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HiStory
From its origins as an outpost of the Achaemenid Empire, the repeated strengthening 
of the citadel of Qala Ikhtyaruddin, and the setting out of a walled settlement by the 
Ghaznavids, the city of Herat has had a turbulent history. Situated at the crossroads 
of regional trade, in the midst of rich irrigated agricultural land, the area has been a 
prize for successive invaders. The city became a centre for Islamic culture and learn-
ing during the reign of Timur, whose successors commissioned several monumental 
buildings, but it then fell into decline under the Mughals. Considered part of Persia 
during the Safavid era, in the eighteenth century, it was not until 1863 that Herat was 
incorporated into the emerging Afghan state.

The distinctive rectilinear layout of the city of Herat was delineated by massive 
earthen walls that protected the bazaars and residential quarters that lay within. This 
was the extent of the city until the middle of the twentieth century, when administra-
tive buildings were constructed outside the walls to the north-east. In time, wealthier 
families moved away from the densely inhabited historic fabric into suburbs that 
spread across what had been gardens to the north. The historic quarters remained 
home to some 60,000 people by the time that unrest broke out in 1979, resulting in 
the depopulation of the western quarters, where traditional buildings soon fell into 
disrepair or collapsed and infrastructure was looted or damaged. It was not until 1992 
that clearance of mines and unexploded ordnance began, enabling families to  re- 
settle in the war-affected historic quarters and begin the process of rebuilding.

With a rapid increase in urban population since 2002, pressure on central residen-
tial neighbourhoods has intensified, even though the state of the infrastructure and 
the few public facilities result in poor living conditions for most inhabitants. In many 
cases, returning families who had become accustomed to modern dwellings while in 
exile have demolished their traditional homes and, in the absence of building controls, 
built incongruous concrete structures, dozens of which now rise above the skyline of 
the Old City. Residential areas that adjoin main roads are rapidly being commercial-
ized, with the construction of multi-storey ‘markets’ that have a negative environmen-
tal and visual impact on the historic fabric.

In order to address these transformations, AKTC’s programme in Herat has, since 
2005, involved processes of documentation, building conservation and upgrading,  
in parallel with measures to strengthen the capacity of, and coordination between, 
key institutions.
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OLD CITY OF HERAT, AFGHANISTAN: NEW CONSTRUCTIONS (2009)

Above, view of the old city showing residential 
and commercial areas, with the ikhtyaruddin 
citadel (centre) and minarets (centre-left) seen 
in the distance, 1916–17.

Below, mid-19th-century sketch-plan of the  
old city of Herat, measuring roughly one kilo- 
metre square, prepared by the royal Engineers 
of the British Army.
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old city of Herat: 
new constructions 
(2002–09).

preceding pages, the ikhtyaruddin citadel 
as seen from the mullah rasoul mosque in 
the old city of Herat.

Herat old city quarters.
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3 Momandha
4 Abdullah Mesri  
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HiStory
Having largely survived periods of neglect and conflict, the Old City of Herat faces 
threats, as new-found prosperity drives a construction boom and uncontrolled ‘devel-
opment’ spreads throughout the traditional historic fabric. In the face of this damag-
ing process of transformation, AKTC established an Area Development Programme in 
early 2005 to document the surviving fabric, as a basis for initiating pilot conservation 
and upgrading measures in key neighbourhoods, while promoting more effective 
management of the urban environment. The challenge was to find a balance between 
addressing poor living conditions in key ‘pressure points’ in the Old City and to meet 
urgent conservation needs, while simultaneously strengthening institutional cap-
acity. This has required work at a variety of levels: with central government to promote 
administrative reform and accountability; with local government to promote effective 
coordination and enhance professionalism; among the wider Afghan professional 
community to raise awareness and build partnerships; among donors and internation- 
al organizations to draw attention to both the rehabilitation needs and continuing 
threats posed to the fragile historic fabric of the Old City of Herat. Given the pace of 
change, one of the first priorities was to map the historic fabric and establish systems 
for monitoring demolitions and new construction. A survey of more than 25,000 resi-
dential and commercial properties in the Old City yielded important information about 
the urban environment, which was mapped and linked to a database.

The prime focus of AKTC’s conservation work has been on two clusters that are 
part of the historic fabric, extending across the Bar Durrani and Abdullah Mesri quarters, 
where investments have been made in the conservation of key public buildings  
 — mosques, cisterns and bazaars — as well as historic houses. A system of small-scale 
grants and building advice was also established, aimed at enabling some fifty owners 
of traditional homes to undertake basic repairs, which has resulted in improved living 
conditions while protecting the integrity of the historic fabric. As well as safeguarding 
historic property, these projects have provided a platform for the training of craftsmen, 
while demonstrating the potential of conservation and adaptive reuse in a context 
where there is a growing tendency to demolish historic property and ‘redevelop’.

At the centre of one such cluster lies the domed Chahar Suq Cistern, built in 1634; 
along with smaller cisterns, it remained the primary source of water for inhabitants  
of the Old City until the 1970s. The massive structure supports a brick dome that spans 
nearly twenty metres over a square reservoir that, at the time of initial surveys, was 
filled with domestic waste. Extensive repairs were carried out on the war-damaged 
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preceding pages, the chahar Suq cistern and 
 market  complex as seen from the congested 
 crossroads at the geographic centre of the 
old city. 

opposite page, typical Herati courtyard 
houses, such as the ones seen here, are 
fast being replaced with modern concrete 
constructions. 

Above, a standard view of an alleyway within 
the dense fabric of the area, partially covered 
by a traditional vaulted dalan.
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dome and the masonry substructure that had been weakened by encroachments from 
adjoining shops. An urban square has been created in front of the north entrance,  
after the relocation of shops that had encroached on this area. Since its conservation, 
the Chahar Suq Cistern has been in regular use for cultural events, including exhib-
itions and music recitals.

Of the other cisterns that have been conserved in the Old City, one is being used 
as an art gallery, another is being converted into a public library, while another serves 
as a study space for students of a madrasa. Among other initiatives aimed at promot-
ing the adaptive reuse of historic buildings is the Karbasi House, now a school for 
 traditional music and crafts, and the Yu Aw Synagogue that is now used as a kinder-
garten. Among the thirty other public buildings that have been conserved in the Old 
City are the historic mosques of Hazrat Ali and Khwaja Rokhband as well as several 
shrines, synagogues and a hammam or bathhouse. The single largest project under-
taken in Herat by AKTC entailed the conservation of parts of the historic citadel of Qala 
Ikhtyaruddin, where work began in late 2008 and was completed at the end of 2011.

Together with conservation of historic homes, these initiatives have provided 
opportunities for training in traditional construction and decorative techniques. 
Among the most significant of these dwellings is the Attarbashi House, which dates 
from the early twentieth century and retains distinctive northern and southern groups 
of rooms (for use in summer and winter respectively), arranged around a courtyard. 
Traces of decorated plasterwork and intricate lattice orosi screens were found in a par-
tially collapsed section of the house, which has been rebuilt, along with a small ham-
mam for use by the family. To the south, in the Abdullah Mesri quarter, a very unusual 
painted mural was discovered in 2008 in the Ghulam Haider Posteendoz House. Once 
the home of a wealthy family, the complex was found to be in a poor state of repair, 
and conservation work is under way on the structure, following documentation and 
stabilization of the mural.

As much as building conservation, however, the upgrading of infrastructure is criti-
cal to the future of the Old City of Herat. In order to contribute to the improvement of 
living conditions, nearly five kilometres of underground and surface drains have been 
repaired or rebuilt, and more than 6000 square metres of pedestrian alleyways and 
streets paved to facilitate access through the historic fabric. Together with the build-
ing conservation work, this has generated more than 240,000 workdays of skilled and 
unskilled labour, largely drawn from residents of the Old City, since 2005. These invest-
ments have directly benefited at least half of the population of the Old City, prompting 
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Left, in comparison with historic views of the 
same area, significant destruction has been 
caused by recent construction in the old city.

Above, the arcaded veranda for use in winter 
months of the Qandahari House undergoing 
restoration.

Below, a mason laying a stone and brick path-
way at the posteendoz House.
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Below, left, speculative commercial develop-
ment continues unabated, seen here en- 
croaching upon the outer fortifications of  
the old city.

right, above, historic property being 
demolished and replaced with a modern 
construction.

right, below, a historic mosque destroyed 
overnight, together with any archaeology that 
may have remained in the area, preparing  
the way for a new cast-concrete construction.

An aerial image of the square plan of the old city, 
showing the main crossroads laid out according 
to cardinal directions.

community-implemented improvements in some quarters that were not covered 
under AKTC’s urban conservation programme.

Aside from the physical challenges facing the historic fabric and the need for addi-
tional investment to render the Old City more habitable, the issue of management of 
the urban environment is now more critical than ever. Despite assurances that new 
development will be rigorously controlled, and appropriate plans drawn up to ensure 
safeguarding of the unique fabric of the Old City, municipal officials seem unable 
or unwilling to act to halt demolitions or inappropriate ‘redevelopment’. Given that 
many such officials lack the professional training or experience to effectively manage 
urban growth in this sensitive context, AKTC staff provide technical assistance to a 
Commission for the Safeguarding and Development of the Old City of Herat, compris-
ing representatives from key institutions and professional bodies. While it has made 
limited progress on reform of systems of building permits and the monitoring of 
new construction or demolition, the Commission provides a platform for discussion 
between key stakeholders, and a clearing house for information. While some progress 
has been made in involving communities themselves in the safeguarding of historic 
property, the absence of effective leadership on the part of civil servants has often 
handicapped these initiatives.
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Most of the key historic monuments in the Old City have now been formally registered 
as part of an ongoing collaboration between AKTC and the Department of Historic 
Monuments of the Ministry of Information and Culture. In order to build local profes-
sional capacity, students from Herat University have been engaged in on-the-job 
education through the AKTC programme, which also supports site visits and lectures 
about conservation, planning and urban management issues. It is hoped that this 
cadre of young Afghan professionals will be in the vanguard of continued efforts to 
safeguard and develop their city, and possibly other historic centres in Afghanistan.

Over the course of its seven-year conservation initiative in Herat, the AKTC pro-
gramme prioritized projects that addressed the poor living conditions of  inhabitants 
of the Old City, while meeting urgent conservation needs through a balanced en- 
gagement with local communities and institutional partners. In the process, signifi-
cant support was provided towards strengthening institutional capacity and promot-
ing accountability, while outreach and awareness-raising programmes effectively 
engaged the community as supporters and advocates of conservation initiatives. 
Partnerships built under this programme with local professionals, donors, and inter-
national organizations have had a lasting impact as Afghan professionals and crafts-
men trained by the AKTC continue to be engaged in conservation projects in the city. 
While key challenges have been effectively addressed during the course of AKTC’s 
work, others persist, posing significant risk to the historic fabric of Herat and requir-
ing concerted efforts to prevent further destruction to one of Afghanistan’s most 
important historic cities.
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Malik Mosque and  
Cistern Complex

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The summer and winter mosques that adjoin the domed Malik Cistern are thought 
to have been built on the site of a Ghorid-era Sufi place of worship (khanaqa). The 
 cistern was badly damaged in an earthquake in 1485 and was not repaired until the 
seventeenth century, under the Safavids. By the nineteenth century, both mosques 
had fallen into disrepair and inscriptions at both sites document that in 1857 repairs  
to the winter mosque were undertaken by Qorban Ali, while the summer mosque  
was repaired in 1865 by Faramarz Khan. The winter mosque follows the traditional  
form, with three semi-subterranean domed bays lit from above and accessed from 
the courtyard through a brick vault on the eastern side. Along with the variable quality 
of the brick masonry, traces of glazed bricks under modern plaster on this elevation 
confirm that it was extensively rebuilt. A range of lower study rooms along the north 
side of the courtyard may date from the original khanaqa. The high brick arch (iwan) 
that covers the prayer space in the summer mosque dominates the southern side  
of the courtyard, above which there is a raised platform flanked by two levels of study 
rooms. The brick-domed water cistern that forms the eastern side of the courtyard 
was the principal water source for the inhabitants of the Darb-e Malik neighbour-
hood until the 1970s and possibly also for the garrison in the adjoining citadel of Qala 
 Ikhtyaruddin. Originally supplied by a channel that led water from outside the city to 
the north, the cistern had fallen into disrepair and was being used as a rubbish-tip 
when documentation began in 2005. The marble water outlet, carved in the shape 
of a lion, survives. The external brickwork of the cistern suggests that buildings 
that adjoined it to the south and east were demolished, probably at the time that a 
 vehicular road was created through the northern gate of the Old City (Darwaza Malik) 
in the 1950s.

WorK undErtAKEn
Restoration of the Malik Mosque and Cistern complex began in early 2005 with the 
clearance of waste from the interior of the redundant cistern and removal of a thick 
layer of accumulated earth from the dome. Following a thorough inspection of the 
brick-masonry vaults and squinches, supporting the brick dome spanning the semi-
underground rectangular cistern, repairs were carried out with traditional fired bricks 
laid in lime mortar. The roof surface was then weatherproofed with lime mortar and 
finished with brick paving in order to provide a durable surface for maintenance. The 
waterproof plaster of the tank was then repaired, using a mix of lime, sand, wood 

top left, conservation work commenced with 
repairs to the dome of the cistern.

top right, accumulated debris had to be 
removed from the roof of the cistern before 
structural consolidation and repair work 
(seen here) could begin.

Bottom left, masons working to repair brick-
work at the entrance to the malik mosque.

Bottom right, brick paving laid in the court-
yard of the mosque will enable additional 
areas for  communal prayer.

Above, the malik mosque and cistern 
 complex prior to restoration.

Below, the water cistern was in a poor state  
of repair and used by traders and residents  
as a waste dump.
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ash, coal, plant fibres and brick powder prepared in the traditional manner. During the 
course of repairs to damaged walls to the east, traces were found of a plinth, which 
has been reconstructed in order to protect the building from traffic along the adjoin-
ing street. The bulk of the restoration work on the Malik Cistern was completed at the 
end of 2006.

Following detailed surveys, restoration work was initiated in early 2006 on the 
summer mosque. Using fired bricks applied with lime mortar, repairs were carried out  
to the iwan over the main prayer space, which had become separated from the  
southern back wall of the complex. Following the removal of a modern concrete floor 
in the prayer space, the substructure of parallel brick vaults was repaired and the area 
re-paved with fired bricks. Small prayer rooms on the upper level on each side of  
the main space were repaired and their traditional wooden screens (orosi) that give 
on to the courtyard were restored. Missing parts of the carved marble inscription that 
runs as a frieze around the main prayer space were located and refixed in place.  
Restoration work was completed by early 2007.

During the course of work in 2006, modern cement plaster and flooring were re- 
moved from the interior of the semi-underground winter mosque, which showed signs 
of extensive rising damp. The structure was left to dry out, before modern plaster on 
the east elevation was removed, revealing several sections of glazed brickwork around 
the modest iwan. The restoration of this elevation has entailed the reopening of the 
central arch to the courtyard and the installation of traditional orosi screens in the 
openings on the upper floor. The removal of the modern concrete floor and backfill 
material inside the winter mosque restored its original floor level, matching the raised 
prayer platform in the courtyard. A row of small vaulted study rooms along the north 
side of the courtyard, which had all but collapsed, were rebuilt using the original 
bricks applied with lime mortar. As part of efforts to improve access to basic services 
for the inhabitants of the area, the public water supply in the courtyard was upgraded, 
followed by the construction of drainage and a small ablution block and toilet.

The restoration project for the Malik complex (mosque and cistern) received an 
‘Award of Excellence’ in the 2008 UNESCO Asia-Pacific Heritage Awards for Cultural 
Heritage Conservation and currently the cistern serves as an art gallery for painting 
and calligraphy.

Above, ground-floor plan and sections.

Below, a public display of calligraphy and 
paintings produced inside the restored 
cistern.

Above, no longer suitable to contain water, 
the restored malik cistern is being used for 
 cultural training activities.

Left, the courtyard of the restored malik 
mosque.

right, the restored cistern with areas of re- 
pairs and repointing clearly distinguishable.

A

B

B

A

5 m

A–A

B–B

171170



Khwaja Rokhband Mosque  
and  Cistern Complex

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The shrine of Khwaja Rokhband (literally the “master who covers his face”), located 
in the Bar Durrani quarter of the Old City, comprises three mosques and a water cis-
tern grouped around a historic graveyard — shaded by several mature pistachio and 
pine trees. During conservation of historic graves in the courtyard of the complex, 
a  dedication carved in the original marble headstone dating from AD 846 (AH 232) 
was discovered concealed beneath a modern marble panel surrounding the grave 
of Khwaja Rokhband. While the original shrine may have dated from the mid-ninth 
century, it was rebuilt in the seventeenth century by the Safavid rulers of Herat and 
later, in the later nineteenth century, repaired by a local merchant by the name of 
Attarbashi — whose house was also restored by AKTC in 2008. The water cistern and 
underground mosque was probably built during the Safavid reconstruction of the site, 
while the winter mosque is an early twentieth-century addition by the community.

WorK undErtAKEn
Accessed from a small narrow covered passage (dalan), the Khwaja Rokhband Shrine 
was surveyed extensively in 2006, when it was discovered that the multiple buildings 
of the complex required extensive structural repair and weatherproofing. Conser-
vation work began with stripping damp internal plaster from the walls of the semi-
underground winter mosque, in order to assess the condition of the structural brick 
masonry, which was subsequently repaired and partially reconstructed. During the 
course of this work, a number of fired-clay vessels was found to have been built into 
the squinches of the brick vault, presumably to reduce the weight above arches and 
allow for ventilation of masonry.

Modern concrete was then removed from the internal floor of the winter mosque, 
which was re-paved with fired bricks. At this stage, it was possible to repair the roof 
surface of the mosque, which serves as a raised outdoor prayer area and a place for 
religious education. Small skylights were introduced in the fired-brick surface to pro-
vide light to the mosque below.

Work on the conservation of the cistern began with the removal of accumulated 
waste from inside the main water reservoir, followed by clearance of the mud-straw 
plaster (kahgil) finish from the surface of the brick-masonry dome that covers the 
centre of this building. Following repairs to sections of the fired-brick masonry, a 
layer of traditional weatherproof lime concrete was laid and finished with fired bricks, 
which provide a durable surface over the entire roof. During the course of the work, 

Above, constructed on multiple levels,  
masons work to repair the masonry domes  
over the winter prayer space.

Left, roof-level opening that looks onto  
the courtyard after restoration.

right, masons laying durable baked-brick 
 pavers above a waterproof layer of  
lime  concrete on the roof of the cistern.

Above, comprised of a water cistern, several 
spaces for prayer and a courtyard area for 
gathering, the Khwaja rokhband mosque was 
in a poor state of repair.

Below, the complex is one of the finest 
 examples of religious monuments remaining 
in Herat.
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Ground Floor Plan

Khwaja Rokhband Mosque_Cistern Complex

5m0
Section A-A

Khwaja Rokhband Mosque_Cistern Complex

5m0Section B-B

Khwaja Rokhband Mosque_Cistern Complex

the brick arch on the east side of the cistern was found to be structurally unstable, 
and was therefore largely rebuilt using materials similar to the original ones. On the 
north side of the cistern, ribbed plaster decoration in the central arch was repaired, 
following the pattern of the original work. On the east side of the cistern, an area used 
for community prayers was re-paved with fired bricks.

The final stage of the work entailed stabilization of damaged sections of internal 
lime plaster, and the fixing of screens to the openings, to deter those intending  
to dispose of waste in the reservoir. A new ablution block was built in the south-east 
corner of the compound, and brick paving laid between the historic graves in the 
adjoining cemetery, which is an important part of the complex.

Left, the restored conical dome of the cistern 
against the backdrop of the old city.

Below, the restored complex provides a space 
for relaxation and contemplation.

Above, ground-floor plan and sections.

Below, left, view of restored muqarnas 
decoration above the main arch (iwan) of the 
cistern.

right, inscriptions found on marble within  
the complex date to the mid-9th  century.

5 m
A

A

B

B

A–A

B–B

174 175

HErAt  RELIGIOUS BUILDINGS  KHWAJA ROKHBAND MOSQUE AND  CISTERN COMPLEx



Shash Nal Mosque

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The restoration of the Shash Nal Mosque, a late-nineteenth-century structure located 
south of the Ikhtyaruddin Citadel and forming part of the historic Darb-e Malik  
(the northern gate to the walled city), has enabled the safeguarding of an important 
 architectural ensemble regularly used for prayer and religious education. The mosque 
risked demolition under a road-widening scheme, which would also have incurred 
destroying other historic structures in its path. AKTC’s restoration of this mosque 
prevented widespread damage.

Prior to restoration work, which started in early 2010, the whole complex was in a 
poor state of repair with the courtyard surfaced in modern concrete while the fired-
brick perimeter walls were in a precarious condition. The mosque comprises six brick-
domed bays, four of which make up the main prayer space, facing a walled court- 
yard to the south that is also used as an outdoor prayer area. As part of the restoration,  
a small ablution and toilet block was reconstructed in the south-east corner of the 
courtyard. The main south elevation facing the courtyard is articulated into seven 
bays of fired-brick masonry.

WorK undErtAKEn
Conservation work commenced with the removal of accumulated earth material from 
the roof, allowing AKTC teams to inspect the condition of the brick-masonry dome 
underneath. It was found to be in poor condition, and repairs were carried out before 
backfilling with brick fragments and weatherproofing the roof with lime concrete. Flat 
fired-brick paving was used to finish the roof, providing a durable surface for mainte-
nance. The main south-facing facade of the mosque was cleaned and exposed brick-
work was repointed. Damaged sections of internal and external load-bearing brick 
walls and columns were repaired, followed by the paving of floors in the prayer space 
using flat fired bricks applied with damp-proof lime mortar.

Modern steel windows and doors were replaced with traditional cedar (archa) 
wood fenestration produced in AKTC’s carpentry workshop. In the final stage of work, 
traditional fired-brick paving was laid in the courtyard, followed by the construction 
of a water well and ablution facilities. The mosque was handed back to the commu-
nity in 2011 and has since been used for daily worship.

5m0
Ground Floor Plan
Shash Nal Mosque

Above, one of the few historic structures 
remaining in an area otherwise transformed 
by  speculative development, the mosque 
 provides a glimpse of the architecture of the 
old city in the late 19th century.

Left, view from the courtyard of the mosque 
towards the iktyaruddin citadel.

right, worshippers praying within the restored 
mosque.

Below, ground-floor plan.

the Shash nal mosque is located within  
a dense commercial area affected by road 
expansion work.

5 m
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Hazrat-e Bilal Mosque

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Situated in the Bar Durrani quarter, the structure that is now used as the Hazrat-e Bilal 
Mosque was originally built as a synagogue in the early twentieth century. It was one of 
four principal synagogues in the Old City and was originally named the Gul Synagogue, 
having been built for the use of the sizeable Jewish community that lived in Herat at 
that time.

Most probably erected on the foundations of an earlier building, the main structure 
is built of mud and surfaced with fired bricks, comprising a large central dome sur-
rounded by arched and vaulted spaces, with a smaller secondary dome to the north.  
A screened gallery on the first floor, which was possibly used by women, runs around 
the north and east sides of this main space. A brick-vaulted basement extends beneath 
the structure. It is accessed from the courtyard to the south by stairs leading to an 
open lobby that runs along the east side of the building. It is thought that this site began  
to be used as a mosque in the 1970s, after the departure of the Jewish community 
from Herat. At this time the raised platform (bima) in the central space was removed, 
a prayer niche (mihrab) created on one of the main piers of the structure, and the 
 internal decoration on the soffit of the dome (part of which is still visible) painted over.

In the western wall, the space in which the Torah was kept has been retained, along 
with the original plaster decoration. The main elevation, which is made up of an arched 
panel within which lie three doors at the lower level and a central screened window 
flanked by smaller openings above, is similar to other synagogues in Herat. In the 
Hazrat-e Bilal Mosque, the brick-domed underground chamber (mikveh), which was 
originally used for ritual cleansing, also survives.

WorK undErtAKEn
After discussions with community representatives, conservation work on the Hazrat-e 
Bilal Mosque started in 2009 with the removal of a concrete platform that had been 
added in the courtyard, which blocked access to the basement. This was followed 
by demolition of a recently constructed dividing wall in the courtyard directly above 
the dome of the underground mikveh, which was subsequently cleared of rubble 
and waste. The first stage of conservation of the main building entailed removal of 
earth from the domes, which were repaired before laying a weatherproof layer of lime 
 concrete finished with fired bricks. Unstable parts of the upper gallery were rebuilt, 
along with the flanking walls in the courtyard. Modern steel windows and doors on the 
south elevation were replaced with traditional wooden ones.

top left, above, masons work to reconstruct 
 damaged sections of the mosque.

middle left, a craftsman repairing plaster 
screens constructed to provide ventilation 
between internal spaces.

Above, courtyard areas were paved in order 
to prevent seepage of water into  the founda-
tions of the building.

Left, locally produced bricks enabled  
masons to reconstruct damage to masonry 
structures.

Although the Hazrat-e Bilal mosque was in 
use prior to restoration, it remained in a poor 
state of repair.
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5m0Hazrat Bilal Mosque

5m0
Section B-B
Hazrat Bilal Mosque

The final stage of the work entailed paving the courtyard and upgrading toilets and ablu-
tion facilities to the south-east of the complex. The conserved building is again in use  
as a mosque, and religious classes have resumed in the courtyard and rooms to south.

opposite page, above, ground-floor plan  
and sections. Below, the restored building 
provides much-needed space for prayer  
and  communal gatherings.

Above, paving laid to falls enables the 
 redirection of water to gutters and off the  
roof of the building.

Below, interior view of the restored mosque.

A

A

B

B
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Mukhtarzadah House

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Built by a well-known Herati merchant, whose name it bears, the Mukhtarzadah House 
represents an important part of the surviving traditional fabric in its area. Dating 
from the early twentieth century and built next to a commercial complex (serai) also 
owned by the family, the house is located in the historic Bar Durrani quarter of the 
Old City. The house was expanded over time to include two interconnected courtyard 
houses. The smaller of the two houses was the focus of a pilot conservation initia-
tive undertaken by AKTC in early 2005. What makes the Mukhtarzadah House unique 
among comparable houses that survived the intense conflict in the Old City in the 
early 1990s is that part of it spans a covered public street (dalan). Once a common 
feature of the Old City that has mostly been destroyed, shaded dalans enabled the 
public to move through the Old City in relative comfort in warmer months and pro-
vided shelter from rain and snow.

The house is accessed through an arched gateway from the dalan, leading to a 
masonry domed octagonal vestibule (hashti), which retains fine brick decoration. This  
in turn provides access to a central courtyard, which originally formed a forecourt for 
a larger residence that survives to the north-west of this house. With one, large, brick-
domed reception room on the ground floor, the bulk of the family quarters are on the 
upper level, and retain the distinctive glazed timber screens (orosi).

WorK undErtAKEn
Following the reconstruction of the brick-domed reception room on the ground floor, 
where there had been infiltration of water, the flat roofs of both north and south 
ranges were repaired. The extensive wooden orosi, some of which retain panes of 
coloured glass at the upper levels of the house, were repaired or replaced. The final 
stage of the conservation work entailed repairs to the moulded brick decoration on 
the courtyard elevations and on the underside of the domed entrance. In parallel  
with the restoration work on the house, the brick-vaulted dalan was repaired, and 
drains were laid under the new stone paving.

One of the first historic houses restored by AKTC in the Old City, the project 
 enabled technical teams to better understand brick-masonry architecture and to ex- 
plore traditional conservation techniques, while providing local craftsmen an oppor-
tunity for on-the-job training. When completed, the house was used as a venue for 
awareness-raising events with community representatives, before being returned to 
its owners.

5m0
Section A-A
Mukhtarzada House

Above, left, a variety of building styles and  
techniques, displaying both local and 
regional architectural influences, were 
retained in the restored house.

Above, right, following its restoration, the 
house was handed back to owners who con-
tinue to occupy the residence.

middle, left, restored internal space enclosed 
by a timber screen wall, which is uncommon 
to Herat, possibly inspired by the historic 
houses of Kabul.

middle, right, the house is accessed through  
a ribbed dome space linked to a covered 
alleyway (dalan).

Below, first-floor plan and section.

Above, a fine example of a large early 
 20th-century residential property, the 
mukhtarzadah House had been abandoned 
during the conflict in the old city.

Below, skilled labourers work to reconstruct  
a section of roofing.

5 m
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Akhawan House

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The Akhawan House is an important example of the versatility of the traditional ‘court-
yard house’ layout and local construction techniques, which have over time been 
adapted to the changing needs of their owners. Probably dating from the early twen- 
tieth century and possibly built on older foundations, the residential spaces of the 
Akhawan House are arranged in a conventional typology, with a single-storey north-
ern and double-storey southern range of rooms. The latter range extends over the 
adjacent covered street (dalan), off which there is access via a long, vaulted corridor 
to the central paved courtyard of the house. There is a large pool in the centre of this 
courtyard and an unusually large family hammam is situated in a semi-basement area 
on the west side of the house. Both ranges of the house have brick-vaulted semi- 
basements, while the inhabited spaces on the ground and first floors have timber joist 
roofs. Access to rooms on the northern side is through an internal vaulted corridor  
that runs down the back of these spaces, separating private spaces used by the family  
from reception space for guests. On the southern side, there are two flights of stairs  
at the back of deep landings that serve as lobbies to these spaces.

WorK undErtAKEn
Restoration of the Akhawan House entailed the removal of earth from most of the flat 
roof areas, enabling the repair of timber rafters that were close to collapse. The initial 
focus of conservation was on the western end of the complex, where the removal of 
an adjacent dalan had resulted in the partial subsidence of the building. Accumulated 
earth was removed from the semi-basements along the north side of the house, and 
the walls were stabilized where necessary using newly produced fired bricks and lime 
mortar. The roofs were stripped, damaged joists replaced, and a new protective layer 
of mud-straw plaster (kahgil) was applied. Internal plaster decoration was consoli-
dated and repairs to damaged sections of decorative brickwork required the produc-
tion of new bricks. Gypsum moulds were taken of original sections of embossed bricks 
and copies were made in a specially commissioned kiln, as part of AKTC’s efforts to 
resuscitate traditional construction crafts, before being used in the conservation of 
the external brick facade.

Following repairs to the roofs on the southern range, modern steel windows were  
replaced with timber fenestration that is in keeping with the original. The paved court- 
yard was repaired, along with the central pool. The conservation of the Akhawan House 
was completed in late 2006, when it was reoccupied by the owner and his family.

5m0
Ground Floor Plan

Akhawan House

5m0
Section A-A

Akhawan House

Above, the Akhawan House prior to 
conser vation.

Below, the courtyard of the house was paved 
in order to provide a durable finish.

Above, stabilization work was carried out 
before conservation of external brick decor-
ation could begin.

right, ground-floor plan and section.

Below, in an environment where tourism in 
Herat is becoming possible, such homes may 
generate significant income as guesthouses 
or small hotels.

5 m
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Attarbashi House

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Located in the Bar Durrani quarter of the Old City of Herat, the Attarbashi (or Herbal-
ists) House was built in the early twentieth century by a distinguished Herati physician 
and practitioner of herbal medicine. This sizeable residential complex, the various 
wings of which date from different periods or phases of expansion, had partially col-
lapsed when documentation activities began in the spring of 2005.

The entrance to the house was originally from a covered street (dalan) over which 
several of its rooms stood, but which has since collapsed. The house retained char-
acteristic features of large family homes of that era, including a northern (winter) 
and southern (summer) range of rooms built around a large central courtyard. Living 
spaces in the summer quarters were constructed with traditional wind scoops (baad-
gir), keeping spaces ventilated and cool during warmer months of the year. Upper 
floors on both wings are accessed via external colonnades of timber posts decor-
ated with plaster, behind which are rooms with wooden screens (orosi). A collapsed, 
 double-height, domed space retained traces of fine internal decorated plasterwork 
and intricate lattice screens.

As with other homes of this period, the Attarbashi House has a secondary service 
wing to the west, with a small octagonal courtyard giving on to a domed kitchen 
space with a large fireplace. In the eastern wing, close to the stables and street 
entrance, an unusual family bathhouse (hammam) was discovered. There is also a 
small shrine adjacent to the main entrance.

WorK undErtAKEn
As part of AKTC’s Area Development Programme in the Old City, a detailed survey of 
the house was undertaken, providing an opportunity to document a range of tradition- 
al construction techniques. Remains of decorated plasterwork and lattice screens 
excavated under the ruins of a double-height reception room in the southern range 
were carefully documented, and elements that could be repaired and reused in the 
conservation were relocated to a carpentry workshop established on the premises. 
Documentation of the house took place in parallel with emergency protection of vul-
nerable plaster decoration.

Elsewhere, most rooms of this large house had flat roofs with timber joists, which 
were found to be infested with termites. Accumulated earth was removed from 
above the roofs, following which damaged timber joists were replaced, new wooden 
boards were installed, and a protective layer of mud-straw plaster was applied. 

the Attarbashi House prior to conservation 
showing a large section of the southern  
range of two-storey rooms that had collapsed 
due to disrepair and neglect.

top left, rebuilding of a partially collapsed 
wall separating stables from a covered 
 hammam or bathing area.

top right, existing sections of decorated 
column capitals cleaned and repaired during 
conservation work.

Bottom, left, timber columns are wrapped in 
straw rope before being finished with plaster.

Bottom right, large sections of decorated 
orosi  windows and screens on the first-floor 
elevations of the house were restored  
and repaired, after which protective linseed  
oil was applied to prevent damage.
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Reconstruction of the domed reception space in the southern range was undertaken, 
drawing on examples from similar homes in the area. External colonnades in the 
upper sections of both wings were restored, along with extensive repairs made to 
 timber screens. The diversity of restoration work in the Attarbashi House has enabled 
the development of a range of skills among Herati craftsmen and contributed to 
efforts to raise awareness among community members and professionals in Herat.

Water again flows through a pool shaded by mature mulberry trees in the court-
yard of the restored Attarbashi House, which is a testament to the quality of Herat’s 
architectural heritage.

Above, view of the restored main elevation.

Left, restored living quarters on upper floors 
of the house.

right, an arched internal niche on the first 
floor of the southern range of rooms enclosed 
by an orosi screen window.

following pages, northern range of rooms 
 following completion of conservation 
activ ities.

Above, ground-floor plan, section and axono-
metric view.

Below, left, view of the upper colonnade 
 following restoration.

Below, right, registered as a national monu-
ment, the restored house retains original 
characteristics that make it one of the finest 
residences in Herat.

5 m
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Qandahari House

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
While the Qandahari House is said to have originally been built in the third quarter of 
the nineteenth century, its present form may include building extensions from a later 
period. The house is an important example of how the courtyard layout, with separate 
summer and winter quarters, and traditional construction techniques came to be 
adapted in the early to mid-twentieth century.

Access to the house is via a small vaulted vestibule with doors to each of the 
two dwellings that make up the residential complex. To the east are the large family 
quarters, arranged in the manner of traditional Herati homes of this period: a double-
storey range of rooms faces north for use in the summer, and a single-storey south-
facing range on a single storey with an arcaded veranda for use in the winter months. 
The north-facing elevation of this house is decorated with extensive colour-glazed tile 
work, unusual for a residential property and more in the manner of a religious build-
ing. All rooms in the dwelling face on to a large courtyard, which is paved with brick 
and has a central planted area. The adjoining single-storey dwelling, which was used 
to entertain and for house guests, is more modest in scale and decoration.

WorK undErtAKEn
Based on the physical documentation and a condition assessment prepared in 2006, 
conservation work on the Qandahari House has entailed focusing on structural 
repairs to the northern wing of the property and the replacement of large sections 
of the roof that had been at risk of collapse. The lower sections of load-bearing brick 
walls facing the courtyard, which had been damaged by water penetration, were 
replaced with newly produced fired bricks and repointed using lime mortar.

Areas of exposed brick arches in the main elevations had to be consolidated in 
situ, with newly produced colour-glazed tiles used to replace missing sections of 
external decoration. Subsequent to repairs of the brick paving of the courtyard, the 
house was returned to its owners in 2009.

5m0
Section A-A
Qandahari House

Left, unique in Herat for its extensive use 
of colour-glazed tile decoration, the house 
displays a variety of architectural design 
influences.

right, double-height decorated niches on a 
boundary wall help unify the architectural 
vocabulary on the courtyard elevations of the 
house.

Bottom, first-floor plan and section.

Above, built in several phases, the Qandahari 
House was in a poor state of repair prior to 
restoration.

Below, damaged sections of masonry and 
colour-glazed tile decorations were carefully 
repaired.

5 m
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First Floor Plan

Qandahari House
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Ground Floor Plan

Karbasi House

Karbasi House

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The Karbasi House, situated in a dense residential neighbourhood in the Bar  Durrani 
quarter, was built on the foundations of an older traditional house in 1915 and the 
south range was extensively remodelled in 1959. The residential complex is on the 
scale of several other Old City homes of wealthy trading families, most of which 
have been subdivided and fallen into disrepair. The house comprises twenty rooms, 
partially laid out on two floors, arranged around four independent courtyards, which 
would originally have provided an important focus for the domestic life of the 
occupants.

As in other homes, the customary separation between the family quarters and 
guests is ingeniously ensured by the built form. With external walls of earth and  
straw plaster over traditional mud bricks, it is only when entering the courtyards that  
visitors become aware how elements of contemporary architectural styles are 
incorporated in the internal elevations and the fenestration. The newer south range 
incorporates a traditional semi-basement, used for storage or for sleeping in summer, 
while the north range is on a single level and retains elaborate decorative moulded 
brickwork around the windows.

WorK undErtAKEn
Work on the Karbasi House began in mid-2006 in response to a need for suitable 
premises for a school of traditional music. Conservation work entailed extensive 
repairs to the traditional roofs, stabilization of sections of structural masonry in the 
north-western corner and the restoration of brick flooring, along with covered vaults 
that were found to exist inside the northern range. Damaged sections of decorated 
brickwork on the northern courtyard elevation were restored, reusing the original 
fired bricks where possible. The final stage of restoration entailed the removal of con-
crete from the courtyards and re-paving using traditional fired bricks, and landscap-
ing. Now used as a school for traditional music run by the Aga Khan Music Initiative 
(AKMI; see pp. 360–369) and previously as a workshop for traditional crafts, including 
glass-blowing and production of decorated bricks, the complex also demonstrates 
the potential for adaptive reuse for contemporary needs.

The Karbasi House, together with the Malik complex (mosque and cistern) and the 
Abresham Bazaar, received the Award of Excellence in the 2008 UNESCO Asia-Pacific 
Heritage Awards for Cultural Heritage Conservation.

5m0
Section A-A

Karbasi House

Above, the Karbasi House was named after its 
owner, a merchant of linen cloth, and required 
extensive repair.

Below, sections of the original woodwork 
were salvaged and reused in the restoration 
of the house.

Above, teams working to clear debris and 
repair masonry brickwork.

Left, perimeter wall foundations were 
repaired and stabilized in sections using 
coarse stone masonry.

right, ustads and students practicing trad- 
itional music in the courtyard of the restored 
house as part of the Aga Khan music 
 initiative.

Below, ground-floor plan and section.

5 m
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Posteendoz House

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Located in the Abdullah Mesri quarter of the Old City, the Posteendoz House (named 
after its owner who was a furrier) is one of the most important examples of residential 
property to be recorded as part of AKTC’s surveys in the Old City.

With highly unusual figurative painted decoration as well as fine timber fenestra-
tion and internal plasterwork, the large, two-storey courtyard house is believed to 
have been built at the end of the nineteenth century. At the time of AKTC’s initial 
 survey in 2008, the house had been extensively damaged, with sections of the north-
ern range having collapsed. Additional destruction to the south-eastern corner of  
the courtyard had occurred after this part of the house had been sold off and re- 
developed by its new owners. In addition to the size and fine architectural features of 
the house, what distinguished this property from others surveyed by AKTC was the 
discovery of an extraordinary mural painted on a plastered dome in one of the lower 
rooms of the western range.

Stylistically, this mural resembles the folk art of the coffee house (qahva khanah), 
popular in Iran in the late-nineteenth-century Qajar period. These paintings usually 
provided a backdrop for storytelling and religious rituals, particularly during Muharram, 
but it is not clear how this small domestic space might have been used. While some 
traditional houses in Herat have floral or geometric painted decoration, a figurative 
painting on this scale is very unusual.

WorK undErtAKEn
Full-scale conservation work began in late 2009 and entailed the reconstruction of 
collapsed sections of structural brick masonry as well as repairs to the roofs, the 
colonnaded veranda, and the distinctive moulded brickwork on the courtyard eleva-
tions of the house. The external timber screens, containing sections of coloured glass, 
along the upper northern colonnade were repaired and conserved. Surviving areas 
of internal decorative painted plaster were carefully cleaned and consolidated. New 
timber screens and doors were produced, following traditional designs and using 
cedar wood, and installed in areas where the previous fenestration had been missing 
or destroyed. Following the completion of building conservation, the courtyard was 
paved using fired bricks and measures were taken to improve drainage in the wider 
area in order to reduce the risk of future flooding of this low-lying property.

Teams of restorers were engaged and trained in the preservation of the figurative 
mural decorating the internal surface of a dome in the western range. Using specialist 

Above, in a poor state of repair, the 
 posteendoz House is one of the most impor-
tant houses restored by AKtc in Herat.

opposite page, craftsmen worked simultan-
eously to repair structural damage and 
 con solidate existing decorative elements.
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Posteendoz House

5m0
Section A-A

5m0
Section B-B

materials, detached sections of plaster were reattached to the masonry dome and 
missing areas were consolidated using gypsum plaster, preventing further damage  
to original sections of the mural. The painted surface of the mural was conserved  
in order to prevent damage from moisture or dust, making it possible to clean and 
maintain the painting in the future.

The project has also provided opportunities for on-the-job training of Afghan 
professionals and craftsmen in the conservation of painted decoration and carved 
plaster.

Above, ground-floor plan and sections.

Below, landscaping work was carried out and 
the restored house handed back to its  owners.

Above, an exquisite figurative mural, located 
in one of the lower rooms, was carefully 
restored.

Below, decorated niches in living  quarters 
were cleaned and missing sections replaced.

right, a carpenter working to repair damage 
to timber screens.

BB

A

A
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Entezari House

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The Entezari House is located in the Abdullah Mesri quarter of the Old City and is 
believed to have been built at the end of the nineteenth century by the grandfather of 
the current owner. A large family house was expanded during successive generations. 
The property is built around two courtyards: a smaller western courtyard, which is 
intended for entertaining guests (saracha), and a larger inner courtyard around which 
the residential quarters are arranged.

Consisting of one- and two-storey levels, with a basement on three sides of the 
residential area, the house is accessed through a covered street (dalan) leading  
to the smaller western courtyard, from which an octagonal domed space (hashti) 
provides access to the private family area.

With separate areas for stables, a kitchen and storage areas, and a family 
 hammam, the most architecturally significant space is a second-floor reception hall 
containing decorated niches (chini khana), folding timber screens (pataii), and 
a decorated wooden ceiling. The existence of wind scoops (baadgir) in this room 
means that the hall would have been occupied in the summer, making use of Herat’s 
famous 120 days of summer winds (baad-hae sad-o-bist rouza), and providing the 
family with much-needed respite from hot summer months.

With distinctive spaces intended for separate use in summer and winter months, 
by guests and family members, and others allocated for services and storage,  
the layouts of this and other traditional Herati houses are both functional and rich  
in architectural variation.

WorK undErtAKEn
As part of AKTC’s conservation initiative in the Old City, restoration work began in 
mid-2007 with the removal of accumulated debris from above the roofs of the  various 
wings of the house, followed by repairs to the timber joists and re-roofing of the 
building using traditional methods and materials. Once the house was protected from 
rain and snow, internal work included repairs and conservation of pataii screens, the 
plastering of internal spaces surrounding the eastern courtyard, and laying appropri-
ate floor finishes. Additional work included the repair and restoration of the outer 
facades, including the installation of glazed tiles and decorative brickwork. Following 
the laying of fired-brick paving in the courtyard, the house was returned to its owners 
in early 2008.

5m0
Ground Floor Plan

Nasir Entezari House

Section A-A
5m0Nasir Entezari House

Above, resembling historic homes in Kabul 
due to its extensive use of timber screens,  
the Entezari House was in a poor state of 
repair prior to restoration.

Below, the timber screens of the house were 
affected by water damage.

top left, carpenters working to repair and 
replace sections of decorative screens.

top right, additional work was carried out 
to reconstruct large areas of the roof using 
traditional techniques.

Above, the restored house serves as an excel-
lent example of the cross-fertilization of 
architectural forms and materials between 
different regions of the country.

Left, ground-floor plan and section.

5 m

5 m
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Ikhtyaruddin Citadel

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
As one of the most iconic landmarks in Herat, Qala Ikhtyaruddin is central to the 
turbulent history of the city and is an impressive example of surviving citadels in the 
region. Alexander the Great besieged Herat in 300 BC during his campaign against 
the Achaemenids. Known at the time as Artacoana (the ancient capital of Aria), Herat 
was rebuilt and called Alexandria of Aria. It is believed that a citadel was first estab-
lished on its current site during this period. Incorporated into the northern perimeter 
of a square walled city by the Ghaznavids, the qala stood witness to the changing 
fortunes of successive empires before being laid waste by Genghis Khan in 1222. 
Rebuilt by the Kart dynasty that occupied the city in 1245, Herat was again destroyed 
by Timur in 1381. His son Shah Rukh transformed the citadel of Qala Ikhtyaruddin after 
1415, when the fortifications were entirely rebuilt with fired bricks and new buildings 
were erected inside its walls. Shah Rukh located his royal residences within the cita-
del and the city flourished as a centre for Islamic culture and learning, with the poet 
Jami and the painter Behzad part of the royal court.

After falling into decline under the Mughals, Herat was the centre of a struggle for 
territorial control between the Persians, Uzbeks and Afghans. Critical to British strat-
egy during the “Great Game”, its forces assisted Afghans in defending Herat against  
a joint Russian-Persian assault in 1837. Their fortified positions were located within the 
citadel, before the city was formally designated as part of the emerging Afghan state 
in 1857. While Qala Ikhtyaruddin continued at times to play an important defensive 
role, its earth and fired-brick structure fell into disrepair. Fortifications were in such 
a poor state that the commander of the Herat garrison began to demolish them and 
cart off the materials for reuse in new military facilities elsewhere. This prompted the 
central government to intervene and to initiate a joint programme of consolidation 
and preservation with UNESCO in 1976.

Many of the buildings inside the upper and lower enclosures were of mud brick 
and largely in ruins when restoration work began in 1976. The remains of the treasury 
in the north-east corner of the upper citadel and the barracks and stable blocks in the 
lower area were stabilized or rebuilt using fired bricks in lime mortar — or gypsum for 
domes or vaults. A number of residential structures arranged around paved court-
yards, some retaining fragments of painted plaster decoration, were also found in the 
upper enclosure during these investigations. Archaeological excavations along the 
north side of the fortifications at that time revealed a paved slope, or glacis, of large 
sandstone slabs laid in horizontal layers over the man-made embankment from which 

following restoration of the rampart fortifi-
cations, workers lay stone paving to falls in 
order to redirect rainwater.

Above, the ikhtyaruddin citadel — seen in this 
early 20th-century image — continued to be 
used as a military garrison until 2006, when 
it was transferred to the custodianship of the 
ministry of information and culture.

Below, painted decoration within the royal 
residences located in the upper citadel.

the citadel walls rise. In places, the stone was found to be covered by a layer of large 
fired bricks or lime concrete. Together with the brick towers along this side, the glacis 
has been dated to the reconstruction of the citadel by Shah Rukh in 1415. One sec-
tion of Timurid decoration on a brick tower on the north-western corner of the citadel 
was restored after 1977. Above a stone frieze along the base of the tower and adjoin-
ing brick walls is an inscription in Thulth script on large glazed tiles using the ‘seven 
colours’ (haft rang) technique. Traces of smaller tile work with Kufic inscriptions were 
found and may have run the length of the citadel above the main frieze. Parts of this 
tower have an added revetment, which is decorated in the banai technique of large 
glazed tiles in a lozenge pattern, set in gypsum mortar. Many of the structures con-
served during this time again fell into disrepair when the restoration was interrupted 
by unrest in Herat in 1979 that heralded wider resistance to Soviet occupation. Having 
been reoccupied by the military during the conflict, and used in part by the police as 
a prison, the citadel was vacated and transferred to the custody of the Department of 
Historic Monuments of the Ministry of Information and Culture in 2005.

The citadel complex extends over 250 metres in length and is 70 metres wide in  
places. It is divided into two main walled enclosures. The uppermost is roughly recti-
linear in plan and is built on a man-made mound (possibly the remains of older ram-
parts of earlier city walls) on which ruins of officers’ quarters and the treasury survive. 
The lower enclosure is divided from the older higher section by a narrow street with 
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Ikhtyaruddin
Citadel

top left, destroyed prior to conservation 
work, the southern entrance linking the upper 
citadel was reconstructed according to the 
original structure.

top right, restoration of the brick masonry 
required the production of square bricks.

Bottom left, external surfaces of domed 
spaces were weatherproofed and paved with 
durable bricks.

Bottom right, a view of the lower citadel area 
showing teams of masons repairing the roofs 
of multiple structures.

the site plan shows the lower (left) and upper 
(right) sections of the citadel surrounded 
by buttressed-rampart fortifications and a 
recently created public park.

1  Lower citadel
2  East exhibition space
3  Central exhibition space
4  Museum
5  Outdoor amphitheatre
6  Entrance courtyard
7  Upper citadel, archaeological area

a fortified entrance to the south, and has a series of barracks and stable buildings 
 dating from the nineteenth century (rebuilt in the late 1970s) grouped around an ex- 
tensive courtyard space enclosed by lower walls to the south. There are, in total, 
eighteen brick towers set within the defensive perimeter walls that are in places two 
metres thick and rise to an average height of sixteen metres over stone foundations, 
small sections of which are in lime mortar. While the external surfaces are mainly built 
of fired bricks set in mud mortar, there are some sections of saturated compacted 
clay (pakhsa), in places plastered with a mud and straw mix. The body of most walls  
is filled with a conglomerate of broken fired bricks in mud mortar, with timber ties 
used in many places to strengthen the structure.

WorK undErtAKEn
As part of AKTC’s Area Development Programme in the Old City of Herat, the Trust 
implemented a range of conservation and consolidation activities aimed at safe-
guarding the historic citadel of Qala Ikhtyaruddin and making it accessible to the 
public. Based on detailed surveys and an assessment of the state of the outer defen-
sive walling, physical work prioritized the stabilization of critical sections of the cita-
del deemed to be at high risk of collapse or further deterioration. Work included the 
stabilization and restoration of several large spaces in the lower citadel, including the 
construction of an outdoor amphitheatre, which has provided much-needed space 
for temporary exhibitions and public events. The entirety of the perimeter fortification 

walls and towers in the lower and upper citadel have been repaired and structurally 
stabilized, with large sections of parapets reconstructed to prevent future damage.  
A partially collapsed building located at the landing of the tunnel connecting the lower 
and upper citadels was reconstructed, providing additional space for events and 
gatherings. Repair work on the Timurid tower, containing the only remaining section 
of colour-glazed tile work, required the strengthening of existing buttresses and the 
construction of a protective stone-masonry breast wall at the base of the tower. Sur-
viving sections of the original glazed tiles were consolidated and damage to exposed 
brick masonry was carefully repaired.

Originally part of the military barracks located in the lower citadel, a building  
constructed with fourteen brick-masonry domes located on the western perimeter 
of the lower courtyard was restored for use as an additional exhibition space. Upon 
completion of the restoration work, an exhibition of photographs and illustrations  
dating from the mid-late nineteenth century from the collection of the British Library  
 — including monuments and sites in Herat — was permanently installed within this 
space. Improvements to visitor access and facilities and the restoration of existing 
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Above, laser-scan survey, three-dimensional 
model.

opposite page, above, laser-scan survey, 
latitudinal sections and, below, section.

following pages, the restored citadel is inter-
mittently used for cultural programmes and 
has recently been opened to the public.

20mSection B-B 0

structures, which have potential for adaptive reuse, ensured that the site would be 
used for appropriate cultural and educational activities in the future.

In parallel to AKTC’s conservation activities, the German Archaeological Institute 
(DAI) conducted archaeological excavations within the citadel. During the course of 
this work, plans were formulated for the establishment of a museum and conservation 
workshop on the site. The aim was to enable the local department to undertake basic 
conservation of existing objects in the collection, and to exhibit key items, includ-
ing manuscripts that were stored elsewhere in the city. In collaboration with the DAI 
and local authorities, part of AKTC’s restoration activities focused on conserving and 
upgrading an existing section of buildings in the lower area of the citadel for use as  
a permanent museum, archive and storage area for artefacts.

The conservation of Qala Ikhtyaruddin has been one of the largest preservation 
projects in Herat since the 1970s, offering an opportunity for the development of 
skills of Afghan professionals and craftsmen and the generation of significant employ-
ment. The project generated almost 70,000 man-days of work for skilled craftsmen 
and unskilled labour. In the context of increasing pressure for wholesale ‘redevelop-
ment’ of the traditional fabric of the Old City, the restored citadel will serve as an 
example of the potential for adaptive reuse of public historic structures for cultural 
and educational functions.

20 m
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Chahar Suq Cistern and  
Market Complex

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Built in 1634 by the Safavid governor of Herat, the Chahar Suq Cistern is located at the 
central crossroads of the square Old City of Herat and directly adjacent to a historic 
covered bazaar demolished during the British occupation of the city in 1840–42. Its 
name refers to the intersection of four bazaars (chahar suq). The structure functioned 
as a vital source of water for the inhabitants of the Old City until the 1970s. The brick 
dome of the cistern is the largest in Afghanistan, with a clear internal span of twenty 
metres and height of sixteen metres, capped by a large ‘lantern’ skylight. Built on 
a massive square supporting structure, the ribbed dome is covered with a sixteen- 
facetted infill brick-masonry surface. Open on four sides through arched portals (iwan), 
the structure is accessible from the north and west through flights of high stairs used 
for collecting water and cleaning the cistern. The northern main iwan is built with geo-
metric ribbed brickwork, decorated with a spare use of colour-glazed tiles.

The Chahar Suq Cistern, capable of storing more than 2400 cubic metres of water, 
is the largest of seventeen known cisterns in an ingenious potable water network  
that provided water to inhabitants of the city. Water from the Harirud River was re- 
directed more than eighteen kilometres through the Enjil Canal into Herat and entered 
the cistern through an inlet on the north-eastern wall. During water shortages, water 
remained in the cistern where it would have been used by the public. When water was 
plentiful, the cistern would have been filled and an outlet on the southern wall allowed 
water to flow directly to houses in the Abdullah Mesri quarters of the Old City.

The Abresham Bazaar was built in the second quarter of the nineteenth century, 
directly adjacent to the southern elevation of the cistern. Probably sited on an earlier 
structure, this bazaar was built by Haji Musa, a rich merchant who also dedicated a  
fine mosque in the northern Qutbe Chaq quarter, where he is buried. The bazaar has 
been a centre for trade in silk thread since its construction, and producers from the  
outlying village bring silk thread for sale in the bazaar to this day, where woven woollen 
products are also sold.

One of only two traditional covered commercial complexes left in the Old City, the 
spine of the bazaar is a vaulted double-height space that leads directly from the street, 
and is flanked on both sides by two-storey, small, brick-domed workshops and stores.

On the upper level, these spaces retain distinctive wooden screens (orosi) opening 
on to the central space, which is lit from above by ‘lantern’ skylights. The structure of 
the bazaar is of traditional fired brick which, in the wing that adjoins the Chahar Suq 
Cistern, shows signs of extensive alterations and repairs. The Abresham Bazaar extends 

Above, view of one of the last instances where 
the chahar Suq cistern was used to store and 
distribute water in the old city, 1976.

Below, the chahar Suq cistern was in a poor 
state of repair prior to conservation work.

Above, modern encroachments had been 
built upon the open public space at the main 
entrance to the cistern.

Below, accumulated debris had to be 
removed before structural consolidation and 
repair work could commence on the roofs of 
the complex.
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WorK undErtAKEn
Conservation of the Chahar Suq complex was implemented in phases, with work com- 
mencing on the cistern in 2005. Conservation of the cistern entailed the removal of 
more than a metre of accumulated earth from the roof, to enable the examination 
of the state of brick masonry. Large sections of the dome, damaged by artillery fire, 
required complex structural consolidation and repair before the roof surface was 
finished with durable brick paving laid on lime concrete.

An outbreak of cholera in 1978 forced authorities to seal open-water cisterns and 
construct a piped water network for the Old City, resulting in the slow deterioration  
of these structures, which remained unused. Subsequent interior work included re- 
moval of accumulated waste and debris from within the cistern, before repairs could 
be carried out on deformed brick relieving arches under the dome. Temporary par-
tition walls built by shop owners at entrances to the iwans were removed, restoring 
natural light and ventilation for the internal space. The walls of the water reservoir, 
once containing thousands of cubic metres of water, were plastered using a tradition- 
al waterproof plaster (saru). A mixture of hydrated lime, wood ash, natural plant  
fibres and animal fat, the saru plaster retains the black colour of coal powder used  
in the mix.

Restoration of the Abresham Bazaar commenced at the end of 2006, in parallel 
with the completion of work on the dome of the cistern. The relatively fragile state 
of the structure, parts of which were close to collapse, was revealed when earth was 
removed from the roof of the adjoining Chahar Suq Cistern, exposing ad hoc alter-
ations to the massive brick structure that abuts the more recently built bazaar. It 
was also found that a double-height storage space to the south of the cistern had in 
fact been an open courtyard, through which water from the cistern had previously 
overflowed. The removal of the modern roof and a dividing wall also revealed a finely 
 patterned brick dome over the area where water had in the past been collected by 
those working in or visiting the surrounding bazaars.

to the east where a later addition to the market (serai) is arranged around an open rec-
tangular courtyard, while another smaller complex (qaisariah) grouped around a tiny 
hexagonal courtyard lies to the north-west. This ensemble demonstrates the ingenuity 
of traditional builders in maximizing the use of space, while creating a series of micro-
environments to address seasonal extremes. The covered Qannaad Bazaar was built 
at the end of the nineteenth century, replacing an earlier construction on the north-
eastern side of the Chahar Suq Cistern. Together with the Abresham and Qaisariah 
Bazaars, these constructions have permanently transformed the external elevations of 
the Chahar Suq Cistern.

Having undergone a range of attempts at repair over the years, surveys conducted 
by AKTC in 2005 revealed significant settlement in parts of the superstructure of the 
cistern, caused in part by excavations carried out to construct the adjoining bazaars 
and as a result of damage sustained during conflict. Sections of the roofs of the 
 Abresham and Qannaad Bazaars had suffered significant damage, with internal parti-
tion walls and timber screens in an advanced state of disrepair.

Above, masonry domes, vaults and arches 
were repaired and weatherproofed.

Below, a mason replacing missing  sections  
of brickwork.

Left, ribbed plaster decorations (karbandi) 
were  reconstructed according to designs 
found on original sections of the building.

With repair work completed, brick pavers 
were laid on top of the dome of the cistern.
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With the physical link between the cistern and the Abresham Bazaar re-established, 
work began on phased repairs to structural masonry along the west side of the 
vaulted central space, where a number of the small domes over workshop areas were 
found to have collapsed. Several brick arches and vaults needed to be completely 
rebuilt, using traditional fired bricks laid in lime mortar. A series of domed workshop 
spaces along the south side were restored, along with the vaulted corridor by which 
they are accessed. With the supporting structure stabilized on both sides, the earth 
layer was removed from the six principal domes over the central spine of the bazaar. 
This enabled repairs to be made to the domes and the series of brick arches support-
ing them.

Matching the work that had been carried out on the adjoining Chahar Suq  Cistern,  
the domes and the areas of flat roof over the Abresham Bazaar were finished with  
fired-brick paving, and brick-masonry ‘lantern’ skylights were rebuilt over all six 
domes. The underside of the entire central brick-masonry structure was then repointed  
with lime mortar, once access had been negotiated with the shopkeepers. A dozen 
traditional wooden screens were removed from the upper workshops, repaired and 
refixed, while several additional screens were introduced in spaces where traces of 
frames indicated that they had originally existed. The final stage of the work entailed 
the replacement of modern concrete flooring throughout with traditional fired-brick 

opposite page, the restored Sayed 
 mohammad Khan Bazaar being used for the 
sale of household goods.

top left, with the restoration of the masonry 
structure and woodwork complete,  workers 
lay brick paving in the Abresham Bazaar.

top right, teams of carpenters work to 
repair and restore the timber screen of the 
 Abresham Bazaar.

Above, individual shop units in the bazaars 
were repaired and made usable.
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paving. This also allowed for the introduction of improved underground drainage be- 
tween the bazaar and neighbouring buildings. Although only part of the building 
was used when the restoration work started, the Abresham Bazaar has since largely 
reverted to its original wholesale/retail function.

Since the completion of major restoration work in 2008, the cistern has been used 
for public and cultural functions on an ad hoc basis. Following extensive discussions 
with relevant authorities and owners of commercial facilities, ad hoc encroachments 
to the front of the cistern were removed and an urban public plaza was restored. In 
addition to the main cistern space, the newly repaired roof of the cistern and adjacent 
bazaars provide a large recreational area, with views over the rooftops of the Old City  
to the east and north. The restoration of the Abresham Bazaar has enhanced the  busi- 
nesses of those currently leasing shops and workshops in the complex, many of whom  
continue traditional trade in raw silk and also sell products woven inside the market.

Chahar Suq Cistern Complex

1 Chahar Suq Cistern
2 Sayed Mohammad Khan Bazaar
3 Abresham Bazaar
4 Qaysareya Bazaar
5 Courtyard Access to Cistern

Chahar Suq Cistern Complex
Ground Floor Plan

10m0

5m 0

Section A-A

Chaharsuq Cistern & Market Complex

the restored cistern and market complex 
occupies a key location at the geographical 
centre of the old city.

Above, ground-floor plan and section.

1 Chahar Suq Cistern
2 Sayed Mohammad Khan Bazaar
3 Abresham Bazaar
4 Qaysareya Bazaar
5 Courtyard Access to Cistern

Below, left, the single-shell dome of the cistern 
is the largest of its kind in Afghanistan with  
a span of twenty metres.

centre, a view of one of the restored staircases 
leading to the roof of the complex.

right, intermittently used for public cultural 
functions, the restored complex provides  
a glimpse into the ingenuity of its builders.
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Wazir Cistern

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
One of the few remaining covered water cisterns in the Old City, the Wazir Cistern is 
located in the Momandha quarter, 200 metres to the south of the Chahar Suq Cistern. 
A dedication above the main eastern arch (iwan) states that the cistern was built by 
the Safavid governor of Herat in the seventeenth century. Originally part of a larger 
historic fabric of bazaars and covered passages (dalan), the cistern is now embedded 
within a range of commercial premises located on the main north-south access into 
the Old City.

The masonry structure covering the cistern is composed of two main arches span-
ning approximately nine metres on a rectangular base, intersecting two  sub-arches 
filled with half-domes and a small dome at its centre capped by an octagonal  ‘lantern’ 
skylight. Having remained functional up to 1979 (when an outbreak of cholera  
forced its closure), at the time of surveys conducted by AKTC in 2005 the cistern was  
filled with waste deposited by shop owners and posed an environmental concern for 
residents.

WorK undErtAKEn
Conservation work began in 2006 with the removal of waste and accumulated debris 
from within the cistern. Access to the building was provided following the removal  
of a temporary construction blocking its main entrance. Work on the roof of the struc-
ture required the removal of accumulated earth and repair of one of the main arches, 
which had deformed when penetrating water had softened its mud mortar. Following 
structural consolidation, the roof was backfilled using lightweight brick fragments 
before a weatherproof layer of lime concrete was applied and paved with fired brick.

Drainage from adjoining properties, which had until then been channelled into 
the cistern, was redirected to main drains and internal masonry walls allowed to dry 
out. Internal exposed brick elevations were cleaned and repointed, before waterproof 
plaster (saru) was applied to lower sections of the reservoir. External load-bearing 
walls and sections of the main iwan were repaired and repointed. Following comple-
tion of restoration, the property was registered as a national monument and returned 
to the local Department of Historic Monuments, which uses it occasionally for public 
events or tourist purposes.

2.5m0
Ground Floor Plan

Wazir Cistern

2.5m0
Section A-A
Wazir Cistern

Left, following repairs to the structure, the 
internal brick elevations of the restored cistern 
were cleaned and repointed using lime mortar.

Above, light filters through an oculus at the 
apex of the dome.

Below, in addition to repairing the domes 
and masonry arches of the cistern, new brick 
 paving was laid on its roof and internal spaces.

Bottom, ground-floor plan and section.

Encroached upon by more recent  construction, 
the Wazir cistern was being used by residents 
of the surrounding area as a dumping groud 
for household waste. Below, an internal view of 
the cistern showing extensive damage caused 
by water penetration from the roof.

2.5 m
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Hariva School

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Situated in the Momandha quarter of the Old City of Herat, the structure that has 
been used since the 1980s as the Hariva Primary School was originally built as a 
 synagogue in the late nineteenth century. One of four principal synagogues in the 
Old City, the Shamawel (or Samuel) Synagogue was built by the sizeable Jewish 
 community that lived in Herat at that time. Probably built on the foundations of an 
earlier building, the present structure follows the established form, with nine brick-
domed bays forming the main prayer space, at the centre of which stands a raised 
platform bound by four supporting piers. Along the west wall of this space are a 
series of small rooms that were used for religious rituals, and where the Torah was 
kept. The east elevation, which faces a large courtyard, makes use of both classical 
and vernacular elements, including traditional glazed tile work. In the courtyard lies 
a brick-domed underground chamber (mikveh) that was used for ritual cleansing. 
Additional buildings along the west side of the complex were in ruins at the time of 
surveys in 2006.

WorK undErtAKEn
After protracted negotiation with the Departments of Education and Historic Monu-
ments in Herat, it was agreed that the historic part of the synagogue would be re- 
stored and that new classrooms would be constructed to the east, on the site of the 
ruined outbuildings. Work began on site in 2009 with the propping of unstable parts 
of the structure and dismantling of those parts that were to be replaced. This was 
followed by the construction of the new classrooms, which follow the footprint of the 
original building and have been designed to respect the roofline of surrounding  
buildings in the Old City. Toilets and washing facilities have also been incorporated 
into the new building.

During the later stages of this construction, restoration work was initiated on the 
historic synagogue, which was re-roofed and internal plasterwork repaired, along 
with damaged parts of the east elevation. The completed building was handed back 
for use as a primary school, improving access to education for the estimated 15,000 
school-age children in the Old City.
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Section A-A
Hariva School_Synagogue

Above, students at the Hariva School studied 
in donated tents prior to conservation work.

Below, in a poor state of repair, the school 
was unsafe for use by children from the local 
community.

Left, first-floor plan and section.

Above, the restored school provides much-
needed space for primary education in one  
of the densest residential areas in Herat.

Below, built originally as a synagogue, the 
historic parts of the building currently serve 
as classrooms.

5 m
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Yu Aw (Synagogue)

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Abandoned when the Jewish community left Herat in the 1970s, the Yu Aw Synagogue 
seems to have fallen into disrepair by the time that significant damage was inflicted 
on western parts of the city during the 1978 upraising and during the years of conflict 
that followed. Located in the Momandha quarter of the Old City, photographs from the 
1990s already showed the extent of this damage with fine internal plaster decoration 
extensively impaired. By the time that surveys were undertaken by AKTC in 2006, the 
structural integrity of the complex was compromised (sizeable sections of the brick-
masonry side vaults had collapsed) affecting the stability of other parts of the building.

Dating from the turn of the twentieth century, this building follows a pattern seen 
in other synagogues in Herat, with a large domed central space, in the centre of which 
stands a raised platform (bima).

WorK undErtAKEn
Technical support was provided by AKTC to the Department of Historic Monuments 
towards the conservation of the synagogue in 2007. Clearance work focused on the 
removal of significant amounts of earth material from the ground floor of the syna-
gogue complex (under the main prayer area), following which the structure was left 
for several weeks to allow the waterlogged brick-masonry walls to dry. This enabled 
inspection of the condition of the foundations of the main part of the complex which, 
it was found, took the form of a series of parallel barrel vaults running in an east-west 
direction.

Initial stabilization activities focused on repairs to the interior skin of the brick-
masonry walling in the basement area and reconstruction of two damaged barrel 
vaults at the north end of the structure. At the same time, the west wall of the syna-
gogue was propped from the outside and new brickwork inserted in areas where the 
brick masonry had crumbled as a result of rising damp from the adjoining street.

Following the stabilization of the basement of the synagogue, timber props were 
inserted into the main first-floor prayer area, whose masonry arches showed signs of 
structural failure. Although the entire structure was fragile, this propping enabled a 
thorough inspection of the surface of the brick-masonry domes, after the removal of 
a small section of the earth covering. Further analysis of the stability of the structure 
resulted in the repair of two brick arches that flanked the main prayer area, enabling 
the reconstruction of the two narrow brick vaults, using bricks of the same dimensions 
as those found in the original.

Having removed the earth over the entire upper surface of the main dome, it was 
found that the original brick masonry could be repaired by filling smaller cracks with 
gypsum, while using lime mortar in sections of new brickwork. The cavity between 
the upper surfaces of the dome and (original and new) vaults was therefore filled with 
brick masonry in lime mortar, in order to provide the necessary mass to stabilize the 
structure. In order to weatherproof the roof and enable redirection of rainwater, brick 
paving was laid to falls above a layer of lime concrete. All exposed areas were then 
finished with lime concrete, over which a surface of fired bricks was laid.

Having secured the roof of the main wing of the building, areas of decorated 
plaster that had become detached from the brick walling were stabilized by  injecting 
gypsum into cavities behind the plaster. In certain areas, it was also necessary to 
fill deep cracks in the structural brickwork with the same gypsum mix. At the same 
time, remaining sections of the distinctive plaster latticework on the main facade 

the first stage of restoration work focused  
on stabilizing existing sections of the  building 
and consolidating the painted plaster 
decor ations.

Above, built by a sizeable jewish community, 
the yu Aw Synagogue was in a poor state  
of repair, with areas of the building having 
collapsed.

Below, the ruined sites had been vacated and 
served as a playground for children from the 
community.
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were stabilized with gypsum, while the small windows (seen on photos of the building 
taken in the 1970s) have been restored. Elsewhere on this facade, conventional case-
ment windows have been reinstalled.

During the course of surveys, mention was made by local residents of a stairway 
that led to an underground well, which had served as a source of water for the sur-
rounding community. While laying brick paving in the synagogue courtyard, the 
oculus of a small domed space was revealed, and this led to the discovery of a  narrow 
stair (blocked by earth after partial collapse) that gave access to this octagonal under- 
ground space (mikveh) in the centre of which there is a pool. This highly unusual 
structure, which might have served both practical and ritual functions, has now been 
cleared and repaired. Given the instability of the range of rooms on the eastern side 
of the courtyard of the complex, two new rooms were built on stone foundations 
providing a small latrine for future users of the complex. The perimeter wall along the 
north side of the courtyard was also rebuilt before the building was handed back to 
the Department of Historic Monuments in 2009.

An important component of the social history and built heritage of Herat, the 
restored synagogue is now used as an educational and cultural centre for women and 
children from the surrounding neighbourhood. As well as contributing to the develop-
ment of skills among Afghan professionals and craftsmen, this project has helped  
to promote awareness of the richness of traditional construction and decorative tech-
niques in the Old City.

Above, the restored site is being used as a 
 kindergarten for children from the surround-
ing community.

Below, timber woodwork and plaster screens 
were carefully restored.

Above, first-floor plan and sections.

Below, the restored building serves as a 
 testament to the quality of its construction 
and painted decoration.
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Arbabzadah Serai

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
In late 2008, work began on the reconstruction of the roof of the Arbabzadah Serai 
(built in the 1940s) as part of efforts to promote economic recovery in what was once 
the commercial heart of the Old City. The building comprises two floors of split-level 
shops and workshops arranged around a central courtyard, spanned by a lightweight 
arched timber structure in the form of a large barrel vault. An ingenious reinterpret-
ation of the traditional masonry vaults that covered the historic bazaars in the Old City 
and for which Herat was known regionally, the structure was found to be in a pre-
carious state of repair during an initial assessment. The shops within the serai were 
largely abandoned at the time of surveys and the courtyard was being used as a car 
park and storage space.

WorK undErtAKEn
Following detailed documentation, designs were prepared for a system of laminated 
timber beams matching the curve of the original vault. After testing various tech-
niques of fixings, twenty-six laminated beams were manufactured in the AKTC car-
pentry workshop and then erected along the ten-metre-length of the central space 
of the bazaar. Timber boarding was then fixed between the beams and covered 
with  galvanized sheeting, as was the case in the original building. A series of timber 
 ‘lantern’ skylights along the ridge of the roof were reconstructed, as was the ingen-
ious system of openings at either end of the building that enabled cross-ventilation 
of the central space, which remains usable even during the fierce heat of the summer 
months in Herat.

Building on the experience of conservation of the nearby Abresham Bazaar,  
where silk traders and weavers have now re-established their businesses, work on the 
 Arbabzadah Serai enabled the safeguarding of a distinctive structure and will con tri-
bute to economic recovery of the Old City. In a context where historic structures are 
being demolished and replaced with speculative concrete-frame constructions,  
the rehabilitation of the Arbabzadah Serai established an important precedent for the 
reuse of existing historic structures for commercial purposes.

5m0East Elevation

Arbabzadah Serai

5m0
First Floor Plan

Arbabzadah Serai

the Arbabzadah Serai is an example of 
mid-20th-century commercial construction  
in the old city.

top, after conservation, the serai continues  
to be used as commercial premises and a 
wholesale warehouse.

middle, first-floor plan and east elevation.

Bottom, left, sections of curved timber raft-
ers were constructed in an off-site carpentry 
workshop and assembled in situ.

right, pavers were laid at the main entrance 
from the street, preventing the  parking of 
vehicles within the market.

5 m
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GuZArGAH viLLAGE

the internal courtyard elevations of the 
shrine were originally decorated with fine 
glazed tiles.



Abdullah Ansari Shrine

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The shrine complex of Khwaja Abdullah Ansari in Guzargah, north-east of Herat, is 
both an important example of Timurid architecture and a popular place of pilgrimage. 
Having spent a life of contemplation and writing in and around the village, Ansari  
was buried here in 1089. Records suggest that a madrasa was established in Guzargah 
in the late twelfth century, and this was probably the complex reconstructed by Shah 
Rukh in 1425 and which now makes up the shrine complex.

The large courtyard of the tomb (hazira) of Abdullah Ansari, with its arched iwans 
on the main axis and rows of study rooms between, takes a form that is more com-
monly associated with a madrasa. The main entrance is flanked by two symmetric 
mosques the dome of which is decorated with plaster muqarnas. Both the main 
entrance arch and the high iwan that rises above Ansari’s grave retain sections of fine 
colour-glazed tile epigraphy and areas of geometric decoration. Worked in a mosaic 
technique (moarraq), the designs combine glazed and unglazed tiles (in instances 
worked with pristine white marble) in a manner that includes large sections of intri-
cate perforated screens ( jali) in front of openings. Some of the finest extant Timurid 
decoration in the region, this has been documented as part of AKTC’s limited inter-
vention in the complex. In a manner befitting the recycling of architectural objects 
from one historic site to another, the lower section of Ansari’s grave enclosure is 
decorated with fine carved marble relocated from the base of minarets in the Musalla 
complex.

Over time the courtyard of the shrine has become a cemetery containing the 
graves of some of the best-known figures in the region, including the Afghan king 
Amir Dost Muhammad Khan and Abdullah Ansari’s two sons. The graves of six close 
relatives of Timurid sultan Husayn Bayqara are also located within the courtyard  
on a raised platform referred to as the Timurid Platform (Takht-e Timuri).

Of the range of rooms to the north of the courtyard, the most important houses 
the grave of Sultan Husayn Bayqara’s son Gharib Mirza, an intricately decorated  
grey soapstone cenotaph known widely as the sang-e haft qalam (stone worked  
with seven chisels).

WorK undErtAKEn
From 2005, repairs were carried out on all roofs of the shrine, which had been poorly 
maintained and risked damage to the fragile internal plaster decoration in parts of  
the complex. Roofs were structurally stabilized and repaired using traditional methods 

Above, seen here in an early 20th-century 
image, Guzargah village is located approxi-
mately six kilometres to the north-east of the 
old city of Herat, 1916–17.

Below, a worshipper resting against a marble 
grave within the shrine, 1959–61.

before a durable layer of brick paving was applied to falls in order to ensure greater 
resilience against extreme weather and a lack of maintenance.

During the course of this work, evidence emerged of alterations that had been 
made over time to the eastern iwan, which rises more than eighteen metres above 
the surrounding village. The removal of modern concrete that dated from the 1970s 
enabled a detailed structural analysis to take place, on which basis a series of brick 
buttresses were built on the eastern side. These buttresses included four, low, one-
storey structures and two flying buttresses, providing structural support for the main 

Above, left, the twenty-seven-metre-high 
iwan arch of the shrine required structural 
retro fitting entailing the construction of  
steel supports and buttresses

right, waterproofing and re-paving areas 
repaired during conservation work.

Below, site plan.

1 Abdullah Ansari Shrine
2 Zarnegar Khanaqa  
3 Underground mosque
4 Namakdan Pavilion  
5 Bagh-e Naw

GAZURGAH Village

1 Abdullah Ansari shrine
2 Zarnegar Khanaqa
3 Underground mosque
4 Namakdan Pavilion
5 Bagh-e Naw
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Ground Floor Plan

Abdullah Ansari Shrine

10m0
Section A-A
Abdullah Ansari Shrine 10m0

Section B-B
Abdullah Ansari Shrine

iwan, which was discovered to have been leaning due to unequal settlement beneath 
its foundations. At the same time, three vaulted rooms in the north-east corner of the 
complex, which were found to be unstable, were rebuilt on the same footprint as the 
original, using traditional materials.

In order to facilitate the visits of pilgrims, original sections of marble paving were 
relaid at the main entrance, whose incongruous aluminium doors were replaced with 
traditional wood, along with other doors leading on to the courtyard. The  historic 
gravestones that now fill this courtyard were documented, prior to repairs and con-
solidation of the most vulnerable graves. This documentation formed the basis of  
an extensive publication by AKTC on the epigraphy of gravestones found within the 
courtyard of the building.

Brick paving was also laid in key areas, to enable access and discourage the re- 
moval of historic stones when new graves are dug within the courtyard. A surface 
drainage channel was incorporated into the new paving in order to redirect rain water 
away from the building and cemetery. Additional fired-brick and stone paving was laid 
around the entire external perimeter of the shrine in order to divert water away from 
the vulnerable foundations of the building. Discreet external lighting was also installed 
around the courtyard, which is regularly used at night for religious ceremonies.

opposite page, above, ground-floor plan, 
 sections and  axonometric view. Below, 
 worshippers  pushing a nail into a wooden 
post adjacent to the grave of  Abdullah  
Ansari.

Above, left, the restored Abdullah Ansari 
Shrine as seen from Guzargah village.

right, the restored roofs of the shrine used 
during friday prayers.
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Abdullah Ansari Shrine, Herat-Gazurgah
West elevation

5m0

5 m

Above, west elevation.

Left, a pilgrim at the Guzargah Shrine.

right, several graves have been erected 
beneath the main iwan (arch) of the shrine.

opposite page, restoration of the shrine 
included the paving of walkways to enable 
worshippers better access to the site.
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Namakdan Pavilion

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Built between 1490 and 1494 by Amir Ali Sher Nawai (Minister to Sultan Husayn 
Bayqara) after he retired from the court and became custodian of the Abdullah Ansari 
Shrine, the Namakdan Pavilion was laid out as part of a formal garden adjoining the 
shrine complex. Referred to as Bagh-e Naw, the garden became one of several for-
mal gardens established by members of the Timurid court north of the city of Herat. 
Within the garden, Nawai had two identical pavilions built on a sloping east-west axis, 
the lower of which has been destroyed.

The Namakdan Pavilion, apparently named after its resemblance to a saltcellar,  
is a twelve-sided, two-storey structure with a dome spanning a central double-height 
octagonal space covered by a ribbed dome. Around this internal space — on the first 
floor — a gallery gives access to a series of twelve niche-like external spaces that 
overlook the surrounding garden. The ingenious geometric design enables a flawless 
transition of a twelve-sided pavilion to an octagonal internal space arranged around 
a marble water tank. Variations in the design of the upper niches alternate from open 
pentagonal balconies to square spaces enclosed by arched openings. Ribbed arches 
(karbandi) above these spaces are made with gypsum plaster, decorated with colour-
glazed tiles above four of the square spaces.

During the 1950s, significant alterations were made to the pavilion that, while sav-
ing the building from collapse, radically changed its historic character.

WorK undErtAKEn
In 2005, detailed surveys were undertaken to assess the structural condition of the 
Namakdan Pavilion, which until then had been used as a guesthouse by the custodian 
of the Abdullah Ansari Shrine. Conservation work that followed entailed the removal 
of accumulated earth from above the roof that had caused significant damage to the 
masonry domes of the pavilion by placing additional weight on the fragile structure. 
Simultaneously, temporary structures built within the pavilion were removed and  
the original elevations were exposed for documentation and repair. Structural dam-
age caused by settlement in the perimeter of the pavilion had resulted in large sec-
tions of the main elevation becoming broken and deformed in places. Compounded 
by the loss of original wooden tensile elements that had been destroyed by termites, 
the pavilion was at substantial risk of structural failure. Urgent work began on repair-
ing the fragile central brick dome, after which a system of steel ring beams and ties 
was introduced on multiple levels around and through the supporting brick masonry. 

Above, modern layers of paint and plaster had 
to be removed before structural consolidation 
work could commence.

Below, left, with significant deformation 
caused by settlement in the masonry walls, 
retro fitting measures were used to stabilize 
the  timurid-era structure.

centre, a mason preparing a marble slab to be 
used in restoring a water channel.

right, discovered beneath later  interventions, 
the original octagonal water tank was 
restored.

the late-15th-century namakdan pavilion  
had been extensively transformed through  
a series of interventions.

These metal ties were reinserted into voids left by the original timber reinforcement. 
Subsequently, brick-masonry footings were strengthened, using lime mortar — as 
used in the original structure. In the course of this work, traces of karbandi ribbed 
plaster decoration were found, along with coloured Timurid tile work on two of the 
elevations. These areas were stabilized and, where possible, restored according to 
established conservation practices.

During the course of removal of modern additions, an octagonal water tank was 
rediscovered, along with traces of a water cascade and channel, all of which were 
subsequently restored, and new brick paving was laid within the building. Water flow-
ing from the Zamzam Cistern, located east of the pavilion, was redirected into an 
open surface channel and into the octagonal water tank at the centre of the building. 
From there water flows down a cascade and into the Bagh-e Naw where it serves to 
irrigate the garden.

After more than four years of painstaking conservation, the Namakdan Pavilion 
again resembles the structure that its Timurid builders intended. An important monu-
ment has thus been safeguarded for future generations.
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opposite page, water flows again through  
the restored pavilion. 

Above, first-floor plan and section.

Below, constructed within the Bagh-e naw 
(garden), the restored pavilion enables 
 visitors to appreciate the austere beauty of  
its architecture.
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Zarnegar Khanaqa

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The Zarnegar Khanaqa, built at the end of the fifteenth century, is located to the 
south-west of the Abdullah Ansari Shrine. Intended for use by Sufi dervishes as a 
 hospice and centre for the propagation of Sufism, the building takes its name from 
the rich turquoise and gold painted decoration on the underside of its low brick 
dome. A rectangular building, composed of a large square central space, covered by 
a single-shell dome resting on a square base, it is accessed from the north via a deep-
set vestibule iwan. The original Timurid construction was encapsulated by a late-
nineteenth-century masonry shell, believed to have been built to counter significant 
structural damage to the original building, which also blocked separate entrances to 
the central space of the khanaqa.

Located directly opposite the Zarnegar Khanaqa, across from the entrance to  
the Abdullah Ansari Shrine, the Zamzam Cistern was built on Timurid ruler Shah 
Rukh’s orders and was allegedly filled with sacred water sourced from the Zamzam 
well in Mecca. The khanaqa, together with the Abdullah Ansari Shrine, Namakdan 
Pavilion, Zamzam Cistern and an underground mosque, forms an ensemble of historic 
structures on the western perimeter of Guzargah village.

WorK undErtAKEn
Conservation of the khanaqa started in 2006 with a structural intervention  entailing 
the removal of reinforced-concrete slabs from above all areas of the roof. While 
 traditional materials such as brick and lime tend to be porous and enable structures 
affected by damp to evaporate and easily dry out, concrete on the other hand retains 
moisture, resulting over time in the deterioration of brick and lime. Extensive damp 
areas beneath the concrete slabs were allowed to dry out before the consolidation of 
the masonry dome and arches began. A section of the vault above the southern iwan 
was found to be structurally incapable of carrying the load of the roof above. As a  
result, three smaller arches were built above the vault in order to redistribute the 
weight of the roof onto adjacent brick piers. Once complete, the entire roof surface 
was weatherproofed with the application of a layer of lime concrete protected with 
durable brick paving.

Above, restoration work on the khanaqa 
entailed the removal of accumulated debris 
and repairs to its masonry domes and  
walls, before timber joinery was prepared  
and installed.

Below, ground-floor plan and section.

An early 20th-century photograph showing 
the fine painted decoration of the Zarnegar 
Khanaqa (place of Sufi worship), 1910–19.
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Zarnegar Khanaqa

Original period

Additions (1880)
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Zarnegar Khanaqa-Zamzam cistern
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Additions (1880)

AA

5m0
Ground Floor Plan
Zarnegar Khanaqa-Zamzam cistern

Original period

Additions (1880)

AA

5m0
Ground Floor Plan
Zarnegar Khanaqa-Zamzam cistern
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Additions (1880)
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pLAnninG, upGrAdinG  
And AccESS improvEmEntS

HErAt



pLAnninG
Given the pace of change and the absence of documentation for the Old City of Herat, 
one of the first priorities for AKTC was to map the physical environment and establish 
an appropriate system for monitoring ongoing transformations. A preliminary survey 
of historic residential property during early 2005 provided a basis on which to iden-
tify specific clusters in which to initiate pilot repairs and upgrading work. A team of 
fifteen AKTC surveyors, ten of whom were women, subsequently undertook a more 
detailed property survey of 25,000 residential and commercial premises, in 2005–06. 
This has yielded useful information on location, occupancy and use, key construction 
or architectural characteristics, age and date of alterations, state of repair,  availability 
of services and level of vulnerability of the property. This information served as a 
 valuable resource for planning initiatives and for ongoing upgrading and conservation 
work. The results of the property survey illustrate the diversity of the various quarters, 
due to the combined impact of the conflict and redevelopment. Surveys revealed that 
the bulk of houses in the Old City were traditional in form and construction, yet two 
out of ten homes were modern, compared to one in ten homes that were considered 
to be of social or historic importance. Furthermore, one in five homes in the Old City 
was occupied by more than one family, with indications that densities were gradually 
increasing in some neighbourhoods.

In comparison, three quarters of commercial premises were modern, with more 
than 170 new shops or markets recorded as having been built from 2002–07, often 
on the site of illegally demolished homes. The alarming trend in the destruction of 
heritage properties, replaced by modern infill, reflected a significant increase in the 
wealth of those investing in residential reconstruction and speculative commercial 
development in the Old City. In addition to the importance of individual heritage sites,  
the significance of the Old City of Herat lies in its unique urban pattern, which is 
 constituted by a ‘fabric’ of passageways, covered streets and public spaces defining 
an interlinking of historic streetscapes. These transformations threaten to irreversibly 
change the intrinsic nature and character of the Old City, one of the last remaining 
traditional fabrics in the region.

While appropriate forms of redevelopment, using traditional materials and build-
ing typologies addressing Herat’s unique built heritage, could have enabled com-
munities to reconstruct their homes and businesses, local authorities lacked clear 
mechanisms and controls to manage this process. In response to the rapid and 
uncontrolled destruction of the historic fabric, AKTC provided technical assistance  

inadequate public infrastructure results in 
poor environmental conditions in the old city.

preceding pages, community members 
gather to discuss documentation activities  
in the old city of Herat.
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Herat old city: property use survey.  (* less than 10 years old)
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upGrAdinG And AccESS improvEmEntS
One of the key challenges in convincing owners to value historic and traditional 
homes in the Old City remains the fact that living conditions are generally poor, due 
to high rates of unemployment, degraded infrastructure and non-existent services. 
The principal problem facing many households is the lack of adequate drainage, due 
to the failure of the underground network that served many historic quarters, as well 
as the fact that the growing population has rendered the long-established system of 
open sumps (khandaqs) inadequate. The resulting water logging has damaged many 
traditional mud-brick structures in the Old City, while also affecting the health of the 
inhabitants, particularly children. The fact that most streets and alleyways through 
the historic fabric were unpaved added to these problems. In order to address some 
of the most immediate needs, support was provided under the AKTC programme to 
community groups to organize the evacuation of liquid waste from fifty khandaqs in 
residential areas. Further coordination with Herat Municipality on the preparation of 
long-term waste-management plans, which mobilized local communities in establish-
ing collection points and enforcing appropriate practices, directly benefited most of 
the 63,000 residents of the Old City.

Given the density of settlement, many pedestrian alleyways have had rooms or 
terraces built over them. Constructed of fired or mud bricks, these vaulted passages 
(dalan) provide safe, covered access to adjacent homes, but many of these fell into 
disrepair, while others were demolished in recent years as part of residential redevel-
opment activities. Support has been provided by AKTC for the repair and paving of 
one of the longest surviving vaulted dalan in the Bar Durrani quarter, among others, 
as a demonstration of the potential of access improvements.

In order to contribute to the improvement of living conditions, more than five 
kilometres of the existing system of underground drains have been repaired or rebuilt, 
and more than 6000 square metres of streets and pedestrian alleyways in specific 
residential clusters have been paved. These activities have directly benefited a further  
30,000 people, or nearly half of the resident population of the Old City. In a context 
where unemployment is a major preoccupation, upgrading activities have generated 
more than 240,000 workdays of skilled and unskilled labour, largely drawn from resi-
dents of the Old City.

to a newly established Commission for the Safeguarding and Development of the 
Old City of Herat, comprising representatives from key institutions and professional 
 bodies. The Commission provided a platform for discussion between key stake-
holders and established temporary measures by which new construction would be 
evaluated, following which recommendations would be made on the suitability of the 
project to local authorities. While the Commission was effective in limiting the pace 
of destruction and involving communities in safeguarding historic properties, the 
absence of leadership on the part of civil servants became a significant obstacle to 
establishing long-term conservation policies, reform of systems of building permits 
and monitoring of new construction or illegal demolitions. As part of its activity, AKTC 
supported local and international organizations working to improve urban policy or 
heritage management, including initial steps in the process of potentially inscribing 
Herat on the World Heritage List.

In order to address the lack of technical and management capacity, students and 
professionals were engaged in on-the-job training through the AKTC programme, 
which also supported site visits and lectures about conservation, planning and urban 
management issues. It is hoped that this cadre of young Afghan professionals will 
be in the vanguard of continued efforts to safeguard and develop their city. In the 
absence of effective policies to safeguard Herat’s built heritage, further legal protec-
tion was provided by inscribing key historic monuments in the Old City on a register 
developed by the Department of Historic Monuments. This provided a level of legal 
protection under Afghanistan’s heritage laws and enabled limited oversight by the 
Ministry of Information and Culture.

Left, upgrading activities have promoted 
small-scale local investments in retail and 
residential areas.

centre, a restored dalan in the Bar durrani 
quarter of the old city of Herat.

right, an alleyway in the old city paved 
with stone, which enables access for both 
 pedestrians and vehicles.

Above, reconstruction of a dalan  (covered 
alleyway) in the Bar durrani quarter.

Below, the repair of open sumps (khandaqs) 
and rainwater drains, combined with the 
upgrading of public access, greatly improved 
environmental conditions in the old city.

right, more than 5.5 kilometres of under-
ground and surface drains were repaired and 
restored in the old city.
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