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prEpArinG for outrEAcH
Interventions that involve local communities are subject to extensive social and phys-
ical baseline surveys that are carried out prior to engagement in outreach  activities. 
The Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) collects and analyses data from available sources  
and generally conducts its own surveys of a representative sample of local house-
holds in order to have recent information. Issues that are considered difficult to assess  
in a straightforward manner, such as household income and expenditure levels, are 
approached from various angles in order to arrive at better estimates. Neighbourhood 
walks with knowledgeable individuals, discussions with key informants and focus 
group meetings with community members usually provide the required level of quali-
tative information that is needed to better interpret quantitative data. These baseline 
surveys serve a dual purpose. They provide an overview of the local needs that AKTC 
can then link with available resources and know-how in the design of its intervention 
programme; and they provide the benchmarks for making future comparisons to 
measure progress. Follow-up studies for measuring progress against baseline data are  
typically carried out at four- to five-year intervals. To a large extent, the socio-economic 
baseline surveys follow the indicators set out in AKDN’s Quality of Life (QoL) frame-
work1 with some adjustments for the built environment where AKTC tends to operate.

Given its mandate, AKTC has been addressing the direct fulfilment of basic needs 
of local Afghan communities, such as education, health, water and sanitation, to 
only a limited extent. Instead, it has paid more attention to two other dimensions of 
poverty alleviation that are directly linked to AKTC’s day-to-day engagement in the 
historic built environment in Afghanistan: providing community members with access 
to means that can bring welfare; and helping to establish a secure social and physical 
environment.

dirEct And indirEct contriButionS
The outreach approach pioneered by the Historic Cities Programme (HCP) of AKTC, 
whereby socio-economic development and physical rehabilitation are both integral 
elements of activities aimed at improving the built environment, has now become the 
standard strategy for nearly all major HCP interventions and is generally referred to 
as the “Multiple Input Area Development Approach”. Over the years, socio-economic 
outreach of AKTC in Afghanistan has focused on vocational training and skills devel-
opment, as well as infrastructural improvements, such as construction of retention 
walls, street paving, construction of covered drains, providing access to drinking 

Above, vocational training programmes are 
undertaken in tandem with conservation 
projects, providing opportunities for those 
in need and enabling them to improve their 
livelihoods.

Below, courses in tailoring, embroidery and 
carpet weaving (shown here) form part of the 
curriculum of AKtc training programmes.

A thriving local market in the production of 
traditional clothing will provide graduates an 
opportunity to generate sustained income 
from their craft.

1 — The QoL system for impact measurement 
includes forty indicators related to health, 
education, employment, housing conditions 
and direct interpretations of QoL. AKTC uses 
additional indicators for measuring household 
income and expenditure levels, collects more 
data on housing conditions and also measures 
the experiences of park visitors and the im- 
pact of parks on the immediate surroundings.
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water and ensuring improved levels of sanitation and hygiene. Not less important are 
the indirect contributions that AKTC has been making to improve community life. This 
is particularly the case with access to green, clean and safe open space that is cre-
ated and managed by AKTC. Such open space contributes directly to social cohesion, 
inclusion and participation in cultural events, engagement in sports, play or any other 
form of purposeful infill of leisure time. Social outreach also includes rehabilitation of 
monumental mosques, such as those that now serve the community in Kabul’s historic 
Asheqan wa Arefan quarter, as well as the conservation of a number of characteristic 
historic houses in the same area that were under serious threat. Similar initiatives have 
also been undertaken in Herat’s historic centre and to a lesser extent also in Faizabad.

vocAtionAL trAininG, SKiLLS dEvELopmEnt And EmpLoymEnt
Between 2004 and 2016, AKTC’s programme for vocational training, skills development 
and employment in Kabul provided 5454 young apprentices with professional train-
ing and skills development, including literacy. Roughly three quarters of these former 
apprentices found employment within months after completing their training. The 
subjects covered during this period included carpentry, wood carving, masonry, trad-
itional plastering, tailoring, embroidery, carpet and kilim weaving, and horticulture. 
The choice of subjects for vocational training was directly related to the outcome of 
data analysis carried out by AKTC in District 1 and District 7, at the onset of its interven-
tion. While employment clearly appeared as the highest priority of most households 
surveyed, AKTC also noted low levels of education among the population aged twenty 
years and above.

Although AKTC is not directly involved in primary education as part of basic social 
services delivery, its training programme did contribute indirectly by providing doors 
and windows for a number of schools, including the local Guzargah School where 
4600 girls are taught in four shifts. The main objective of the vocational training and 
skills development programme, however, is to help increase family income levels by 
engaging younger family members to become professionally engaged in the manu- 
facturing of marketable crafts of outstanding quality. Subsequently, training in wood-
work would not just be limited to carpentry, but would come to include the making of 
vertically sliding pataii and lattice-patterned jali screens, as well as the construction 
of musical instruments such as the rubab, a popular Afghan string instrument made of 
mulberry wood. More recently, the manufacturing of complex architectural models has 
been added. A number of detailed wooden models of important historic monuments 
have been completed and are on show for visitors. It is expected that this component 
of the programme will help increase interest for this craft and that this will provide a 
commercial market for those who have been trained. In the near future, AKTC will bring 
all of its Kabul-based vocational training under one roof in the former industrial site of 
Janglak in District 7.

The vocational training and skills development programme in Herat was started 
when AKTC was involved in a number of important rehabilitation projects, which 
included the Guzargah complex with the shrine of the poet Abdullah Ansari, the 
 Ikhtyaruddin Citadel in the Old City and a number of historic sites in the heart of Herat’s  
historic centre. Vocational training in Herat was carried out by the Trust over a five- 
year period, starting in 2006. It involved seventy-five apprentices who were trained on-
the-job in a number of specific crafts that were directly related to AKTC’s local rehabili-
tation efforts. A wood-fired kiln was set up in 2007 to produce traditional blown-glass 
components. Another workshop was established in the Old City for the production of 
incised tiles and glazed bricks.

Following the Herat experience in the manufacturing of tiles and glazed bricks, a 
similar kiln was set up in Balkh for the restoration of the Khwaja Parsa Shrine. An exist-
ing mid-twentieth-century kiln within the Ali Shrine in nearby Mazar-e Sharif, which 
produces low-quality tiles, was not considered acceptable for this project. Using 
cobalt, copper, manganese and lead sulphate as dyes, AKTC specialists, working 
together with local craftsmen, began experimenting in 2012. This initiative ultimately 
succeeded in producing high-quality tiles of various designs, including large multi-
coloured muqarnas tiles. As part of the manufacturing process, AKTC took the initia-
tive of encouraging the development of a modest, local, glazed-tile industry that now 
produces pieces of very high quality in a variety of coloured glazes and calligraphic 
designs and directly employs twelve people. An exhibition of the tiles, introducing 
the technique and the art form, has since been organized. Vocational training in Balkh 
also involved sixty-eight student trainees who were instructed in the design of arches, 
domes and vaults.

In Faizabad, the capital of Badakhshan province, AKTC has been engaged in voca-
tional training in carpentry, tailoring and embroidery, educating a total of 105 young 
women and 148 young men over of the period 2014–16 for direct employment in the 
local economy.

pHySicAL improvEmEntS of nEiGHBourHoodS:  
HouSES, moSQuES And infrAStructurE
Following its first household survey in Asheqan wa Arefan (District 1) and Guzargah 
(District 7) in 2004, AKTC had first-hand information at hand about actual living 
 conditions in both areas. Housing conditions and overall sanitation levels were found 
to be extremely poor and employment levels and family incomes well below average. 

top, courses in carpentry, woodcarving and 
production of architectural fenestration are 
aimed at supporting growth and innovation in 
the local construction and furniture-making 
industries.

middle, produced in the region since the  
14th century, courses in glazed tile making 
have helped revived a lost traditional craft.

Bottom, in order to ensure the continued 
production of high-quality traditional musical 
instruments, required by growing numbers  
of students, support for the training of 
apprentices was provided to a workshop in 
the old city of Kabul.

Above, training in hand-blown Herati glass, 
produced since the mid-14th century, 
focused on improving the quality of materials 
and techniques used in the process.

Below, a Herati glass-blower working at a 
furnace prepared by AKtc in the old city of 
Herat.
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Asheqan wa Arefan proved particularly depressed, with per capita incomes on aver-
age 15% lower than the poorer part of Guzargah, which itself was already known as 
one of the more depressed areas of Kabul. As Asheqan wa Arefan is also home to the 
original settlement that later became Kabul and contains a number of houses and 
mosques of historical value, an early decision was made to rehabilitate mosques and 
a critical number of historic houses where people, many of whom were recent arrivals, 
were living in overcrowded and highly unsanitary conditions. This intervention even-
tually led to the upgrading of the entire quarter, directly benefiting all residents. The 
installation of additional toilets in courtyards and the construction of covered drains 
throughout Asheqan wa Arefan had a major impact on sanitary conditions. All physic- 
al aspects of this project were formally completed by 2011. Since then, the mainten-
ance of houses and the upkeep of streets and drains is being carried out by local 
residents in an exemplary way. AKTC still has a minor presence in the area through an 
ongoing component of its vocational training programme for women.

In the upper part of Guzargah, that is, the area surrounding Babur’s Garden east 
of the Kabul River, housing improvement was kept to a minimum. Instead, the focus 
of AKTC’s outreach to the community was on water supply, construction of  retaining 
walls to prevent rock falls, construction of storm drains, street repair and street pave-
ments. AKTC’s intervention directly benefited all residents of the area, which has 
since grown to around 28,000 people as Kabul has expanded.

AKTC’s interventions in Herat, although predominantly aimed at the preservation 
and reuse of historic buildings and improving drainage, did help to directly improve 

living conditions in sixty houses in the city’s historic centre and indirectly benefited 
65,000 people. The rehabilitations of major public buildings, such as the  Ikhtyaruddin 
Citadel, the Chahar Suq Cistern and the Malik Cistern and Mosque, have been of 
direct benefit to the entire population of the city.

The rehabilitation and reuse of Faizabad’s oldest hammam in the city centre pro-
vides a continuing and direct benefit to all residents of the adjacent quarter. AKTC 
has also assisted the public through rehabilitation of the Pule-Khesti Bridge, a land-
mark in Faizabad, which now allows easy entry to the centre of town.

AccESS to cLEAn, GrEEn And SAfE opEn SpAcE
The creation of public parks in Kabul and Faizabad is perhaps the best example of 
AKTC’s efforts to provide people with access to a secure social and physical environ-
ment. The largest park to date, Bagh-e Babur (Barbur’s Garden) in Kabul, has proven 
so successful that it sparked interest from external funders requesting that AKTC 
rehabilitate the even larger, somewhat dysfunctional Chihilsitoon Park, which is also 
located in District 7. Work on this last park is currently underway and is expected to 
be completed by early 2018. Although parks in Afghanistan are barely used during 
the winter months, that shortfall in visitation is largely made up during the spring, 
summer and autumn. A benchmark in visitation of public parks created or restored 
by AKTC and operated through a ‘Public-Private Partnership’ is that 10 to 14% of the 
metro politan population visits the park during the course of a calendar year. For 
 Cairo’s Al Azhar Park, the figure is 12%, for Bamako’s Parc National du Mali it is 11% and 

Above, large glazed-tile panels being pre-
pared at a workshop supporting conservation 
of historic monuments in Balkh.

Below, geometric designs are prepared and 
used to guide the assemblage of mosaic tiles 
cut to size.

right, commercial demand for glazed-tile 
products has enabled the programme to 
reinvest proceeds towards further training 
activities.

Apprentices prepare a horizontal loom, used 
to make flat-weave kilims, in a workshop 
located in a historic house restored by AKtc.
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for Humayun’s Tomb in Delhi the figure is also 11%. For Kabul the figure has over the 
years consistently been 12%. By checking each arriving visitor for weapons or explo-
sives, Bagh-e Babur guarantees the public a level of safety that is unprecedented in 
Kabul for major public open spaces. The public has been expressing its appreciation 
for the clean, green and safe surroundings that the park offers by continuing to visit 
Bagh-e Babur in substantial numbers.

Bagh-e Qazi, a smaller and less well-known green open space between the 
quarters of Asheqan wa Arefan and Chindawol, which AKTC developed following its 
completion of the nearby housing project, is also attracting appreciable numbers of 
visitors, albeit mostly from the neighbourhood. This park, which is directly operated 
by Kabul Municipality in close collaboration with neighbourhood committees, has 
a football and cricket ground that is in constant use, in addition to picnic areas for 
 families. The park is fenced and while access is free, it is semi-restricted through one 
main gate and an additional emergency exit.

Following a request from the local population, AKTC for some time considered up- 
grading Faizabad’s existing polo ground into an urban park. However, with acute land 
shortages in the centre of town and uncertainty whether the integrity of a centrally 
located urban park could be secured for the future, a decision was made to instead 
develop the surrounding landscape of the shrine of Mir Yar Beg, the founder of 
Faizabad. Although located away from the centre of Faizabad, this new urban park  
is proving highly popular with the public and, being the only major green open space 
in Faizabad, it caters directly for at least half of the city’s population.

EffEctivEnESS And impAct of AKtc’S intErvEntion
Measuring the effectiveness and ultimately the impact of AKTC’s interventions in 
Afghanistan requires regular monitoring and evaluation over the medium and longer 
term. For vocational training, skills development and literacy, it concerns the moni-
toring of job permanence for the initial months after graduation. Indications are 
that more than 65% of AKTC’s graduates are able to continue in new-found employ-
ment. Continued AKTC presence at the local level, such as in Asheqan wa Arefan and 
Guzargah, ensures permanent monitoring of housing conditions and improvements 
made to the local social and physical infrastructure. For interventions in Herat and 
Faizabad, AKTC monitors the condition of its interventions through regular field visits. 
Indications from such monitoring missions and from AKTC’s permanent presence in 
other intervention areas are that the maintenance of improvements made by AKTC to 
the built environment are holding well — particularly in areas where AKTC has been 
able to mobilize local committees for maintenance and for carrying out small repairs. 
The effectiveness and impact of AKTC’s involvement as co-operator of Bagh-e Babur 
is continuously monitored through PIMS (the Parks Impact Measurement System). 
Although the main quality of the park experience is very positive and social bonding 
at the family level is seen as a major element, the male/female balance of park visitors 
still appears to be biased towards male visitors. This is above all a reflection of local 
culture, rather than a lack of willingness of park operations to achieve a more equi-
table gender balance.

Left, continued collaboration with established 
Afghan artists have resulted in innovative 
approaches to producing glazed-tile panels.

right, an apprentice works to complete a hand-
carved timber panel.

Students enrolled in a masonry course learn 
to apply their training on the building site  
of a traditional structure.
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cApAcity BuiLdinG And inStitutionAL Support
A key priority for AKTC’s programme activities in Afghanistan has been to support the 
development of technical and managerial capacity within counterpart institutions. 
This effort is aimed at ensuring the sustainable long-term development of local com-
petencies. The transfer of knowledge and skills in conservation, planning and project 
management has entailed working closely with local authorities within their respec-
tive institutional mandates, providing focused support for policy and implementation 
mechanisms, while directly engaging their staff and personnel on physical conserva-
tion projects where they learn first-hand and build practical experience. In addition to 
engaging official counterparts, support for the development of a broader educational 
curricula and provision for formal instruction at the Department of Architecture in 
Kabul University has enabled the Aga Khan Trust for Culture (AKTC) to invest in the 
education of a generation of future architects and planners. Furthermore, on-the-job 
training, internships and employment opportunities have been provided to Afghan 
professionals and craftsmen alike, enabling a better understanding of building tech-
niques, architectural typologies and issues critical to safeguarding built heritage.

AKTC’s Area Development Programmes and conservation projects in Kabul, Herat, 
Balkh and Badakhshan are formulated jointly with local authorities and relevant insti-
tutions in Kabul. In this process, priorities are identified and criteria established with 
a focus on balancing preservation needs with improvements to the physical environ-
ment, provision for vocational training, and the generation of direct employment and 
indirect economic opportunities that lead to an improvement in the livelihoods of 
communities living around heritage sites. Upon the selection of a conservation pro-
ject, partner institutions are required to introduce key personnel who will work closely 
with AKTC staff on preparing surveys and technical documents, followed by further 
involvement in the supervision of implementation activities. Staff of the Department 
of Historic Monuments (DoHM) of the Ministry of Information and Culture have been 
regularly seconded on conservation projects being implemented by AKTC since 
2002. Where archaeological investigations were required, as was the case during the 
 rehabilitation of Babur’s Garden, staff of the Institute of Archaeology worked closely 
with project consultants from the German Archaeological Institute (DAI) in carrying 
out the work. In addition to field exercises and training, AKTC regularly engages in 
providing desk-based training to civil servants responsible for monitoring and main-
taining Afghanistan’s vast stock of heritage and archaeological sites.

Above, university students receive field train-
ing in conservation and building archaeology 
on the site of a pilot restoration project in the 
old city of Kabul.

Below, left, joint planning workshop with 
staff of the commission for the  protection 
of  Historic  cities, ministry of urban 
development.

right, advocacy and awareness activities 
have been a critical aspect of AKtc’s conser-
vation programmes.

Above, a joint exercise with staff and students 
of the Archaeology department at Kabul 
university on a pilot conservation project in 
the old city of Kabul.

Below, master-planning and landscaping 
consultants working with young Afghan archi-
tects on the rehabilitation of the chihilsitoon 
Garden.
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In 2008, a joint programme of surveys of heritage sites was launched together with 
the Ministry of Information and Culture, which has to date resulted in the prepar-
ation of physical surveys for more than 250 sites across Afghanistan. Having com-
menced as an exercise in taking basic measurements and preparing drawings by 
hand, the process now entails the scanning of monuments using the latest three-
dimensional laser-scanning technology. This method enables teams of surveyors to 
record accurate information on site in a fraction of the time previously spent taking 
measurements by hand, followed by the preparation of CAD-based drawings by a 
team of draughtsmen. Preparation of architectural documentation and surveys of 
 Afghanistan’s vast historic landscape is fundamental to ensuring safeguarding of the 
country’s cultural heritage. Previous attempts by external consultants at  preparing 
surveys using this technology resulted in documents that could not be easily ac- 
cessed or used by local professionals to implement project activities. In addressing 
this concern, AKTC has pioneered the day-to-day use of three-dimensional laser-
scanning technology in Afghanistan by providing training for field survey teams and 
staff responsible for processing this data and generating accurate drawings. As a 
result, dozens of remote historic sites that would otherwise have been impossible to 
survey by hand have been documented.

Encouraged by the wealth of information generated through physical surveys,  
a project was launched with the Ministry of Information and Culture in 2011 involving 
the digitization of 650 monument registration dossiers (kept in hard copy only since 

10m0

Good condition/ heavily pointed stone.

High priority areas requiring attention.

Pakhsa.
Mud brick.

Unpointed stone-Fragile.
Unpointed stone-Secure.

Fired Brick.

1

2

7

3

5

4

6

Above, Babur’s Garden, Kabul, laser-scan 
 survey. part of an initiative with the depart-
ment of Historic monuments to prepare 
registration dossiers for historic monuments. 
Below, darulaman palace, Kabul, laser-scan 
survey. A joint exercise with staff of the 
 ministry of urban development.

the 1950s) and the establishment of a digital archiving system capable of stream-
lining the registration of historic sites. As a second phase of the training, personnel 
of the DoHM were tasked with preparing new monument registration dossiers (for 
previously undocumented historic sites) based on documentation gathered through 
physical surveys and over the course of AKTC’s conservation activities. During this 
programme 550 new registration dossiers were prepared, containing key information 
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Bala Hissar fortifications, Kabul. A joint survey 
prepared with the department of Historic 
monuments.

10m0

Good condition/ heavily pointed stone.

High priority areas requiring attention.

Pakhsa.
Mud brick.

Unpointed stone-Fragile.
Unpointed stone-Secure.

Fired Brick.

1

2

7

3

5

4

6

356 357

cApAcit y BuiLdinG And inStitutionAL Support



on each monument’s location (province, district, village), date of construction, key 
architectural elements, and current condition, which can be used to monitor future 
developments and prepare maintenance schedules. In addition to providing training 
for the DoHM staff on data archival systems, lessons provided by AKTC in graphic 
design programs enabled them to prepare a large public exhibition on conservation 
and maintenance work being carried out directly by their personnel.

While the full extent of Afghanistan’s built heritage remains unclear, estimates 
place the number of historic structures (above ground) to well above 10,000 indi-
vidual sites. Of these, 1408 are currently registered with the government — providing 
some measure of protection under existing preservation laws. Over the course of 
AKTC’s conservation programmes, it became apparent that one of the key reasons 
why heritage sites were being damaged or destroyed was a lack of awareness on the 
part of the public. Many of the structures restored by AKTC had undergone some 
form of transformation, often through religious endowments provided by local com-
munities for the upkeep and repair of sites in active use. This meant that people often 
undertook to protect their built heritage without understanding that their interven-
tions might cause further damage. What they lacked was information that established 
theses sites as historic monuments and guidance on how interventions could be 
undertaken. In order to address this concern and raise public awareness, a project to 
prepare and install monument plaques was launched in 2011. Undertaken jointly with 

the DoHM, plaques were designed so as to clearly identify each monument, provide 
essential information (referencing cultural preservation laws), and encourage local 
communities to contact the DoHM for further guidance. By the conclusion of the 
project, more than 920 monument plaques had been produced for 784 registered 
monuments in thirty provinces and installed on site by the DoHM. On average, the 
Department receives up to fifteen requests each month for guidance from local com-
munities interested in maintaining their built heritage.

In response to the crisis that faces most urban centres in Afghanistan, where 
unregulated development continues to destroy historic quarters, adversely affects 
the natural environment and contributes to the deterioration of living conditions, 
AKTC remains engaged with local authorities and universities in providing support for 
the formulation of planning and conservation policy and training. In order to address 
the lack of capacity required to manage challenges posed by rapid urban growth, 
AKTC has provided training in planning and conservation in the Department of Archi-
tecture at Kabul University and Kabul Polytechnic University since 2008. Courses  
are designed to supplement the existing curriculum by providing lectures, seminars 
and design studios delivered by Afghan and international practitioners. Class-based 
training in theory and design is further enhanced by survey activities, field visits,  
and practical training exercises in conservation and building archaeology conducted 
on projects in the Old City of Kabul. With the aim of ensuring that a new generation  
of Afghan professionals are competent in effectively addressing the critical issues 
that they are likely to encounter in subsequent professional practice, these pro-
grammes have benefited 1035 male and female students, some of whom have gone 
on to receive post-graduate degrees and now hold senior positions in municipalities 
and urban planning institutions.

Further direct support to local institutions for planning and management activities 
has been provided though the establishment of Old City Commissions in Kabul and 
Herat as part of AKTC’s conservation programmes. Bringing together a wider range 
of stakeholders, including representatives of local communities, these forums have 
established a productive dialogue between policy makers, planners and residents on 
appropriate forms of redevelopment in heritage areas. While the focus of the Com- 
missions was to establish a mechanism to address urgent challenges directly, working 
processes developed in this context were incorporated into the mandates of official 
bodies, such as the Department for the Protection of Old (Historic) Cities estab- 
lished under the auspices of the Ministry of Urban Development. In order to facilitate 
a wider process of planning and development, AKTC has participated in the collec-
tion of baseline data and preparation of analytical reports focused on synthesizing 
the patterns of growth and transformation in Kabul. Undertaken jointly with Kabul 
Municipality and the Ministry of Urban Development, these exercises enable planners 
and policy makers to better understand the complexity of issues and challenges that 
affect the built environment. Furthermore, through participation in advisory forums 
and technical committees established by the government, AKTC personnel have 
joined other national and international institutions in supporting the development of 
Afghan capacity and in establishing best practices.

When considered in a larger context and from a long-term perspective, support 
provided by AKTC has been instrumental in identifying issues critical to safeguarding 
Afghanistan’s heritage and, through its active and consistent engagement, building 
the local capacity required to address these challenges. Along the way, it has been 
important to ensure local ownership of the process and to remain committed to 
assisting Afghan institutions and professionals alike in the long term.

Above, workshops, seminars and design 
studios on architecture, conservation  
and planning have been undertaken as part  
of a programme to support professional 
development.

Below, Kabul university Architecture depart-
ment students working on projects devised 
as part of a long-term capacity development 
initiative.

Above, field visits and guided tours are 
 regularly provided for architecture and plan-
ning students.

Below, hundreds of monument plaques were 
prepared and installed on historic sites as 
part of a joint project with the department of 
Historic monuments.

right, students of Kabul university and 
Kabul  polytechnic university visiting Babur’s 
 Garden.
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rEvitALiZinG muSicAL HEritAGE
Afghanistan’s musical heritage encompasses the artistic legacy of many peoples, 
cultures and civilizations whose cultivation of song, poetry, dance and performance 
on musical instruments is documented from early antiquity. Ghandaran-style friezes 
dating from the Kushan Empire (second century BC–third century AD) depict dancers 
and musicians playing instruments that resemble the long-necked lutes and frame 
drums of our own time.

Later empires also cultivated poetry and music, in particular the Samanids, who 
ruled the territory of present-day Afghanistan in the ninth and tenth centuries and 
served as patrons to the poets of Khorasan and Transoxania: Ferdowsi, author of the 
Shahnameh (Book of Kings), and Rudaki, who during his lifetime was celebrated as  
a singer and harp player.

In the late fifteenth century, the Timurid ruler of Khorasan, Sultan Husayn Mirza 
Bayqara, turned the city of Herat into a locus of artistic patronage centred around 
the poet-polymath Ali Sher Nawai (1441–1501), whose verse has been set to music by 
 generations of singers and remains popular today.

Following the conquest of Kabul in 1504 by Babur, who would subsequently con-
quer Delhi and found the Mughal dynasty, eastern Khorasan was drawn increasingly 
into the cultural orbit of Hindustan. Cultural ties between Kabul and India persisted in 
the wake of the Mughal Empire’s decline and eventual demise, and were reanimated 
in the mid-nineteenth century when the ruler of Kabul, Amir Sher Ali Khan, brought  
a number of classically trained musicians from India to perform at his court. He gave 
them residences in a section of the Old City adjacent to the royal palace so that  
they could easily be summoned to court when needed, and this area, known as Kuche 
Kharabat, became the musicians’ quarter of Kabul. For more than a century, musi-
cians thrived not only in Kabul, but throughout Afghanistan, performing a large  
variety of regional repertories, styles and genres at weddings, in tea houses, and,  
beginning in the 1940s, on the radio.

This active and very audible and visible musical life became one of the many cas- 
 ualties of the political and social turbulence that enveloped Afghanistan during 
almost two decades of internecine conflict and war, culminating in the Taliban’s rise 
to power and takeover of Kabul in 1996. The Taliban banned musical instruments and 
live  musical performances at weddings, and made the playing of music cassettes in 
shops, hotels and vehicles illegal. A 2001 report on musical censorship in  Afghanistan 
produced by John Baily, an ethnomusicologist who had conducted extensive fieldwork 

Above, public recital of AKmi musicians.

Below, music training at the AKmi school 
in Kabul. reviving the practice of master-
apprentice is a priority for the music 
initiative.

detail of the Airtam frieze (a musician). 
Bactria, the Kushan period, 1st century Ad, 
limestone.
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in the country in the early 1970s, summarized the devastating effects of total music 
censorship: “In the past, music was part of normal life… Today, the lack of music is 
symptomatic and indicative of an abnormal life. Normality, almost by definition, can 
never return to Afghanistan as long as the ban on music continues.”1

By the time the Aga Khan Music Initiative (AKMI) began its work in Afghanistan, 
in 2003, the Taliban yoke on the country had been broken, and the ban on music 
lifted, but the teaching and transmission of music had been seriously disrupted. 
As a congeries of orally transmitted traditions, Afghan music has depended for its 
survival on lineages of tradition-bearers, who pass on their musical knowledge to 
subsequent generations through a form of oral pedagogy known as ustad-shagird 
(“master-apprentice” or “master-disciple”). Ustad-shagird pedagogy has been con-
ventionalized and ritualized in a variety of local forms throughout the Persianate world 
of  Central Eurasia and the subcontinent, but all of these forms share the essential 
features of close and abiding contact between a master teacher and apprentice-
disciples with whom the teacher meets individually or collectively on a regular basis. 
In early twenty-first-century Afghanistan, with many master musicians deceased or 
living in exile, a dearth of usable musical instruments and dim prospects for earning 
a livelihood as a musician, the country presented daunting challenges to institutional 
efforts to reanimate the ustad-shagird system and revitalize musical life.

tHE AGA KHAn muSic initiAtivE
The Aga Khan Music Initiative is the youngest programme of the Aga Khan Trust for 
Culture (AKTC). Launched in 2000 by His Highness the Aga Khan to support talented 
musicians and music educators working to preserve, transmit and further develop 
their musical heritage in contemporary forms, the Music Initiative began its work 
in Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. In each country, 
the Music Initiative developed a country specific strategy that reflected the overall 

priorities of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture and the Aga Khan Development Network, 
as well as the recommendations of a needs assessment study conducted by a know-
ledgeable music specialist.

For the needs assessment study in Afghanistan, the Music Initiative turned to 
Professor John Baily, author of the 2001 FreeMuse report on music censorship, and 
one of three Western ethnomusicologists who had conducted sustained fieldwork in 
Afghanistan in the 1960s and 1970s (the other two are American ethnomusicologists 
Hiromi Lorraine Sakata and Mark Slobin). For the first phase of what was conceived 
as a long-term cultural development project, Professor Baily recommended estab-
lishing a small music school in Kabul that would operate according to the traditional 
system of ustad-shagird pedagogy. Baily was hired as a consultant to organize the 
launch of the school and oversee its initial year of operation. Four ustads were initially 
appointed as teachers: Ustad Salim Bakhsh, Ustad Ghulam Hussain, Ustad Amruddin 
and Ustad Wali Nabizadeh — all from Kuche Kharabat, the hereditary musicians’ com-
munity in Kabul’s Old City. Baily arranged for use of a single teaching room on the 
premises of the Foundation for Culture and Civil Society, and managed to acquire a 
small number of musical instruments for the students’ use. The ustads taught a com-
bination of musical styles and genres: North Indian ragas performed on the Afghan 
rubab and tabla, which had become the de facto Kabuli art music tradition; ghazal 
singing; and instrumental folk music from various regions of Afghanistan.

As part of their training programme, students 
practice vocal compositions using hand-
operated harmoniums.

Left, a joint musical rehearsal between 
 second semester students of courses in tabla 
and harmonium in the AKmi school in Kabul.

right, a number of female students have 
graduated from the AKmi programme.

1 — John Baily, “Can you stop the birds singing?”  
The Censorship of Music in Afghanistan.  
Freemuse (The World Forum on Music and Censor- 
ship), 2001. Online at: http://freemuse.org/ 
graphics/Publications/PDF/Afghanistansats.pdf.
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The school’s activities expanded in 2005, under the supervision of a full-time coord-
inator. Classes were moved to a house adjacent to the grounds of the AKTC building 
in Gozergah Street, and additional musical instruments were acquired for the students. 
The Indian ambassador to Afghanistan, His Excellency Rakesh Sood, kindly  facilitated 
the donation of a cache of Indian instruments, including harmoniums,  tablas, 
 dilrubas and Kashmiri rubabs. Six ustads from Kuche Kharabat joined the four teach-
ers already working in the school, and this group was supplemented by Ustad Asif 
Mahmoud, a master tabla player who had emigrated to London but made periodic 
visits to Kabul to teach.

In 2006, the Music Initiative opened a second school in Afghanistan — this one 
in Herat, where AKTC’s Historic Cities Programme was engaged in a number of major 
conservation projects. The school was located in Karbasi House, a privately owned 
property in the Bar Durrani quarter that had been rehabilitated by the Historic Cities 
Programme. The musical focus of the Herat school differed from that of the Kabul 
school, with its Indian instruments and ghazal singing. By contrast, in Herat, students 
learned the instrumental repertoire performed on the long-necked dutar lute under 
the tutelage of legendary master musicians Ustad Mahmud Khushnawaz, Ustad Abdul 
Karim Hassanpoor and Ustad Karim Herawi, an innovative performer who transformed 
the two-stringed dutar into a fourteen-stringed instrument, including sympathetic 
strings, modelled after the Afghan tanbur and rubab.

In all, more than a thousand students, both male and female, have received train-
ing in the Aga Khan Music Initiative’s two Afghan schools. In addition to performance 
training, the Music Initiative also launched a programme to train young luthiers in 
instrument making — an urgent need in a country where demand for high-quality 
instruments far outstrips supply.

muSic documEntAtion
In 2009, with support from the governments of Norway and the United States, the 
Music Initiative started a project to document folk music in rural regions of northern 
and western Afghanistan. Toronto-based Afghan singer-composer Wahid Qasemi 
was engaged to travel to Badakhshan, Balkh, Badghis and Herat, accompanied by 
a Music Initiative team, to identify, interview and document traditional musicians. 

right, the Goldaste Kharabat orchestra 
rehearsing in a historic house restored by 
AKtc.

Below, in addition to training provided on 
classical instruments, courses are held 
 regularly on traditional instruments used  
in Afghan folk music — such as seen here  
on the ghaychak.

Bottom, a master’s course in music being 
 delivered by an established artist.

opposite page, promotion for traditional 
music has resulted in collaboration with  
a wide range of cultural institutions.
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Some ninety-five musicians were filmed, recorded and interviewed, and from this 
initial group, the most outstanding tradition-bearers were selected to travel to Kabul 
to record their music and present public performances. These live recitals were 
filmed, producing more than forty-two hours of video footage that was broadcast 
through local media. The principal objective of this initiative was threefold: first, to 
raise awareness among a cross-section of the Afghan public — especially the younger 
generation — about their traditional musical heritage; second, to build on the training 
regime provided through the Music Initiative’s schools to encourage the emergence 
of a new generation of Afghan musicians with an understanding of traditional perfor-
mance styles; and third, to foster links between far-flung and little-known rural musi-
cians whose skills might otherwise remain unrecognized, and who might benefit from 
interaction with one another.

Since 2002, a significant re-awakening of interest in Afghan music has stirred 
people throughout the country, creating a demand for public recitals and for music 
instruction. To address this demand, the Music Initiative has organized many concerts, 
including regional concerts, often in partnership with the French Institute of Afghani-
stan, Kabul’s Radio Kilid, and the AKTC’s Afghan Cultural Initiative.

On the international front, the Aga Khan Music Initiative has been active in pre- 
senting Afghan music through the performances of two remarkable musicians, Afghan  
rubab master Homayoun Sakhi and tabla virtuoso Salar Nader, both of whom reside 
in the United States but return to Afghanistan periodically to teach and present con-
certs. Sakhi appears on three of the ten CD-DVDs in the Music Initiative’s anthology 
Music of Central Asia, released worldwide by Smithsonian Folkways Recordings 
between 2005 and 2012: Homayun Sakhi: The Art of the Afghan Rubab (vol. 3); Rain-
bow: Kronos Quartet with Alim & Fargana Qasimov and Homayun Sakhi (vol. 8); 
and In the Footsteps of Babur: Musical Encounters from the Land of the Mughals 
(vol. 9). Salar Nader appears on the later two releases. In addition to their recording 
activities, Homayoun Sakhi and Salar Nader have taken part in numerous interregional 
musical projects conceived and curated by the Music Initiative, joining their Afghan 
rubab and tabla with musical instruments and styles from the Middle East, Central 
Asia and South Asia to which they are historically related. Through these projects, the 
Aga Khan Music Initiative honours Afghanistan’s musical heritage and places it front 
and centre on the world’s most prestigious stages.

Above, public recital of the Goldaste Khara-
bat orchestra, composed of ustads and 
select students of the AKmi programme.

Below, group portraits of recent graduates 
from the AKmi programme in Herat, together 
with their trainers (ustads).

Above, Afghan rubab master Homayoun Sakhi 
and tabla virtuoso Salar nader performing  
an AKmi-curated concert at the ismaili centre 
in London.

Left, pamiri musicians from Badakhshan 
 performing traditional folk songs.
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cuLturAL Support ActivitiES
As in any other society, the notion of culture is an important aspect of local and national  
identity for Afghans. Along with tradition, which can mean anything from religious 
or social customs to certain uses of language, culture serves as a mirror by which 
Afghans express and understand what it means to belong to the diverse community 
that is their nation. For many Afghans who have witnessed their rich cultural traditions 
and practices — linked to diverse ethnicities — exploited negatively as a source of 
divisiveness and conflict, cultural recovery is intrinsically connected with the objective 
of post-war recovery, healing and, ultimately, with national unity. It is, therefore, vital 
that cultural recovery be integrated into the wider process of reconciliation and recon-
struction and be used as a platform for promoting pluralism and mutual understanding.

While significant support has been forthcoming during the last decade for the 
more conventional and tangible aspects of Afghan culture — physical conservation of 
monuments and sites — less attention has been paid to activities that provide a bridge 
between traditional customs and the arts, the potential for culture to be more inte-
grated into formal education, or the links between Afghan culture and activities in the 
wider region, especially in South and Central Asia.

The genesis of AKTC’s support for wider cultural initiatives in Afghanistan lies in its 
focus on rehabilitating public spaces and monuments with the potential to be actively 
used for cultural and educational events. A key example of this has been the restor-
ation of Babur’s Garden, which has, since its completion in 2008, been used for more 
than thirty cultural programmes on average each year. The opportunity to establish the 
Queen’s Palace of Babur’s Garden as a venue for cultural programmes came in 2006, 
during its rehabilitation, when a French-Afghan theatrical group staged a Dari language 
performance of Shakespeare’s Love’s Labour’s Lost for an audience of young students 
and local craftsmen involved in the restoration work. The precedent was established 
and the site continued to be used for cultural and educational programmes over the 
subsequent decade.

In 2010, in partnership with the British Library, AKTC prepared a public exhibition 
of more than 130 drawings, prints and photographs entitled Afghanistan Observed at 
the Queen’s Palace in Babur’s Garden. The material on show sparked the imagination 
of the public, attracting more than 16,000 visitors in a single month. More than three 
years later, a follow-up exhibition of facsimiles of Mughal miniature paintings from vari-
ous international collections, including those of the British Library, attracted more than 
85,000 visitors over a five-month period.

Above, visits by school groups to Babur’s 
 Garden are regularly prepared as part of 
AKtc’s cultural support activities.

Below, in collaboration with the  ministry of 
Education and private schools,  secondary- 
school visits have been prepared to key 
 cultural sites, such as the national museum 
(seen here) and the national Archives.

Above, a public exhibition being prepared at 
the Queen’s palace in Babur’s Garden.

Below, visitors to an exhibition of photo-
graphs and illustrations of Afghanistan from 
the late 19th century.
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top left, a three-year field research on 
regional folk music resulted in the record- 
ing and production of a large collection  
of Afghan folk music, followed by a series  
of public recitals.

top right, artists from Badghis province 
perform a variation on the traditional attan 
dance, entailing the use of short wooden 
sticks.

Bottom left, support for the performing arts, 
including theatre, music and dance, forms 
part of AKtc’s cultural support programmes.

Bottom right, a training programme for 
Afghan theatre performers ended with a 
 performance of “fools and feather”.

A public recital of folk music from 
 Badakhshan at the restored Queen’s palace 
in Babur’s Garden.

Based on significant public interest and AKTC’s vast experience in preparing and 
managing cultural programmes, its support for cultural activities has evolved to in- 
clude: the arrangement of traditional music recitals; planning of educational cultural 
tours and public exhibitions; staging of theatrical performances and film festivals; 
preparation of research and publications on culturally relevant material; and com-
missioning of documentary films and mobile cinema programmes. Outreach and the 
dissemination of cultural programmes have taken on many forms, from small musical 
recitals to public broadcasts through Afghanistan’s state and private media, reaching 
hundreds of thousands of spectators.

Over the course of a decade, AKTC’s cultural initiatives — along with those of 
other organizations — have resulted in the recovery of traditional cultural practices. 
Folk songs and classical instrumental music, which had been banned prior to 2002 
and since declined in popularity, have been revived and form the basis of a new fusion 
of genres by a younger generation of musicians. This was partially achieved through 
folk music research and recording projects implemented in tandem with outreach 
activities. A multi-year research programme focusing on identifying  practitioners of  
traditional forms of music was launched in 2010 with the aim of recording and pro- 
moting their work. Teams of musicologists travelled to outlying districts of Badakhshan, 

Balkh and Herat provinces, areas believed to contain the last vestiges of the Pamiri, 
Moqaam and Qasida Khani traditions of folk music within Afghanistan. There they met 
with and interviewed more than a hundred artists considered to be the last of their 
generation of folk musicians. Pamiri music can be traced back to its roots in Uzbek 
and Turkic music and has been passed on through generations of inhabitants of the 
Pamir regions of Badakhshan. The most common form of Pamiri music is the falak, 
which contains both slow (rafter falak) and fast (paran falak) rhythms that evoke   
various aspects of life in the Pamir. From contemplative ballads to laments and raucous 
choruses of celebration, Pamiri falak is performed by both men and women and set 
to simple musical instruments, such as drums and the six-string Pamiri rubab. The 
three-year research programme resulted in the recording of more than seventeen 
hours of broadcast-quality musical compilations. Together with videos prepared 
 during live performances in Kabul, this recorded music continues to be popular and  
is disseminated through local radio and television.

Organization of cultural and educational events within restored heritage sites, 
together with music and training programmes implemented by the Aga Khan 
Music Initiative (AKMI), enabled AKTC staff to better understand the fine grain of 
 Afghanistan’s rich and varied cultural practices. Aimed at contributing to the wider 
process of recovery and in order to promote an understanding of Afghanistan’s rich 
and varied heritage, both inside the country and internationally, a sustained long-
term programme of support for cultural initiatives was set in motion in 2011. Focus 
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was placed on support for activities aiming to foster creative linkages and synergies 
between those actively working in the realms of traditional architecture and crafts, 
fine arts and social history, with groups and organizations practicing contemporary 
art, dance and theatre among others. The purpose was to promote interaction and 
collaboration between craftsmen, artists, writers, poets, musicians and other prac-
titioners from Afghanistan and the region. In order to engage groups outside the 
cultural mainstream, the programme also encouraged and assisted in the production 
and dissemination of literature, poetry, oral history, research and academic study of 
cultural issues.

Under the auspices of this programme, a joint initiative with the Ministry of Educa-
tion has resulted in the participation of more than 65,000 children from primary and 
secondary schools in an ongoing cultural education initiative that gives them access 
to Babur’s Garden, the National Museum and the National Archives. Transported to 
these sites along with their teachers, school groups are provided with specially de- 
signed learning materials and accompanied by experienced and knowledgeable staff 
on an in-depth tour of the sites. During the programme, children learn about the gen-
eral history of Afghanistan, experience its natural environment, and are able to see its 
historic monuments and artefacts. Tours of the National Archives, where some of the 
country’s most important documents are kept, include sessions where illuminated 
manuscripts from the seventeenth century are brought out from storage areas and 
presented to the children by staff. The programme has enabled first-hand encounters 
and a chance to learn for children who would otherwise not have had the opportunity 
to visit the National Archives or the National Museum.

Considered by many to be outside the skill-sets of local craftsmen, the construc-
tion of detailed and complex architectural models is an art form in its own right. An 
important educational tool for museums, galleries and academic institutions across 
the world, architectural models convey the ingenuity of architects and builders while 
providing inspiration for younger generations. As part of support for crafts educa-
tion, documentation of built heritage and architectural education, AKTC undertook to 
 produce detailed large-scale wooden architectural models of some of Afghanistan’s 
key historic sites and monuments. Requiring close interaction between students, 
architects and craftsmen, the project was intended to raise public awareness and 
enable a better understanding of historic sites and monuments. With key exhibitions 
currently being planned in Kabul and Balkh, it is expected that the display will gen-
erate significant public and commercial interest — providing sustained economic 
opportunities for the teams of craftsmen and architects that collaborated on prepar-
ing these models.

Research projects and publications prepared though cultural activities managed 
by AKTC have been able to document and further expand upon a body of knowledge 
relating to Afghanistan’s cultural heritage. Collaboration between Islamic art scholar 
Bruce Wannell and researchers from the Department of Literature of Kabul University 
enabled the publication of two books on the heritage of elite burials in Kabul and 
Herat. The books document finely carved marble gravestones within the royal grave 
enclosures in Babur’s Garden and near Timur Shah’s Mausoleum, as well as in private 
burial plots on the outskirts of Bagh-e Qazi in the Old City. The gravestones analysed 
span the Mughal and Barakzai periods, and include the notable graves of Zahir-ud-Din 
Muhammad Babur, the founder of the Mughal Empire, and Ruqaiya Sultana Begum, 
the daughter of Mirza Hind-al and the first wife of Emperor Akbar. In Herat, the grave-
stones documented were located primarily inside the shrine of Khwaja Abdullah 
Ansari in the village of Guzargah. The highly decorated box-cenotaphs cover graves 

from the Taimuri, Safavi and Chingizi periods, dating from as early as 1433. Inscrip-
tions analysed included the fine haft qalam (seven chisels) carving on the gravestone 
of Shah Gharib Mirza, the son of Sultan Husayn Bayqara. The publication also includes 
descriptions of the cippus and headstone of Abdullah Ansari’s tomb and the inscrip-
tion found on the gravestone of the great miniature painter Behzad. Detailed tran-
scriptions of religious and poetic inscriptions (delicately carved on the gravestones) 
are included in the publication, while photographs and hand-drawn illustrations 

Above, training programmes devised under 
AKtc’s cultural support programmes have 
focused on developing new skills in areas 
generally not associated with traditional 
crafts, such as in the production of architec-
tural models.

Below, a large wooden model of the timur 
Shah mausoleum.

Support has also been extended to in- 
dependent or state-run crafts and training 
programmes, such as the tile workshop  
in the jami mosque in Herat.
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highlight the damage many of these finely crafted stones have suffered due to years 
of fighting and neglect. As with other publications prepared by AKTC, the books on 
elite burials have been disseminated widely.

Film has become one of the most important forms of documentation of historic 
and cultural environments in Afghanistan. The archives of the Institute of Afghan Film 
contain a rich legacy of moving images, including the first locally produced feature 
films as well as movies and historic documentaries from the 1920s onwards. Threat-
ened with destruction on many occasions, the thousands of partially digitized 8 mm 
and 16 mm films represent a major resource on the social, cultural and economic 
development of the country over a remarkable ninety-year period. This treasure of 
moving images was made available for the first time to the public during a film festival 
organized jointly between the Institute of Afghan Film and AKTC. The three-day public 
festival was held outdoors in Babur’s Garden and included screenings of fifteen films 
on topics ranging from documentaries on tourism promotion, historic sites, and state-
sponsored development projects to full-feature films intended for commercial pur-
poses. A separate collaboration with the Film Institute in 2015 enabled the preparation 
of a mobile cinema programme that aimed to make documentary and educational 
films on historic and cultural subject matter available to communities in rural villages. 
Four mobile teams, travelling with film equipment, visited nine provinces and staged 
120 public screenings in schools, cultural centres or other state-owned buildings, 
attracting more than 35,000 participants. Encouraged by the success of the initiative, 
additional mobile cinema programmes are being planned for the year ahead.

In addition to screening material from film archives, AKTC has commissioned several 
documentary films on the social and cultural traditions of Afghanistan. As part of 
wider documentation activities in the Wakhan Valley in north-eastern Afghanistan,  
a fifteen-minute documentary film was prepared in collaboration with local and 
international filmmakers focusing on the Wakhi and Kyrgyz communities. Filmmakers 
travelled to the region in the brief summer months when it is possible to access the 
remoter areas of the Wakhan occupied by these communities and documented their 
cultural practices, traditions and living environments. A follow-up collaboration with 
French TV 5 resulted in the preparation of three separate films on cultural heritage in 
Afghanistan, as part of TV 5’s “Escapade — The Heritage Magazine”, which was broad-
cast locally and to international audiences in 2015.

Since 2011, eighty-nine distinct projects, fostering 102 cultural initiatives involving 
more than 120 individuals or partner organizations, were supported through cultural 
programmes implemented directly by AKTC. These included twenty-three public 
 lectures on cultural topics and a further twenty training initiatives in photography, 
ethnomusicology, theatre, glazed-tile manufacturing, calligraphy and management 
of historic public sites. In total, sixteen publications were prepared under the pro-
gramme and seven public culture festivals were organized, including an International 
Women’s Film Festival, the National Theatre Festival and the Nauroz Music Festival. 
Through both direct participation and broadcasting on public media, these pro-
grammes have benefited tens of thousands of people and have helped raise local and 
international awareness of the rich cultural traditions of Afghanistan.

documentation of craft practices and dis-
semination of information through publication 
and film have been at the centre of AKtc’s 
promotional activities.

Above, collaboration with the institute of 
Afghan film resulted in a mobile cinema 
project that enabled thousands of Afghans 
access to historic films and documentaries 
from the institute’s archives.

Below, a project to record oral history in  
the old city of Kabul has resulted in the 
publication of several pamphlets containing 
stories passed down over generations.

Left, support has been extended to  cultural 
organizations and civil society groups   
promoting traditional arts and crafts.
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