown area.

The range of skills and scales of intervention put into action make AKTC’s work 
unique. The restoration of Stor Palace in Kabul, funded by the Government of India, is 

Above, upgrading activities in informal resi-
dential quarters surrounding Babur’s Garden 
have helped improve living conditions for 
residents.

Below, built on multiple levels, the restored 
rooftops of the ikhtyaruddin citadel in Herat 
provide ample space for public events and 
gatherings.

Above, the main entrance lobby of the restored 
Stor palace in Kabul.

Below, a foreman secures fastening on form-
work for new rammed-earth constructions at 
the chihilsitoon Garden in Kabul.
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Shortly after the December 2001 Taliban surrender in Kandahar, the Aga Khan Trust 
for Culture (AKTC) was present in Afghanistan at the behest of the Chairman of the 
Board, His Highness the Aga Khan. There were three main challenges to be met as 
quickly as possible. The first of these was to determine a strategy and locations for  
a long-term commitment to the country, estimated at fifteen to twenty years. The sec- 
ond was to prioritize the work to be undertaken in Kabul and Herat so as to have the 
maximum positive impact possible for the population. The third initial priority was  
to begin to create a competent team capable of carrying out the requisite  renovation 
and development work. Specialists, often Afghan expatriates, were identified and 
asked to return to their country to participate in the reconstruction effort. The actual 
projects undertaken since then, which are the subject of this book, were developed 
over time, with sites in Balkh and Badakhshan being added to the originally selected 
projects in Kabul and Herat.

His Highness the Aga Khan made an initial commitment of $75 million to the re- 
construction of Afghanistan at the time of the Tokyo Conference in early 2002. To 
date, the assistance of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN) to Afghanistan 
has exceeded that original pledge by a factor of ten. With the support of donors and 
partners, more than a billion US dollars has been channelled through AKDN for the 
efforts in Afghanistan. In the spirit of the broadly based initiatives of the organization 
in other countries, the investments made helped to initiate and carry forward rural 
development, health, education and civil society programmes. AKDN has also been 
active in the provision of a range of microfinance services, a rapidly growing mobile 
phone network, and the renovation of a five-star hotel in Kabul. The safeguarding  
of historic landscapes, structures and neighbourhoods undertaken by the Historic   
Cities Programme, a part of AKTC, is the focus of this volume. Between now and  
2020, AKDN will continue to contribute actively through investments in culture,  edu- 
cation, health and energy in order to help alleviate poverty, reflecting the belief of  
His  Highness the Aga Khan in the power of sustained, long-term, multidimensional de- 
velopment that empowers individuals and communities to improve their quality of life.

In 2002, AKTC began the rehabilitation of Babur’s Garden, or Bagh-e Babur, a 
walled and terraced garden containing the tomb of Babur, the founder of the Mughal 
Empire. AKTC’s improvements include the restoration of walls and the Queen’s   
Palace, the relaying of water channels, the reconstruction of a caravanserai to provide  
space for a visitor’s centre, shops and offices, and the replanting of trees favoured 
by the Mughals. A range of community upgrading activities has also been carried out, 
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opposite page, a group of students visiting 
Babur’s Garden as part of an educational 
programme, Kabul.

Above, a 16th-century miniature painting, 
 contained in an illustrated version of  
The Baburnama, showing Babur entering  
the Bagh-e Wafa — a garden laid out by  
the young mughal prince in Afghanistan.
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improving water and sanitation facilities for 10,000 inhabitants of the surrounding 
residential area, which has been the focus of joint area-planning initiatives with Kabul 
Municipality.

Since 2003, war-damaged quarters of the Old City of Kabul have been the 
focus of an AKTC programme to conserve key historic buildings, including houses, 
mosques, shrines and public facilities. Upgrading work has improved living con-
ditions for approximately 15,000 residents of the Old City in the neighbourhoods of 
Asheqan wa Arefan, Chindawol and Kuche Kharabat.

In the western Afghan city of Herat, a range of documentation, conservation and 
upgrading projects has also been carried out since 2005 in the surviving historic sec- 
tions of the Old City, including the conservation and reuse of the Qala Ikhtyaruddin 
(Citadel) as a museum, completed with a grant from the US Ambassadors Fund for 
Cultural Preservation. This programme has been accompanied by supporting efforts 
to improve urban management and governance in the city. In addition, restoration 
work has been undertaken on an important Timurid shrine complex in Guzargah, 
north-east of the city.

With fifteen years of direct involvement in preserving more than 120 monuments 
in several regions of Afghanistan, AKTC’s programmes have supported communities 
living and working around historic sites with new economic and social opportunities 
through investment in conservation and by providing training and capacity building 
initiatives. In all of this work, AKDN has tried to maintain a balance between conserva-
tion that is rooted in a sound understanding of the past, and development based on 
the aspirations and potential of surrounding communities. Clearly stated, the cultural 
wealth of the past has been put forward as a base on which to build contemporary 
Afghan society, particularly in urban areas.

Above, rebuilt and expanded over two 
 millennia, the ikhtyaruddin citadel in Herat 
stands upon a man-made mound in the  
old city of Herat.

Below, conservation of the ikhtyaruddin 
 citadel by AKtc has enabled the site to be 
used regularly for public events.

3 
public open spaces rehabilitated 
(including the ongoing Chihilsitoon 
Garden)

12 
residential buildings
conserved

1 
Mughal garden 
restored

KABuL

HErAt

BALKH

BAdAKHSHAn

15 
historic public 
buildings conserved

7.5 
kilometres of underground 
and surface drains repaired 
or rebuilt

22,000 
square metres of pedestrian 
alleyways, walkways and 
streets paved

134 
houses improved through 
grants and technical advice

5454 
young people trained in carpentry, masonry, 
 traditional plastering, tailoring, embroidery, 
carpet and kilim weaving, horticulture and literacy

915,000 
workdays generated for skilled 
and unskilled labour in total

30,000 
residents and more benefited 
directly from these programmes

40 
public buildings and 
monuments restored and 
renovated

5 
public open 
spaces 
rehabilitated

35,000 
square metres of pedestrian alleyways, 
walkways and streets paved

7 
houses 
rehabilitated

60 
houses improved through 
grants and technical advice

75 
apprentices 
trained by 
15 master 
craftsmen

120 
skilled labourers 
trained

30 
young people trained 
as carpenters, masons 
and glass makers

507,000 
workdays generated for 
skilled and unskilled labour 
in total

12 
monuments 
conserved

2 
public open spaces 
rehabilitated

10,000 
square metres of pedestrian 
alleyways, walkways and streets 
paved

68 
apprentices trained 
by 10 master 
craftsmen

110 
men trained as carpenters, 
masons and tile makers

170,000 
workdays generated for skilled 
and unskilled labour in total

3 
historic buildings 
conserved

1 
public open space 
rehabilitated

2000 
square metres of pedestrian alleyways, 
walkways and streets paved

35 
apprentices trained by 
master craftsmen

140 
skilled and unskilled 
labourers trained

113 
young people trained as 
carpenters, masons and 
plasterers

105 
women trained in tailoring, 
weaving and embroidery

37,000 
workdays generated for 
skilled and unskilled labour 
in total

numBErS tHAt tELL tHE Story
Although statistics can appear to be somewhat dry, the nature and scale of the efforts of AKTC in Afghanistan  
can best be understood through the numbers and nature of the improvements made and training provided.  
Thus, beginning with Kabul and Herat, which were the first points of intervention, here is an overview of what has 
been accomplished.
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represented by the Ministry of Urban Development, and the Aga Khan Trust for 
 Culture. The MOU encompasses a multi-year partnership for urban planning activities 
and the implementation of a number of projects that will protect and enhance heri-
tage assets of the capital city. This public/private cooperation aims to further develop 
aspects of heritage management principles outlined in the Government of Afghani-
stan’s Urban National Priority Programme.

The efforts and outputs realized over the past fifteen years could not have been 
achieved without the dedicated work, vision and engagement of teams of people of 
various backgrounds, capabilities and skills representing the mosaic of Afghanistan 
in all its plurality. These teams have come together, sometimes at great personal 
risk, to restore and lift the pride of generations of Afghans through the preservation 
of their cultural heritage. The efforts of AKTC were led at the outset by Jolyon Leslie 
(2004–10) and since 2010 by Ajmal Maiwandi, whose leadership of the Trust’s pro-
grammes under difficult conditions has been exemplary. The Trust has benefited from 
having the close cooperation and support of the Government of Afghanistan and a 
large number of partners and other participants in financing and ongoing work. Due 
to continue until at least 2020, the work of AKTC in Afghanistan includes the ongoing 
Chihilsitoon Garden renovation (see pp. 130–137), but also recently announced inter-
ventions in the centre of the historic city of Kabul and along the Kabul River.

The Aga Khan Historic Cities Programme seeks to foster a mutually rewarding 
dialogue between tradition and modernity. The vision of AKTC is to invigorate culture 
as an intellectual, economic and aspirational generator for ideas that positively shape 
the future in ways that are meaningful and beneficial, and that enhance the quality  
of life. Culture, in its diversity, remains a source of personal pride that has the power 
to inspire and unify an entire nation, revealing it, at its best, to the outside world.  
The work of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture has shown that these projects can have a 
positive impact well beyond conservation, by promoting good governance, strength- 
ening civil society, encouraging a rise in incomes and economic opportunities, and  
affirming greater respect for human rights and better stewardship of the environment.

In another initiative to preserve and develop Afghanistan’s cultural heritage, AKDN 
has established schools of classical Afghan music in both Kabul and Herat. The dis-
ruptions of the war threatened the disappearance of the country’s classical music 
tradition. Under the ustad-shagird training scheme begun in 2003, master musicians 
teach students, selected on merit, to preserve and pass on this musical tradition. 
Instruments taught include the rubab, delruba, sarinda, dutar and sitar.

A ‘Memorandum of Understanding’ (MOU) for the conservation and rehabilitation 
of Kabul’s key historic areas is in place between the Government of Afghanistan,  

Left, storm-water diversion pipe being laid 
at the site of AKtc’s rehabilitation of the 
 chihilsitoon Garden, Kabul.

right, a curved rammed-earth building form-
ing part of extensive public facilities being 
constructed at the chihilsitoon Garden, Kabul.

Students of the Aga Khan music initiative 
(AKmi) rehearsing in the courtyard of  
the  Karbasi House, restored by AKtc, Herat.
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The Aga Khan Historic Cities Programme’s portfolio of projects in Afghanistan, from 
2002 to the present, represents individually and collectively an impressively broad 
array of built heritage, spanning geographically from Kabul in the east and Herat in 
the west to Balkh and Faizabad in the north, and comprises historic gardens, mau-
soleums, religious buildings, schools, residential buildings, former palaces, and his-
toric market spaces and squares.

The portfolio includes public, private and semi-public/semi-private spaces within 
the context of traditional sites and urban complexes that, in the instance of Kabul, 
date back to the first century AD but took on a more discernible urban form after  
the fourteenth century and accelerated with the ascent of Emperor Babur and the  
Mughal period. Similarly ancient in origins, Herat became a major urban centre in the 
region, a significant node in the flourishing Silk Route and later a Mughal, and then 
Timurid, urban centre, together with the satellite village and shrine complex at Guzar-
gah. The old towns of Balkh and Faizabad have become critical areas of Programme 
engagement in the north.

The development of this portfolio has been incremental and sequential, based  
on an initial phase of pilot projects that have demonstrated opportunities not only for 
resuscitating heritage that is important both internationally and nationally but also  
for coupling such projects to research, documentation, capacity building and socio-
economic initiatives, thus boosting the overall benefit of individual projects. This 
multi-centric and multidisciplinary approach of the Historic Cities Programme has  
provided the resilience that has enabled this process to unfold over the past fifteen  
years. This publication is a testament to the achievements of a very dedicated team  
in Afghanistan with the essential support of the Government of the Islamic Republic  
of Afghanistan (GOIRA) and a wide group of international donors. A brief account of 
the evolution of this set of projects is in order.

Following the cessation of hostilities in Kabul and the December 2001 UN-spon-
sored conference in Bonn, Germany, to mobilize international assistance for Afghani-
stan, the expertise and resources of the Aga Khan Historic Cities Programme (HCP) 
(alongside other AKDN agencies) were deployed with a sense of urgency in early 2002 
to assist in this momentous, international process.

As the Historic Cities Programme’s mandate is to revitalize derelict or distressed 
historic sites and districts in ways that spur social, economic and cultural develop-
ment and improve the local quality of life, its initial projects focused on the conser-
vation and stabilization of key landmark sites in Kabul — Babur’s Garden (or Bagh-e 

A Portfolio of Projects with  
Diversity and Continuity

CAMERON RASHTI

opposite page, view across the courtyard of  
the Queen’s palace, a late-19th-century 
 building located within Babur’s Garden, Kabul.

Above, the upper terraces of Babur’s  Garden  
showing the remains of key historic  structures, 
including the Queen’s palace (centre-top), 
Kabul.

Below, the same area of Babur’s Garden follow- 
ing restoration of the site by AKtc between 
2002–08, Kabul.
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Babur), the Timur Shah Mausoleum, and urban conservation and redevelopment in 
the Kabul Old City. While the former two sites were complicated but classic conser-
vation projects within prescribed boundaries, the Kabul Old City project was multi-
stakeholder and multi-site in nature and called for a balance between urban physical 
conservation of historic structures with socio-economic initiatives that addressed 
the quality and upgrading of public open spaces (streetscape, infrastructure, parks, 
neighbourhood facilities) and the issues of vocational training, job creation and 
quality of life. These socio-economic and urban redevelopment initiatives were con-
centrated in the districts of Chindawol and Asheqan wa Arefan in coordination with 
a specially formed Kabul Old City Commission. Over time, and in response to the 
demand for engagement in adjacent sites of interest, such as the Chihilsitoon Garden, 
AKTC’s initiatives have resulted in the urban regeneration of large sections of historic 
Kabul, a process that was renewed in 2016 with an agreement between AKTC and the 
GOIRA to turn  
its focus on the Kabul riverfront adjacent to Timur Shah’s Mausoleum and a number  
of other historic nodes. During this process, Kabul’s urban needs for both develop-
ment guidelines and actual regeneration have been addressed not through the 
 mechanism of an inflexible master plan but through the means of a series of action 
area plans, extendible in both spatial and temporal terms.

In sequential terms, the Programme’s technical assistance was extended next, 
in 2005, to the Old City of Herat, where a multi-year programme of documentation 
of rare and fragile urban heritage was coupled with conservation interventions on 
selected sites and planning advocacy to counter the trend — post-conflict — for  cen- 
trally located, historic structures to be torn down and replaced with higher-revenue-
generating structures, normally alien in architectural character to the historic nucleus. 
To the present, any visitor to the Old City of Herat is struck by the still legible archi-
tectural coherence of the city’s core, complete with decumanus maximus and cardo 

0 250 Metres

2

Left, affected by an infestation of termites 
in the woodwork of the Abresham Bazaar, 
 coupled with damage to its masonry arches 
and domes from penetration of water from 
its roof, the historic structure required 
extensive conservation, Herat.

right, along with household goods, hand-
spun silk and wool products are produced 
by weavers located within the restored 
 Abresham Bazaar.

Boundary of AKtc conservation programme 
and physical upgrading interventions,  
Herat old city.

150 m
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maximus that define its urban centre and with visible traces of its original rectilinear 
defensive walls. The Qala Ikhtyaruddin fortress on the city’s northern edge contrasts 
in morphology and height with the relatively flat Old City, reinforcing the sense of  
a multilayered, ancient urban settlement, and here the Programme was active in con-
solidating and stabilizing its perimeter walls and public access. The historic shrine 
complex at Guzargah, just north of Herat, was thoroughly documented and urgent 
areas of conservation of component parts of the complex were carried out with the 
generous participation of international co-founders, a list of whom has been provided 
under the “Acknowledgements” section at the end of this publication.

More recently, as of 2008 as a project centre, HCP’s initiatives in Balkh’s old town 
(the eighth/ninth-century Haji Pyada Mosque being perhaps the most internationally 
recognized structure) have offered the opportunity to assist in conservation, with  
an international team of experts, of heritage dating back to the Abbasid era. Perhaps 
the most technically demanding of HCP’s conservation and consolidation projects 
in the country, the project lasted six years and included assistance from the French 
Archaeological Delegation in Afghanistan (DAFA) and other specialists; an account of 
its many stages of documentation and structural mock-ups on site are discussed in 
the section on Balkh and in addition it will be the subject of a separate publication,  
to appear soon in partnership with the World Monuments Fund and DAFA. Altogether, 
a total of twelve projects have been undertaken in Balkh to date.

In Yamgan and Faizabad, Badakhshan, project work started in 2011 and continues 
to today; overall, a total of five projects have been undertaken including the iconic 

Nasir Khusrau Shrine, the resting place of the eleventh-century poet-scholar, which 
sits dramatically on top of the cliff edge on a hilltop. Project work in Faizabad, in 
 conjunction with sister AKDN agencies, has focused on local monuments, such as the 
Mir Yar Beg Shrine and urban survey and documentation.

A geographic and physical description of HCP’s portfolio of initiatives does not 
provide a complete picture. One needs also to review activities focused on vocational 
training, capacity building, cultural heritage support and archaeological documen-
tation in close coordination with the Ministry of Information and Culture. These initia-
tives, while anchored to many of the above ‘area redevelopment’ or ‘action area’ pro-
jects, in essence transcend specific project site boundaries, as one would expect, and 
lend themselves to replication in other historic sites and settlements in the country.

Some of these projects are self-contained in terms of specific end-of-project 
deliverables while most aim to create a reservoir of knowledge and capacity that will 
allow others — now and in the future — to tap the rich ensemble of Afghan heritage  
in innovative ways, further expanding the existing base of knowledge. Completed sites  
such as the Queen’s Palace in Babur’s Garden, the to-be-completed Chihilsitoon 
Garden, and the Timur Shah Mausoleum (to name only prime examples) are designed 
to serve as venues for civil society as spaces for meetings, seminars, training, exhib-
itions, performances and recreation.

The reader may discern from a review of the projects described in this  publication 
that the architectural traditions exemplified in these projects denote a collective con- 
cept as well as a specific spirit of a place, or genius loci, despite their situation at 
considerable distances and times from each other. Continuously refreshed cultural 
mores of the times, geography, materials and forms of expression of course play a 
role in such perceptions. This duality provides heritage with a special value and can 
be considered a central theme of this publication.

Above, the noh Gunbad mosque is one of 
the earliest and most important structures in 
Balkh, 1965.

Left, extensively altered during the 1950s,  
the restored namakdan pavilion demonstrates 
the ingenuity and craft of timurid builders, 
Guzargah, Herat.

Above, masons work to repair the ribbed 
dome of the timurid-era namakdan pavilion, 
Guzargah, Herat.

Below, traces of ribbed plaster decoration 
found at the namakdan pavilion, known  
as karbandi, enabled restoration teams to 
restore the original character of the late- 
15th-century garden pavilion, Guzargah, 
Herat.

right, following the discovery of remains  
of an irrigation channel during conservation 
work at the namakdan pavilion, the flow  
of water through the building was restored.
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