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introduction
Located in the fertile pastureland descending from the steppes of Central Asia, south 
of the Oxus River, Balkh (ancient Bactra) is the largest city in an area referred to by 
ancient Greek historians as a “land of a thousand cities”. Regarded by scholars as one 
of the oldest cities in the world and by Arab conquerors as “Umm Al-Bilad” (Mother 
of Cities), recorded settlements in the region date back to the Bronze Age and con-
tinued throughout the subsequent Iron Age civilizations. Archaeological excavations 
in and around Balkh have revealed multiple Zoroastrian sites, including a large ‘fire-
temple’ in Chashmae Shafa, reinforcing the belief that the Zoroaster lived in the vicin-
ity of Balkh in 900 BC.

The city was also the most northerly base for Alexander of Macedonia (Alexander 
the Great) in 329–327 BC, from where he led several attempts to expand his territories 
across the Oxus River to the north. Under the Kushans, when Buddhism was prac-
ticed across Afghanistan, Balkh was the location of an expansive complex of Buddhist 
 temples and monasteries. At the burial site of a Kushan prince near Balkh, at Tella 
Tappa (Mound of Gold), in 1970 archaeologists discovered approximately 20,000 fine 
gold objects depicting animals, mythical birds and warriors.

Arab conquerors spread the influence of Islam throughout the region. Recent 
research would seem to indicate that one of the earliest mosques (Noh Gunbad) in 
Balkh and possibly in the wider region was built between the late eighth and early 
ninth centuries with the support of the influential Barmakid family. Originally heredi-
tary priests from the great Buddhist temple of Naw Bahar in Balkh, the Barmakids 
embraced Islam and became powerful ministers (wazirs) at the Abbasid court in 
Baghdad. In the centuries that followed, Balkh was one of the main centres of Islamic 
culture and trade (a key town on the Silk Road), and home to some of the most 
renowned thinkers and writers of the Persian language, including Rabia Balkhi — the 
first woman to compose Persian poetry in the Islamic period — and the birthplace  
of Nasir Khusrau and Jalal al-Din Muhammad Balkhi (known widely as Rumi).

As important as it became for the cultural development of the wider region, the 
centre of Balkh was razed at the beginning of the thirteenth century when  Genghis 
Khan led his army of 10,000 Mongol invaders through the city, massacring its inhabi- 
tants. Regardless of this and subsequent devastation caused by Timur in the four-
teenth century, Marco Polo described Balkh as “a noble city and a great seat of learn-
ing”. Instead, Ibn Battuta visited the city in 1333 and described it as a city still “in 
ruins”. While further destruction to the citadel of Balkh was caused by Timur in 1389, 

Above, the imam Sahib Shrine in Balkh dates 
back to the 12th century, 1959.

Below, an internal view of the takhta pul 
mosque being used to store cotton, 1959.

preceding pages, view of the noh Gunbad 
mosque, believed to have been built between 
the late 8th and early 9th century, 1959–61.

top, excavations being conducted by the 
french Archaeological mission at the base of 
the historic fortifications of Balkh.

middle, the Bala Hissar (citadel) of Balkh cov-
ers a one-square-kilometre area and contains 
one of the earliest settlements in the region – 
dating back to the 2nd millennia Bc.

Bottom, a match of Buzkashi played above the 
archaeological ruins of the citadel, with its 
walls visible in the distance.
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occasions, parts of the external elevations retain large sections of fine colour-glazed 
tile work. The building is flanked by the remains of two circular minarets with cork-
screw columns and the central prayer space is covered by a tiled ribbed dome resem-
bling those seen in Gawharshad’s mausoleum in Herat. Work commenced with the 
demolition of inappropriate reinforced-concrete structures built abutting the monu-
ment, followed by the reconstruction of a domed masonry mosque on the remains 
of a nineteenth-century structure that served to provide structural support to both 
minarets. Conservation of the historic structure entailed structural reinforcement of 
the weakened masonry dome and the reapplication of newly produced colour-glazed 
tiles before large sections of the original sixteenth-century tile work on the elevations 
of the shrine were stabilized. This work was carried out simultaneously with land-
scaping and paving activities in and around the 3.5-hectare public park, which served 
as an open market on a regular basis. The park also contained the remains of the main 
iwan of the late-sixteenth-century Subhan Qoli Madrasa Gate, which, together with 
the mausoleum of Rabia Balki — the first woman poet in the Persian language — was 
also restored as part of this project. In the subsequent four-year period, a number  
of other historic monuments and public sites were restored in and around the old  
town of Balkh, including small shrines, mosques and a tenth-century flood-protection 
structure.

As part of a comprehensive approach to conservation, aimed at extending its 
benefits to the wider community, physical upgrading and vocational training pro-
grammes were established in consultation with local authorities and residents. On the 
basis of a socio-economic survey of 475 (one in seven) households in the old town of 
Balkh, drainage, access improvement and training programmes focused on providing 
support to those most in need. Ongoing programmes have provided more than 110 
young students with training in the production of glazed tiles, carpentry and masonry. 
Investments in upgrading public infrastructure have resulted in the construction 
of approximately 3.5 kilometres of drainage and more than 1400 square metres of 
access improvements.

In order to undertake conservation and upgrading initiatives, AKTC teams en- 
gaged local authorities and community groups in sustained discussions on appropri-
ate forms of planning and development in a historic context. While residents and civil 
servants recognized the historic importance of Balkh, they were less aware of the 
value and method of preserving its sites and monuments. The dialogue has enabled 
better awareness and conservation projects implemented by AKTC to continue to 
receive widespread support. Further consultation on the establishment of vocational 
training programmes and focus of upgrading activities has placed the responsibility 
of directing investment with local communities.

under the enlightened rule of Shah Rukh and his queen, Gowharshad (based in Herat), 
the citadel was rebuilt in 1407.

With the rise of Uzbek khanates, the city changed hands briefly in 1511, when  
Babur — the future founder of the Mughal Empire — held Balkh for a year. The city 
changed hands multiple times over the next three and a half centuries until it was 
finally conquered by Amir Dost Muhammad Khan in 1850 and incorporated into the 
modern state of Afghanistan. In 1866, the city was abandoned due to chronic out-
breaks of malaria and cholera and the administrative capital of Balkh province was 
relocated to Mazar-e Sharif. Balkh remained a small town until the 1930s when  
modernization schemes resulted in further destruction of the once magnificent city.

Experts nonetheless believe Balkh to be one of the most intact and unspoiled 
archaeological landscapes in the world. While few of its magnificent structures re- 
main, the site was inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage tentative list in 2009. Since 
2002, a significant increase in unregulated development has threatened to further 
transform the character of historic Balkh and to destroy archaeological evidence that 
could further enlighten the world about the history of this important region.

In the context of AKTC’s ongoing conservation programmes, work commenced 
in Balkh in 2011 with a multi-year project to stabilize the remains of the early ninth-
century Noh Gunbad Mosque. One of the most important early Islamic-era buildings 
in the region, the project entailed complex structural consolidation of remains of 
the building without damaging the unique stucco decorations adorning its arches 
and columns. While a second phase of conservation continues on this extraordinary 
monument, the project enabled AKTC’s technical teams to undertake wider surveys 
in the Balkh region and build partnerships with local authorities and professionals. 
In response to requests for wider assistance and recognizing the urgent need for 
additional conservation programmes in Balkh, AKTC commenced a multi-year Area 
Development Programme in 2012 that prioritized documentation, conservation, socio-
economic training and upgrading activities.

In order to identify suitable conservation projects, physical surveys and documen-
tation were prepared using three-dimensional laser-scanning technology. Pioneered 
by AKTC in Afghanistan, this technology enabled a small team of Afghan profession-
als to carry out physical surveys in a fraction of the time and cost required by more 
conventional methods. The information collected through this process provided the 
basis on which conservation projects were designed and implemented. Recognizing 
the importance of documenting Balkh’s fragile historic sites, survey activities have 
collected detailed information about more than twenty-five individual sites and monu-
ments. Historic structures that remain in Balkh consist mainly of mosques, shrines 
and madrasas, reflecting the deeply religious nature of these communities and the 
sustained religious donations (zakat) that are made towards the maintenance of these 
structures. In addition to worship and religious education, such communal spaces are 
often used by the residents of the area to hold council, discuss community matters 
and at times for large gatherings aimed at finding resolutions to shared problems. As 
such they represent important spaces of prayer, teaching and communal and social 
interaction.

One of the first projects undertaken was the restoration of the early sixteenth-
century Khwaja Parsa Shrine located in central Balkh within a circular public park that 
was developed as part of modernization programmes in the 1930s. A well-known 
proponent of the Naqshbandi order of Sufi Islam, Khwaja Abu Nasr Parsa is believed 
to be buried near an unmarked tombstone in front of the monument. Originally a late 
Timurid-era structure, which had been expanded and reconstructed on at least two 

Above, traditional indigenous settlements on 
the outskirts of Balkh.

Below, aerial view of Balkh showing the circu-
lar Bala Hissar (centre top) and the adjacent 
radial streets of an early 20th-century plan-
ning intervention.

Left, laser-scan survey drawing of the  
16th-century Khwaja parsa mosque, located 
within a public park in the centre of Balkh.

top, view of the Khawaja parsa park in central 
Balkh.

middle, shallow hand-operated wells provide 
water for household use in Balkh.

Bottom, fruit sellers’ market in central Balkh.
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preceding pages, restorers work to apply  
a protective layer to the gypsum decorations 
of the noh Gunbad mosque.

Left, the Khwaja parsa mosque, restored  
as part of AKtc’s conservation  programme 
in Balkh.



Noh Gunbad Mosque

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The Noh Gunbad Mosque is believed by many historians and archaeologists to be one 
of the earliest standing Islamic-era religious structures in Afghanistan and possibly 
in the wider region. While scholarly opinion differs on the exact date of construction, 
there is general consensus that the mosque was built during the Abbasid era between 
the late eighth and early ninth century AD. Historian Lisa Golombek, who wrote an 
article on the mosque in 1969 following a visit to the site three years earlier, is widely 
credited with making the monument known to the outside world.

Located approximately four kilometres south of the centre of the old town of Balkh,  
the mosque and its remaining stucco decoration is a highly important and exquisite 
example of early Islamic-era architecture. Measuring approximately twenty metres by 
twenty metres in plan, the square mosque is located on a flat site near a large shallow 
water reservoir flanked by a number of mature plane trees. The name Noh Gunbad 
(nine domes) is derived from the number of masonry domes that once covered the 
mosque. Significantly, the internal walls, columns and arches are decorated with 
exquisite stucco motifs, including highly articulated geometric and floral patters that 
bear resemblance to other Abassid-era buildings in Samarra, Iraq. Originally resting 
on sixteen columns — of which six were free-standing and the remaining embed-
ded within outer enclosure walls — all of its nine decorated domes have since col-
lapsed, covering the original floor with rubble containing important remains of plaster 
decoration.

Other remains of this 1200-year-old mosque include large sections of the outer 
enclosure walls within which three of the four free-standing circular columns, meas-
uring approximately 1.5 metres in diameter, are connected by two perpendicular 
arches spanning more than four metres. The building was exposed to the natural 
elements for centuries, resulting in severe erosion of the structure and damage to the 
fine stucco decoration. It was not until 1972 that a large protective metal hanger was 
erected above the site.

The building is known locally as the “Mosque of Hajj-e Pyada”, named after a small 
inconspicuous shrine built outside its northern wall. Translated, the name means 

“[those who] … perform the Hajj on foot” and it refers to the story of two companions 
who travelled from Balkh to Mecca for the ritual Hajj. The story chronicles how the 
two friends shared a camel along the journey. Each friend offered his companion the 
chance to ride the camel while the other walked. But being close friends each refused 
the offer in turn and both ended up walking all the way to Mecca and back. The story 

Above, the outer walls of the noh Gunbad 
mosque were built using a combination of 
compacted- and rammed-earth construction, 
supported at intervals by fired-brick columns, 
1959–61.

Below, detailed view of the Abassid-era   gyp- 
sum decoration of the mosque. Similar decor-
ation has been discovered by archaeologists 
on two other known sites, including the 
 palace of the caliph in Samarra, iraq, 1959–61.

complex conservation work was undertaken 
by AKtc beneath a protective structure built 
over the site in the 1970s.

has been passed down through generations and has been used to underscore the 
bond between friends and pilgrims.

Recognized as one of Afghanistan’s most important yet least understood sites, 
and built at a time that marked the passing of its centuries-old Buddhist traditions and 
the arrival of Islam, the Noh Gunbad Mosque has been described as an architectural 
‘Rosetta stone’ — containing within its form and decorative elements the secrets of a 
lost transitional period of coexistence and cross-fertilization between diverse cultures 
and traditions. Preserving what remains of this building and enabling a better under-
standing of the site and its architecture is critical to understanding the history of the 
region and further establishing its significance as a place of great knowledge and 
cultural diversity, a crossroads of civilizations.

WorK undErtAKEn
The genesis of the conservation project aimed at safeguarding the Noh Gunbad 
Mosque, which was in a state of significant deterioration and near collapse, saw the 
light in 2008 with a visit to the site by AKTC personnel at the request of the Afghan 
authorities. As part of AKTC’s collaboration with the Afghan Government, providing 
advisory assistance to the Ministry of Information and Culture (MoIC), the visit paved 
the way for further engagement in the conservation of the monument. While tempor-
ary measures implemented in the past had averted the collapse of key sections of 
the Noh Gunbad Mosque, the convergence of key project management and tech-
nical capacity — led by AKTC’s experienced conservation teams — and support from 
partners, including the French Archaeological Delegation in Afghanistan (DAFA), the 
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World Monuments Fund (WMF), and the Associazione Giovanni Secco Suardo (AGSS), 
provided a unique opportunity to address the structural deterioration of the building.

Over the course of the six years that followed the initial site visit, expert teams of 
international conservation architects, structural and materials engineers, and gypsum 
plaster conservators were engaged by AKTC and worked hand-in-hand with their 
Afghan counterparts to design and implement one of the most challenging structural 
consolidation and conservation projects ever attempted in Afghanistan. The chal-
lenge of the project was to implement complex structural stabilization measures with-
out affecting the architecture or decoration of the monument.

Due to the condition and fragility of the mosque, the project entailed the con-
struction of a full-scale replica of the damaged sections of the mosque in order to 
test structural consolidation measures before they could be implemented on the 
monument. Testing of material composition and analysis of structural consolidation 
techniques were carried out at the laboratories of the Department of Architecture at 
Florence University.

Before consolidation work could commence, a network of temporary stabilization 
measures was constructed beneath arches and adjacent to free-standing columns. 
Backfill areas of mud-brick masonry were removed from spaces above the broken 
arches, followed by the cleaning of its external surface. In order to stabilize deflec-
tions in the arches, designs called for the insertion of reinforced glass-fibre mesh 
between alternating rows of brick masonry, replacing weakened sections of the orig- 
inal mud mortar with specially prepared plaster slurry. Exposed lengths of the glass-
fibre mesh were embedded into a composite lime mortar, before lengths of uni-
direction carbon-fibre reinforced-polymer (CFRP) were applied with epoxy above the 
extrados of both remaining arches. Additional stabilization measures included the 
construction of supporting “Franelli” arches and stainless-steel box trusses, embed-
ded above the arch and anchored to free-standing columns.

right, expert restorers work together with 
Afghan craftsmen to clean the plaster 
decor ation.

middle, protective facing paper being applied 
to prevent movement and fracture of decora-
tive elements ahead of structural consolida-
tion work.

Bottom, glass-fibre mesh being applied with 
plaster to reinforce sections of decoration.

Left, survey drawing.

Below, top left, repair work to the broken 
arches of the mosque entailed application of 
reinforced-carbon fibre above the consoli-
dated structure.

top right, work to strengthen internal arches 
at the springing line.

Bottom left, located in an earthquake zone, 
the installation of stainless-steel box trusses 
within the masonry of the arches greatly 
improved their structural performance.

Bottom right, in areas where previous arches 
had collapsed, carbon-fibre rods were used to 
structurally stitch loose masonry.

1m0
Survey Drawing, Prior to Conservation
Arch Detail

2.5 m
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opposite page, above, ground-floor plan, 
showing areas of recent archaeological 
 excavations in light grey, latitudinal and 
 longitudinal sections. Left, conservation of 
the broken arches concluded with the clean-
ing and restoration of gypsum decoration 
located on the face and soffits of the arches 
and at the top of columns. right, believed 
to be one of Afghanistan’s most important 
monuments, the restoration of the mosque 
brought together experts from the region  
and across Europe.

Above, with the conservation of the free-
standing columns and arches complete, the 
next phase of work will entail the consolida-
tion of the perimeter wall and the restor - 
ation of large sections of gypsum decoration 
 currently hidden beneath rubble.

In order to ensure that the structural consolidation of the mosque would not  damage 
large sections of stucco decoration lining the internal surfaces of the building, French 
conservators carried out extensive consolidation work prior to the structural inter-
vention and then again afterwards, further cleaning and restoring the decorative 
elem ents. Logistic challenges required that project consultants and technical experts 
should conduct their work with specialist materials, supplies and equipment that had 
to be procured outside Afghanistan and delivered on site.

The innovative and groundbreaking techniques used in this project have been 
implemented by conservation teams with more than a decade of experience in 
Afghanistan, employing local technicians and craftsmen. For AKTC, the project also 
paved the way for the establishment of a wider Area Development Programme in 
Balkh, which has resulted in the conservation of key historic monuments and land-
scapes, employing and training hundreds of local labourers, while providing upgrad-
ing, access and infrastructure improvements that benefited communities living 
around these sites.

At the time of this publication, a second phase of conservation and archaeological 
work is being undertaken by AKTC technical teams and project partners with a focus 
on the consolidation of the external load-bearing walls of the Noh Gunbad Mosque. 
When complete, this work will further protect the building and enable extensive 
archaeological excavations within and around the mosque. Preliminary investigations 
on site have thus far revealed traces of a larger complex of buildings attached to 
the mosque, some with the same decorated stucco reliefs as those found within the 
mosque. Those who consider that this small, largely ruined mosque stood in isolation 
in the agricultural fields of Balkh for more than a millennium will be excited to learn 
that there is still more to be revealed by exploring this extraordinary monument.

5 m

A A

B

B

A–A

B–B
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Khwaja Parsa Mosque and Park

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The Khwaja Parsa Mosque is named after Khwaja Abu Nasr Parsa (d. 1460), a respected 
spiritual leader of the Naqshbandi Sufi order and a well-known theologian in Balkh, 
who is believed to be buried in an unmarked grave on a raised platform opposite the 
main arched portal (iwan) of the monument.

Late fifteenth-century texts repeatedly refer to Khwaja Parsa as a great mediator 
of peace and the foremost representative of the population of historic Balkh. While 
little is known about the cause of his death and the exact location of his grave, the 
mosque bearing his name was commissioned by Mir Mazid Arghun in 1467. A promi-
nent Timurid politician and military leader, Arghun is believed to have chosen Khwaja 
Parsa’s burial site as the location for his family mausoleum. With the construction of 
several madrasas near the building in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in- 
cluding the expansive Subhan Qoli Madrasa, the district around the mosque became 
renowned for its impressive religious structures.

Little is known of developments with the building until travellers to Balkh in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, including the British travel writer Robert 
Byron, documented the site in a state of ruin. Historical texts refer to a massive 
earthquake at the end of the nineteenth century, which may have caused the partial 
collapse of the mosque’s dome and minarets. Large-scale modernization work in the 
centre of Balkh in the 1930s resulted in the construction of a ‘radial plan’ for the  
town, at the centre of which the Khwaja Parsa Mosque was left surrounded by a public 
park. Since then, sections of the mosque have been repaired, renovated and recon-
structed on at least three occasions, the most recent carried out in the 1970s by the 
Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), which partially reconstructed its masonry dome. 
In the 1980s two single-storey, concrete-frame buildings were built on remains of 
earlier structures flanking the historic mosque in order to provide additional space for 
prayer.

The original late Timurid-era mosque is an octagonal masonry structure, with a 
square internal space topped by a double-skin ‘ribbed dome’ with clerestory  windows 
decorated with gypsum latticework located at the base of the external drum. The 
lower octagonal ‘plinth’ has alternating openings of different sizes on each of its 
faces, culminating in a double-height iwan on its eastern elevation. The iwan retains 
large areas of elaborate colour-glazed tiling and is flanked by two corkscrew pillars 
rising from bulbous vase-like shapes at its base. Together with a pair of circular mina-
rets erected behind the iwan, decorated with panels of ‘Kufic’ religious scripts, these 

Above, the twenty-seven-metre-high ribbed 
tile dome of the Khwaja parsa mosque can be 
seen behind an 18th-century addition, 1959.

Below, road work undertaken prior to conser-
vation had caused damage to the structure of 
the mosque.

opposite page, work to point brick pavers laid 
above a reconstruction of the 18th-century 
mosque.
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features are highly unusual for a Timurid-era construction in Afghanistan. Further-
more, the intricate external dome, containing fifty-two semicircular ribs supported  
by elaborate corbels decorated with glazed-tile muqarnas, resembles the dome  
of Gawharshad’s mausoleum in Herat — the only other building in Afghanistan in this 
architectural style.

Remnants of domes and arches discovered within external niches to the south 
and north of the mosque suggest that the building had previously been adjoined by  
two separate constructions. Having collapsed or been demolished, these were re- 
placed more recently by two one-storey concrete mosques. In addition to encroach-
ing on a heritage site, the construction of the concrete additions had caused the 
build-up of moisture beneath the brick foundations of the shrine, resulting in subsi d-
ence of the minarets and the formation of large cracks in masonry areas behind the 
iwan.

As well as being the main congregational mosque in Balkh, the site is regularly 
 visited by pilgrims and tourists from Balkh and the wider region. At the request of 
local authorities and community representatives, the Khwaja Parsa Mosque and a 
complex of historic structures located in the public park were prioritized as requiring 
urgent conservation and consolidation work.

WorK undErtAKEn
Survey and documentation activities on site were undertaken in parallel with build-
ing archaeology and desk-based research aimed at learning more about the mosque. 
Historic photographs and descriptions helped establish the sequence and scale of 
transformations that had occurred in the past, enabling the conservation team to  
differentiate between the original sections of the building and later interventions.  
In order to protect the historic mosque and render it safe for use, it became evident 
that the dilapidated concrete additions had to be dismantled. As suitable space was 
required for prayer, it was decided, together with local authorities and members of 
the community, that the traditional structure that had previously occupied the site 
would be reconstructed. In addition to enabling the community to continue to use  
the mosque for prayer, the reconstruction would provide a suitable opportunity  
to strengthen and stabilize remains of the historic mosque. The demolition of these 

concrete interventions was led by the community and phased, so as to enable the 
transfer of furnishings and use of the reconstructed wings, before further demolition 
could proceed.

Once the first concrete building and its footings had been removed, a team of 
archaeologists conducted excavations in order to identify the foundations of the 
older structure. Archaeological evidence and photographic information provided 
the basis for an accurate reconstruction of the traditional masonry structure that had 
once occupied the site next to the historic mosque. Once the southern wing was 
reconstructed and rendered usable by the community, the concrete structure to the 
north of the mosque was dismantled and an infill building was constructed using 
traditional techniques and materials. The reconstruction enabled the use of materials 
compatible with those of the mosque and provided structural support by buttress-
ing weakened areas of the subsiding minarets. With the historic mosque protected 
against further damage, the focus of work turned to the consolidation and conserva-
tion of the ribbed dome.

Scaffolding was erected above the ribbed dome to enable a closer inspection 
of the glazed turquoise tiles applied to its surface as part of a recent retiling project. 
A combination of newly produced commercial tiles had been used together with 
recycled older tiles from the 1970s. The area was found to be in a dilapidated state 

Laser-scan survey drawing, showing the 
cross-section of the mosque (centre) and new 
extensions built to replace modern concrete 
constructions.

right, tile masons work to lay out a geometric 
pattern used to consolidate missing sections 
of tile work.

middle, timber windows being installed in a 
reconstructed section of the mosque.

Bottom, brick paving was used to replace 
large sections of concrete, which had caused 
extensive damage to the mosque by raising 
the level of damp in the ground surrounding 
the monument.
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of repair. A combination of inferior materials and poor craftsmanship had resulted in 
large sections of tiles becoming detached and broken. As a result, water penetration 
risked damaging key areas of the reconstructed external dome. Site investigations 
had revealed that the external dome of the mosque had been further weakened  
by the removal of structural timber elements, originally built in the void between the 
inner and outer domes of the double-skin dome. Based on this information and evi-
dence of severe fracturing in the outer dome, it was decided to remove sections of 
the outer tiled ribs in order to assess the condition of the masonry structure. Soon it 
became evident that the ribbing of the external tiled surface had been constructed 
using loose rubble backfill, which explained why newly laid sections of tiling were so 
easily dismantled. Of more concern was the discovery that the thickness of the exter-
nal dome had been extensively ‘cut back’ so as to enable easier tiling of the curved 
surface. As a result, in some areas where only fifteen to twenty centimetres of brick 
masonry remained, fractures had formed that were large enough to insert an arm up 
to the elbow. It was decided to remove the external surface of ribbed tiles and carry 
out urgent structural repairs to the dome; if left unaddressed, it would result in its 
total collapse. As it was no longer possible to dismantle and properly reconstruct the 
dome, it was decided to reconstruct internal timber supports — between the double-
skin dome — as a first step to carrying out more extensive structural consolidation 
work. AKTC technical teams devised an ingenious solution for replacing the structural 
mass cut back during previous retiling work. The solution rested in constructing 
structural masonry ribs — much like fingers — stitched onto the outside of the exter-
nal dome. These ribs would provide both the structural support required to stabilize 
the dome and a suitable substructure for the reapplication of colour-glazed tiles. The 
fifty-two individual ribs were constructed with square fired bricks, laid in lime mortar 
and reinforced using glass-fibre mesh.

Retiling the dome entailed the construction of a traditional kiln, operated by master 
tile makers knowledgeable in indigenous techniques and glaze mixes. Large  plaster 
forms were prepared according to the measurements of ribbed sections of tiles 
required for the dome. Newly produced, high-quality turquoise tiles were laid within 
the formwork and reinforced using glass-fibre threading. Composite gypsum plaster 
was poured behind the tile pieces to create curved sections of tile panels. These 
 panels were numbered and lifted to the level of the dome, where they were sequen-
tially installed onto masonry ribbing and fixed in place with plaster slurry. With the 
retiling of the dome complete, focus turned to the consolidation of original sections 
of its corbels, made with intricate muqarnas decoration. Further repairs were  carried 
out on large sections of decorated glazed tiling on the drum, minarets and main 
elevations of the shrine. Remaining areas of historic tiling were cleaned and consoli-
dated, while areas where the tiles had fallen off were cleared of debris and refilled 
using a lime-based plaster. This prevented driving rain and the build-up of ice from 
damaging nearby areas of historic tiles in the future.

Within the mosque, decorative elements consisted of large sections of painted 
geometric and floral patterns on the walls and beneath the dome. A low band of  floral 
designs made using coloured mosaic tiles (moarraq) at the base of internal walls, 
leads to a significant area of glazed muqarnas around the prayer niche (mihrab).  
An inability to reproduce missing sections of the original tile work in the course of 
previous interventions had resulted in repairs with crudely painted plaster infill.  
As part of restoration work carried out within the mosque, original tile and painted 
surfaces were cleaned and consolidated.

While rehabilitation work continued in the public park surrounding the mosque, 
the restored monument was handed back to its custodians in 2014 and has since 
been used for prayer and communal gatherings.
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Section A-A

10m0
Ground Floor Plan
Khwaja Parsa Mosque and Park

10m0
East Elevation

conservation included work on the ribbed 
dome and main iwan arch, as well as the 
painted and original glazed-tile decoration.

Above, ground-floor plan, east elevation and 
section.

Below, the dome of the mosque was consoli-
dated and strengthened prior to application 
of glazed tiles.

10 m
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rabia Balki Shrine
The shrine of the tenth-century poetess Rabia Balkhi, thought to be the first woman to 
compose poetry in the Persian language, is located near the Khawaja Parsa Mosque. 
It is said that the shrine was constructed at the site where she died and that she com-
posed her last poem in her own blood. The partially subterranean grave had been 
covered by a dilapidated modern concrete structure, which was carefully dismantled 
by AKTC and replaced with a modest, traditional, masonry building befitting the 
memory of one of the finest poets in the Persian language.

Khwaja parsa park
Landscaping work within the 3.5-hectare public park, within which these historic 
structures are located, focused on the removal of invasive species of plants and the 
dismantling of ad hoc constructions within the park — followed by the provision of 
irrigation and fired-brick paving in order to improve visitor access. More than 1200 
species of indigenous trees and flowers were planted, followed by the construction 
of a mechanical irrigation network to support new planting in areas lacking surface 
channels. Additional investments were made for the provision of visitor facilities, 
including the repair of public toilets and an ablutions area near the mosque, followed 
by the construction of public seating areas. The perimeter enclosure was recon-
structed, followed by the installation of security lighting at key intersections of pedes-
trian circulation and at the entrances to the park.

Left, residents of Balkh and the surrounding 
villages frequent the public park around the 
Khwaja parsa mosque, where produce and 
handicrafts markets are held weekly.

Below, top left, invasive species were 
replaced with indigenous plane trees.

top right, public areas previously covered by 
concrete slabs were re-paved using bricks.

Bottom left, pedestrian walkways in the park 
were upgraded, enabling safe access for 
visitors.

Bottom right, landscaping work included the 
creation of flower beds planted with local 
roses, which are very popular with Afghans.

preceding pages, the restored mosque  stands 
opposite a platform containing a series of 
graves, including that of Khwaja Abu nasr 
parsa.

Above, the persian language poetess rabia 
Balkhi is buried beneath this small shrine, 
reconstructed by AKtc to replace a dilapi-
dated modern concrete structure.
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Subhan Qoli Madrasa Gate

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The remains of the Subhan Qoli Madrasa Gate date from the third quarter of the 
 seventeenth century. Subhan Qoli, a son of Balkh’s Uzbek ruler Nazr Muhammad, 
commissioned its construction from proceeds of trade on the Silk Route. Description 
of the building from its endowment (waqfiya) states that “it comprises lofty arches 
and vaulted niches, a majestic portal, a central courtyard and two large domed 
rooms, one of which is intended as a lecture hall … the madrasa also has 150 cham-
bers (hojras) on two floors”. Built opposite the Khwaja Parsa Shrine, the madrasa is 
believed to have been intended to mirror and surpass the architectural significance  
of the shrine.

When the building fell into disrepair in the nineteenth century, remains of the 
madrasa were demolished in order to construct a circular road around the park in the 
1930s as part of wider modernization plans for Balkh.

WorK undErtAKEn
Physical surveys of the gate confirmed a need for extensive structural work and 
showed that pillars flanking the iwan had been reduced in thickness (as part of pre-
vious road construction work) resulting in the formation of large cracks in the brick 
masonry. Consolidation designs entailed the construction of new sections of masonry 
supports ‘stitched’ to remaining areas of original brickwork. Retaining only a frac-
tion of the vibrant colour-glazed tiles that once decorated the elevations of the iwan, 
conservation work commenced with the repair and consolidation of the honeycomb 
masonry substructure, followed by the stabilization of fragile sections of the remain-
ing tile work.

A protective lightweight roof was constructed above the gate, using curved 
wooden rafters clad in galvanized metal sheeting, in order to weatherpoof the monu-
ment and provide shelter for visitors to the park. As it had been detached from its 
surrounds and isolated as a stand-alone structure for more than six decades, paving 
work focused on connecting the building to the circulation network of the park — 
allowing future visitors to appreciate its fine architecture.

5m0
Ground Floor Plan

Subhan Qoli Madrassa Gate

5m0
Section A-A

the remains of the Subhan Qoli madrasa Gate 
are the last vestiges of a once magnificent 
building located opposite the Khwaja parsa 
mosque.

top, mirroring its previous function, the 
restored structure is now a gateway into the 
Khwaja parsa public park.

Left, ground-floor plan and section.

centre, teams of masons and carpenters 
worked to consolidate the remains of the gate 
and to construct a lightweight roof, which 
prevented future damage to the structure.

right, the restored gate showing an area of 
the original brick and glazed tile work beneath 
a lightweight timber roof.

5 m
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Dehdadi Mosque

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The Dehdadi Mosque is believed to have been built in two distinct periods, with an 
early eighteenth-century wooden veranda decorated with intricate plaster reliefs and 
later nineteenth-century additions replacing sections of the earlier construction with 
a range of masonry domed rooms to the east. The original mosque and Sufi prayer 
space (khanaqa) was built by Mirza Mohammad Yousuf, a Naqshbandi Sufi mystic 
who distinguished himself as a scholar and poet. Mirza travelled to perform the Hajj 
pilgrimage to Mecca, but fell ill on the way and died in Kuwait, where his disciples 
built a tomb bearing his name. Internally, the Dehdadi Mosque contains finely carved 
cedar doors and painted stucco decoration on the upper parts of the arches, domes 
and prayer niche (mihrab), resembling similar religious buildings in Bukhara from  
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the oldest section of the mosque, wooden   
pillars stand on unique cylindrical bases, and its main walls are covered in plaster 
floral motifs resembling the ‘tree of life’.

The religious complex includes a large elliptical pool used for ablutions and 
 potable water by the community and an open-plan madrasa used for religious edu-
cation and mass prayer. The structure was in a dilapidated condition, with structural 
damage caused by weathering. An initial survey of the site was conducted in 2011.

WorK undErtAKEn
Initial excavations revealed that the original masonry domes of the mosque were built 
using adobe (mud brick), resulting in extensive damage caused by water penetration 
over time. The first stage of structural consolidation work focused on carrying out 
repairs to adobe brick-masonry domes, followed by the construction of a protective 
secondary fired-brick dome (above the original structure) in order to prevent water 
penetration and provide natural ventilation. Rising damp in the main eastern facade of 
the mosque had resulted in settlement of load-bearing masonry walls, which required 
the provision of a water barrier below ground and the construction of supporting 
arches beneath existing openings. An external raised platform, which had been con-
structed above loose backfill, was reconstructed in order to provide additional space 
for congregational prayers.

In order to provide safe access to a suitable water supply for worshippers and the 
surrounding community, the large elliptical pool was drained and its embankments 
were stabilized with brick-masonry retaining walls. The restored mosque and site was 
handed back to local custodians following the completion of conservation work.

top, the highly decorated mud-brick domes 
of the mosque were extensively damaged by 
water seepage, requiring the construction of 
a secondary protective masonry shell above 
the original domes.

middle, partially responsible for the damage 
to the mosque from rising damp, an open-
water reservoir adjacent to the building 
was emptied and reconstructed using brick 
masonry applied to a waterproof membrane.

Bottom, layers of modern plaster and paint 
were removed from the main elevations, 
before secondary arches were constructed 
beneath existing broken arches.

Above, the dehdadi mosque had been 
 expanded over a two-hundred-year period 
and was in a poor state of repair prior to 
conservation.

Below, internal elevations of the mosque 
damaged by rising damp were stripped  
of plaster and the space ventilated, allowing 
masonry walls to dry, before conservation 
measures could be implemented.
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5m0
Elevation_East
Dehdadi mosque

10m0

Site Plan
Dehdadi mosque

Detail
2.5m0

Above, small openings have been allowed for 
ventilating spaces between the double-dome 
structure.

Below, the restored shrine with additional 
outside space for communal prayer.

Above, reflective ceiling plan, site plan, east 
elevation.

Below, left, internal painted elevations and 
geometric plaster decorations were cleaned 
and consolidated.

right, composed of interlinking domed spaces, 
the quality of decorations found within the 
mosque are some of the finest among those 
that remain in Balkh from this period.

10 m

5 m

1 m
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Khwaja Nizamuddin Shrine

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Located adjacent to a small cemetery in Balkh, this small eighteenth-century structure 
is believed to be the burial place of Hazrat Khwaja Nizamuddin, a Sufi religious scholar 
also known locally as Pir Baba (Eldest of Sufis) for his religious teaching in Balkh. Born in 
India, Khwaja Nizamuddin was the religious leader (Shaikh-ul Islam) in Mughal emperor 
Akbar’s court in Delhi, before being exiled and living out his life in Balkh — where he 
is believed to have died in the early seventeenth century and buried within this shrine 
bearing his name. An octagonal masonry building with a single-shell elongated dome, 
Nizamuddin’s grave is located at the centre of a square room and surrounded by a low 
decorated wooden enclosure. Accessed through an entrance to the south, the grave 
is oriented in a north-south direction as prescribed by Islamic law. Unlike other shrines 
containing a grave, a small prayer niche (mihrab) located within an arched recess indi-
cates that this small shrine may have been used on occasion for prayer.

The building was found to be in urgent need of repair, and a survey of the shrine 
conducted in 2014 revealed large cracks in the masonry dome, which had resulted in the 
seepage of rainwater inside the structure and extensive discoloration of internal plaster.

WorK undErtAKEn
Structural consolidation work entailed the removal of accumulated debris from the roof 
of the shrine, which had been repeatedly plastered with mud-straw in order to prevent 
leakage. Damaged sections of the dome and external arches were cleaned, repaired 
and treated with waterproof lime mortar before being resurfaced with fired-brick pav-
ing. An unusual plaster-screen ‘lantern’ skylight at the apex of the dome was clad using 
fired bricks in order to prevent damage to its fragile structure. A new brick parapet was 
designed and constructed above the load-bearing walls, between segments of elong-
ated decorative pilasters that were fully restored using lime mortar.

Previously plastered elevations of the building were cleaned, with missing sections 
of brickwork repaired and repointed using lime mortar. Internal elevations of the shrine 
had been covered with gypsum and in places with cement plaster; this was carefully 
removed and the original brickwork was then restored. New timber doors were pro-
duced and installed beneath a remaining section of the original decorated carved timber 
doors that had been looted in the 1980s.

Conservation work was followed by the construction of a paved pathway around the 
shrine, preventing seepage of water into brick foundations, and the planting of local 
 species of trees around the site. 5m
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Above, the Khwaja nizamuddin Shrine is a 
small, finely constructed, early 17th-century 
mausoleum in Balkh – seen here prior to 
restoration.

Below, laser-scan survey drawing.

Above, the restored shrine is both a place of 
worship and an excellent example of the aus-
tere building tradition of the region.

Left, interior view of the shrine with the grave 
of Khwaja nizamuddin encased within a decor-
ated wooden structure.

right, structural repairs were carried out, 
followed by the re-roofing of the shrine and 
paving of external spaces.

Below, ground-floor plan and section.

5 m
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Mir Ruzadar Shrine

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Rebuilt on the foundations of an earlier building on the orders of the Timurid king Shah 
Rukh, who visited the site shortly before his death, the Mir Ruzadar Shrine consists of 
an octagonal single-shell dome preceded by a rectangular vestibule entrance flanked 
by a pair of symmetric staircases leading to the roof. Mir Ruzadar was a Sufi mystic who, 
according to local legend, refused to suckle his mother’s breast as a child, thus being 
called “Ruzadar” (one who fasts). The underside of the dome above his grave is decor-
ated in stucco, reflecting a geometric combination of stars and polygons, finished with 
hand-painted floral patterns. The external elevations of the building are a combination 
of flat relief arches and recessed niches rising to a total height of 6.5 metres.

WorK undErtAKEn
Conservation work commenced in 2014 with the removal of accumulated earth and the 
dismantling of ad hoc repairs followed by the consolidation of building foundations, 
including measures aimed at preventing rising damp and water penetration. Damage to 
the masonry walls of the building, caused by differential settlement, was consolidated 
with injections of lime grout and the construction of new brick foundations. A re- 
inforced-steel ring beam was retrofitted at the intersection between the dome and the 
drum where large cracks had formed as a result of deformation in the masonry walls. In 
order to protect internal decoration, a secondary brick-masonry shell was constructed 
above the original dome with sufficient space between the structures to allow for 
 ventilation. Precast gypsum screens were created and installed in existing openings at 
the base of the drum in order to prevent pigeons from entering the shrine. The roof of 
the shrine was finished with a layer of lime concrete and paved with durable fired bricks. 
The main elevations of the shrine were cleaned and damaged sections were repaired 
using techniques that distinguished new work from the original brickwork.

Internal work focused on the careful removal of lime-wash paint inappropriately 
applied to decorative sections of the dome. Gypsum panels that had become detached 
from the dome were consolidated and anchored to the masonry structure using bam-
boo and stainless-steel anchor bolts. Visible cracks were structurally stitched and filled 
with gypsum slurry, before a final layer of gypsum plaster was applied to large areas of 
internal walls.

In addition to the conservation of the shrine, a complex of tombs located adjacent 
to the shrine were consolidated and decorative colour-glazed tile panels located on its 
walls were conserved.
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top, areas of plaster and painted decor ation 
that had become detached from the masonry 
structure were consolidated.

Above, masons work to repair brick founda-
tions of the shrine.

right, ground-floor plan and section.

Below, the restored shrine is set within a 
 garden containing mature mulberry trees.

Above, the mir ruzadar Shrine is a late- 
15th-century building, one of the largest 
mauso leums remaining in Balkh.

Below, laser-scan survey drawing.

5 m
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Sultan Ahmad Khezraviah Shrine

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Located within the main cemetery of Balkh, along the outer perimeter of the Kushan-
era city walls, the graves of Ahmad Khezraviah and his wife Fatima Balkhi are con-
tained within two small single-storey shrines. Reference is made to Ahmad  Khezraviah, 
a famous Sufi scholar living in Balkh in the ninth century, in the masterpiece by Jalal 
al-Din Muhammad Balkhi (commonly known as Rumi), The Masnavi. Rumi recounts 
a story about Ahmad Khezraviah and a young halva (sweetmeats) seller. The child 
weeps when Ahmad Khezraviah cannot pay him for sweets the scholar has purchased 
from him to placate his creditors. When a sum of money miraculously appears, includ-
ing the small amount that Khezraviah owes the boy, Rumi reveals that the boy’s sin-
cere cries were needed to provoke God’s mercy and proclaims, “until the halva-selling 
child has not cried, withheld is the sea of mercy’s churning”.

A well-respected Sufi in her own right, Fatima Balkhi’s grave is frequented to this 
day by women who pray for the resolution of family problems.

WorK undErtAKEn
Surveys conducted in 2014 revealed the extent of deterioration to both shrines, which 
were on the verge of collapse. Due to the critical state of the buildings and before 
consolidation and conservation work could commence, extensive temporary sup-
ports were built beneath the domes and adjacent to load-bearing walls. Once they 
were stabilized, large quantities of earth materials were removed from the roofs of 
the structures and from the exterior adjacent to its masonry walls. The brick-masonry 
domes were repaired using specially fabricated square bricks and lime-based mortar, 
applied in a stitching technique to damaged sections of the structure. External and 
internal elevations of the building were cleaned, repaired and repointed. A new brick 
parapet was designed and constructed above the load-bearing walls and new doors 
were produced and installed at the entrances to both shrines. As a final measure, the 
decorative wall of a grave located adjacent to Balkhi’s Shrine was treated and pro-
tected against further damage, followed by improvements to public access entailing 
the construction of surface drains and paved pathways.

5m0
Section A-A

5m0
Site Plan

Sultan Ahmad Khezraviah Shrine

Above, the Sultan Ahmad Khezraviah Shrine 
is located on the perimeter of the main 
 cemetery in Balkh.

Below, along with a second building, contain-
ing the remains of his wife, both buildings 
required structural repairs and conservation.

Above, the restored shrine and  surrounding 
graves set against the backdrop of the 
Kushan-era fortifications of Balkh.

middle, site plan and section.

Below, left, masons work to replace sections 
of  damaged brickwork.

centre, the single-span dome of the shrine 
was stabilized temporarily while consolida-
tion work was undertaken.

right, the intervention also entailed the 
upgrading of access to the shrine and repair 
of the adjacent grave site.

5 m
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Chahar Gunbad Shrine

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Believed to have originally been built during the late Samanid period (819–999) as 
part of a larger complex, the Chahar Gunbad Shrine is recorded as having been re- 
stored during Timurid rule in the early fifteenth century. Prior to its restoration, the 
building and adjacent structures may have been used as a Sufi khanaqa. While  little 
is known about the history of the site or who is buried there, records refer to the 
great reverence with which Balkh’s rulers visited the building. Constructed with thick 
load-bearing masonry walls almost two metres in width, the building contains a large 
square internal space with irregular relief arches below the springing of the dome. 
With a single-shell masonry dome spanning more than eight metres and a height of  
ten metres above ground, the shrine is one of the largest remaining structures in Balkh.

Used as a fortified base by armed groups opposing the Soviet occupation, the  
site was extensively damaged by artillery fire during the 1980s.

WorK undErtAKEn
Surveys of the building and the remains of surrounding structures were prepared in 
2014 before emergency consolidation activities focused on repairs to sections of the 
building that were at high risk of collapse, using bricks collected during removal of 
debris. With the existing structure stabilized, the focus on consolidation work turned 
to strengthening the foundations of the shrine and sections of the building damaged 
by looters. Based on the dilapidated condition of the structure and further damage 
certain to result from exposure to rain and snow and following consultation with local 
authorities, it was decided that the best manner to protect this monument was to 
reconstruct its dome according to its original designs. In order to differentiate work 
being carried out by AKTC and the original architecture of the building, priority was 
given to applying methods prescribed by international charters on the conservation 
of historic sites. This included the use of different sized fired bricks and set-back 
techniques for the ongoing intervention.
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the chahar Gunbad Shrine is believed to have 
been part of a much larger complex of reli-
gious structures destroyed during the mongol 
sacking of Balkh in the early 13th century and 
later restored during the timurid era.

Above, detailed surveys of the building en- 
abled an accurate reconstruction of the 
dome, which prevented further damage to  
the shrine.

Left, first-floor plan and section.

Below, remains of the original structure were 
conserved, before further work could be 
undertaken.
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Khwaja Bajgahi Shrine

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
Little is known about the Khwaja Bajgahi Shrine other than that it was built in the late 
Timurid period in a historic quarter of Balkh known for the residence of a state tax 
 collector (bajgahi). There are indications that the building may have originally been 
built as a mausoleum, which over time was transformed into a shrine. Unlike other 
shrines or religious structures, which were expanded or restored in various historic 
periods, the Khwaja Bajgahi Shrine remains today as it was built and retains its 
 spiritual value. It is frequented by locals who seek remedies for illnesses.

Built with fired-brick masonry applied with mud mortar, which may explain the 
extent of damage caused by exposure to rain and snow, the octagonal main space 
of the shrine (hazira) was covered with a plastered ribbed dome (karbandi) and 
accessed through a rectangular vaulted vestibule. A combination of weathering, 
 settlement and damage inflicted during the conflict resulted in the collapse of its 
main dome and subsidence of the arched iwan. As it remained in a dilapidated con-
dition for the past decade, local residents removed bricks from the site for use in  
the construction of their homes.

WorK undErtAKEn
Based on requests from the local community, for whom the shrine represents an  
important religious site, remains of the building were surveyed in 2013. It was 
assessed to be in a critical state of disrepair, and the necessary structural consoli-
dation work started with the construction of two masonry buttresses flanking the 
 broken iwan. In order to avoid further damage resulting from exposure to rain and 
snow, following consultation with local authorities, it was decided that the best 
 manner to protect this monument was to reconstruct its ribbed dome according to 
the original design. This work commenced with the stabilization of existing sections 
of the dome and the erection of reinforced-gypsum ribs (karbandi), followed by the 
laying of fired-brick infill providing a circular base for the construction of the dome. 
Once completed, the dome will be weatherproofed with lime mortar before the 
 application of durable fired-brick paving. The last stage of the project will entail the 
provision of internal paving and external landscaping aimed at providing safe access 
and diverting rainwater away from the foundations of the monument.

5m0
Ground Floor Plan
Khwaja Bajgahi

5m0
Section A-A

Sections of the early 16th-century Khwaja 
 Bajgahi Shrine had collapsed as recently as 
2015 and the building was in urgent need of 
repair.

top left, metal formwork being prepared for 
the construction of supporting arches.

top right, conservation of original sections  
of the monument preceded the reconstruction 
of its masonry dome.

Above, based on detailed surveys of the exist-
ing structure, reconstructed areas of the 
shrine will be distinguishable from the original 
building, providing long-term protection for 
the monument.

Left, ground-floor plan and section.

5 m

290 291

BALKH  RELIGIOUS BUILDINGS  KHWAJA BAJGAHI SHRINE



Takhta Pul Mosque

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
One of the best-preserved monuments in Balkh, the Takhta Pul Mosque and khanaqa 
was built in the early eighteenth century as part of a larger fort complex (qala) 
intended to house the governor of Balkh. The building is composed of two double-
shell domed spaces, flanking a central square room with a higher single-shell dome 
capped by a ‘lantern’ skylight. In addition to being an expression of architectural 
form and embellishment, recessed niches within these spaces enabled builders to 
reduce the overall mass and thickness of walls. A row of smaller double-storey rooms 
to the west were used for spiritual meditation (chila khana). Internal elevations of 
the mosque are decorated with painted geometric and floral patterns, which were in 
various states of conservation at the time of documentation by AKTC. The mosque 
also contains two prayer niches (mihrab), with the external mihrab linked to a raised 
platform used for outdoor prayer. At the time of initial surveys of the monument, the 
building was assessed to require structural consolidation and preventative measures 
against future deterioration.

WorK undErtAKEn
As with other monuments in Balkh, conservation work commenced with structural 
repairs entailing the stabilization of external load-bearing walls through the con- 
struction of low masonry buttresses. Ad hoc repairs, carried out previously to the 
roof of the building using cement mortar, were found to have compounded existing 
structural damage in the domes. These interventions were carefully dismantled, fol-
lowed by the construction of low masonry walls in order to support the lateral thrust 
of domes. Arched masonry openings were built into support walls, enabling the nat- 
ural ventilation of the internal decorative dome. Exposed surfaces of the roof were 
 weatherproofed using lime concrete and finished with durable fired-brick paving.

Internal restoration work focused on the stabilization of key sections of plaster 
reliefs that had become detached from the masonry structure, followed by careful 
cleaning of painted decoration. Painted surfaces were conserved in order to prevent 
damage from moisture or dust, making it possible to clean and maintain the spaces 
in the future. External landscaping work included the construction of a large prayer 
platform to the east, followed by paving the perimeter of the building in order to pre-
vent penetration of water into its foundations. The addition of new cedar doors and 
windows rendered the mosque functional, and it is currently being used by students 
of an agricultural institute nearby and travellers on the road to Balkh.

5m0
Ground Floor Plan
Thakhta Pul Mosque

Section A-A
5m0

Above, built as part of wider projects under-
taken in the early 18th century, takhta pul 
mosque was constructed by the builders of 
the dehdadi mosque, also restored by AKtc.

Below, laser-scan survey.

Above, repairs to the roof included stabiliza-
tion of existing domes and the construction  
of low masonry buttresses in order to prevent 
further damage.

Left, internal plaster and painted decoration 
was repaired and consolidated.

right, wider landscaping improvements 
around the building enable better access for 
worshippers.

Below, ground-floor plan and section.
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Tanga-e Shadian

HiStory And cHArActEriSticS
The monumental arched brick-masonry structure at Tanga-e Shadian in Balkh, be- 
lieved to have been built at the beginning of the eleventh century, has been at the 
centre of a local debate concerning its intended function. Located at the entrance  
to the Shadian pass, which leads to mountain villages north of Mazar-e Sharif, the 
structure spans between opposing cliffs of the Alborz Mountains. The pass serves 
both as a transportation route, with a single-lane public road passing beneath the 
arches of the structure, and the entry point of seasonal flooding areas in the plains 
north of the city. Based on this, it is believed that the historic structure at its en- 
trance is either a defensive fortification gate or a protective structure, or possibly 
both.

Built using fired-brick masonry with an infill of broken stones set in lime mortar, 
the structure reaches sixteen metres in height and spans twenty-five metres at its 
widest point. Due to a slight shift in direction at the centre of the structure, the origin- 
al masonry arch was built on multiple axes. Two small chambers at the top of the 
southern elevation of the structure are accessed by a narrow steep staircase on the 
internal face of the arch. At the time of surveys conducted by ATKC, the structure  
was found to have been damaged by vibration caused by passing traffic and exten-
sively eroded by flooding, which often surpasses seven to ten metres in height, at its 
narrowest point beneath the broken arch of the monument.

WorK undErtAKEn
The first stage of structural consolidation activity centred on separating the founda-
tions of the historic structure from those of the cast-concrete road in order to reduce 
vibration caused by large trucks. Trenches were dug at the base of the arch, cutting 
back more than two metres of reinforced concrete, after which rubber dampers were 
installed and stone foundations rebuilt. The next stage of work entailed the protec- 
tion of exposed areas of the arch against damage from flash floods, which tend to 
contain large stone boulders. Reinforced stone aprons were constructed at the base 
of the structure and stitched into the cliff face using stainless-steel anchor rods. Once 
the base of the structure had been secured, consolidation activity focused on re- 
placing large areas of damaged brick walls, followed by the full-scale reconstruction 
of the nine-metre-high masonry arch on multiple axes using specially constructed 
formwork. In order to prevent further damage from weathering, the upper areas of 
the structure were reconstructed and protected with lime concrete and a durable 
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Tanga - e - Shadian

Believed to have been constructed for the 
dual purpose of defensive  fortification  
and flood barrier, the structure at tanga-e   
Shadian (seen here from the south) 
required urgent consolidation and partial 
reconstruction.

top, the restored structure (seen here from 
the north) will provide a measure of protec-
tion from floodwaters that often reach more 
than twelve metres in height.

Above, the large masonry arch of the struc-
ture, which had collapsed causing erosion  
of backfill material, was reconstructed.

Left, floor plan and south elevation.

layer of fired-brick paving. While the stabilization of the structure has not resolved the 
debate on its intended function, its restoration means that successive generations 
will be afforded the opportunity to continue the discussion.
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pLAnninG, upGrAdinG  
And AccESS improvEmEntS

BALKH



pLAnninG
In order to consolidate achievements involving physical conservation, upgrading and 
vocational training activities, planning support initiatives carried out under the Balkh 
Area Development Programme focused on providing support for local coordination, 
advocacy and governance structures. While the focus of recent large-scale urban 
development and construction projects remains in Mazar-e Sharif, the capital and 
administrative centre of Balkh province, an increase in modern infill construction has 
gradually transformed the historic landscape around the old town of Balkh.

In order to address this concern, in 2012 AKTC prioritized the establishment of a 
formal coordination mechanism with Balkh Municipality and the district governor’s 
office aimed at supporting local planners, in an effort to balance sustainable urban 
development with the preservation of historic fabric in the old town. This was done in 
the context of AKTC’s ongoing conservation programme, which established defined 
parameters for the preservation of built heritage, and enabled local residents to 
engage civil servants in decision-making exercises aimed at building a sustainable 
relationship between communities and state institutions. Through this forum, local 
residents and religious representatives became advocates for conservation activities 
aimed at protecting and rehabilitating communal structures and shared public spaces.

As part of planning activities, in 2013 a physical survey of residential and commer-
cial properties was carried out in the old town and in areas surrounding historic sites 
restored under AKTC’s conservation programme, yielding useful information on oc- 
cupancy and use, architectural characteristics, availability of services, state of repair 
and level of vulnerability of the property. Surveys revealed that the bulk of houses 
in the historic old town were traditional in form and construction, yet one out of ten 
homes was modern. Furthermore, one in six homes in the old town was occupied by 
more than one family, with indications of a gradual increase in density. In comparison, 
more than three quarters of commercial premises were modern, with more than  
200 new shops or markets recorded as having been built from 2002–13, often on the 
site of demolished early to mid-twentieth-century shops. The trend in the destruction 
of heritage properties, replaced by modern infill constructions, reflected a significant 
increase in the wealth of those investing in speculative commercial development in 
the historic old town.

In addition to facilitating the identification of priority areas requiring upgrading 
and access improvements, the physical survey enabled the establishment of key 
‘conservation zones’ where development activities would be regulated and closely 

Above, members of the community and civil 
servants receive an update on the conserva-
tion of the Khwaja parsa mosque.

Below, surveyors preparing a socio-economic 
survey in residential areas in central Balkh.

preceding pages, surveyors preparing a 
socio-economic survey in residential areas 
in central Balkh.

500 m

Public buildings
Residential area

Commercial premises
Open space

Cemetery Historic city walls/citadel
Water channel

Building use survey, Balkh old town.
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redeveloped. In the residential quarters near the historic citadel of Balkh, residents 
suffered from chronic blockages in drainage of water along the Bandar-e Bala Hissar 
road — resulting in the flooding of adjacent residential streets and houses. In order  
to address the problem, damaged sections of underground drains (beneath the road) 
were excavated, reconstructed and covered with culverts that would enable access 
for future maintenance. Irrigated by the Balkh River some fourteen kilometres to  
the south of the historic old town, open drains provide an important source of water 
for agriculture and household irrigation. Damaged sections of irrigation channels 
in the centre of the town, along the Bandar-e Baghragh road near the Khwaja Parsa 
Mosque, were demolished and rebuilt so as to enable a better flow of water in the 
gravity-fed irrigation system. Additional drainage upgrading work carried out on the 
periphery of the Khwaja Parsa Park prevented flooding of roads and damage to monu-
ments located within the park. In addition to the fact that they were poorly designed 
and constructed, chronic problems with the irrigation and drainage network were 
also due to deficiencies in the management of waste that resulted in blockages in the 
system. Support was provided for Balkh Municipality and local councils for improv-
ing the waste-management system for the centre of the historic old town, entailing 
identification of collection points and the regular disposal of waste. In coordination 
with local authorities and community councils, traders responsible in large part for 
the production and inappropriate disposal of waste were consulted and made aware 
of provisions for waste management.

Since 2012, more than 3.5 kilometres of covered drains have been repaired or 
ungraded by AKTC in the historic old town of Balkh, and more than 1200 square metres  
of pedestrian alleyways have been paved. These activities have directly benefited 
10,000 people, or more than half of the resident population of the historic old town, 
generating approximately 12,000 workdays of skilled and unskilled labour, which has 
mainly been drawn from local residents.

monitored. The documentation further enabled the preparation of a baseline socio-
economic survey for 470 households, conducted in 2013 by a group of local female 
surveyors. The mapping of key socio-economic information on livelihoods and living 
conditions, correlated with data collected through physical surveys, enabled AKTC to 
prioritize investments in upgrading and access improvements in areas most in need 
of physical improvement and where the impact of these activities on living conditions 
would be highest.

Support for technical and management capacity was provided through opportu-
nities for on-the-job training for students and professionals and in the context of an 
active engagement of civil servants on project sites. In the absence of formal policies 
to safeguard Balkh’s built heritage, further legal protection was provided by AKTC 
towards the preparation of inscription dossiers for key historic monuments in the old 
town on a register developed by the Department of Historic Monuments.

upGrAdinG And AccESS improvEmEnt
Since 2012, AKTC’s programmes in the old town of Balkh have helped  communities 
living and working around historic sites benefit from focused investments in en- 
hancing their environments. Physical upgrading and access work have improved 
 living conditions for populations in areas surrounding historic sites, mitigating wider 
development pressures that often lead to historic areas being demolished and 

top left, construction of a covered irrigation 
channel near the noh Gunbad mosque.

top right, upgrading of public drains opposite 
the Khwaja parsa park.

Bottom left, survey of the drainage network.

Bottom right, access improvements in resi-
dential areas in central Balkh.

Above, encroachment of residential develop-
ment adjacent to the fortifications of the Bala 
Hissar (citadel).

Below, there is a significant increase in new 
development in commercial and residential 
areas of Balkh.
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