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Conservation and Urban rehabilitation in herat

Arash Boostani and Jolyon Leslie

H       aving largely survived periods of neglect and conflict, the old 
city of Herat now faces new threats, as new-found prosperity 

drives a construction boom, and uncontrolled ‘development’ spreads 
throughout the traditional historic fabric. In the midst of this damaging 
process of transformation, AKTC established a programme in early 
2005 to document the surviving fabric, as a basis for initiating pilot 
conservation and upgrading measures in key neighbourhoods, and 
promoting more effective urban management through strengthening 
of local institutional capacity. While significant progress has been 
made on mapping the physical environment, establishing systems for 
monitoring transformations and the conservation of several important 
historic properties and related upgrading, it has proved more difficult 
to bring about much-needed institutional reforms.    

U r b A n  H i s T o r y  o f  H e r AT

from its origins as an outpost of the Achaemenid empire to the set-
ting-out of a rectilinear walled city by the Ghaznavids, Herat has had 
a turbulent history. It became a centre for Islamic culture and learning 
under Timur, whose son shah rukh went on to become an important 
patron of the arts and included the poet Jami and the miniature painter 
behzad in his court. other members of the family commissioned the 
monumental buildings that made Herat renowned through the region. 
After falling into relative decline under the Mughals, Herat was ruled by 
the safavids of Persia until re-establishing its status as an independent 
city in the 18th century, under the governorship of Timur shah, son of 
Ahmad shah Durrani. Captured by Dost Mohammed in 1863, it was 
incorporated into the emerging Afghan state. Allegedly to protect the 
city from an advance by russian forces, british troops in 1885 destroyed 
one of the most important monuments in Herat, the Musalla complex 
built by Gawharshad in the 15th century.

situated at a crossroads of regional trade, in the midst of a rich agricul-
tural zone, Herat saw significant physical growth in the 20th century, 
including the construction of the new administrative centre for the region 
to the north-east of the old city. As had long been the case throughout the 
region, homes continued to be constructed of mud-brick, with domed or 
vaulted roofs, ranged around secluded internal courtyards. The historic 
pattern of settlement within the massive earthen walls persisted, even 
as these fell into disrepair. Until the 1950s, when suburban life became 
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an option for those who could afford it, wealthy families still lived in 
the old city, and the style and form of many surviving homes from this 
era bears out how they moved with the times, while using traditional 
materials and forms. 

While most growth during the 1960s took place outside of the old city, 
vehicular roads were cut through parts of the traditional fabric, rad-
ically changing its character in some places. The area maintained its 
significance as a residential zone, however, and was still home to some 
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60,000 people until unrest broke out in the city in 1979. While the Herat 
Master Plan of 1978 foresaw ambitious new development elsewhere to 
accommodate the anticipated urban growth, no specific provision seems 
to have been made at this time for the old city.  

With the conflict that started in 1979, a front-line was established between 
government and opposition forces along the western side of the old 
city which, together with adjoining villages on the outskirts, were  
de-populated. The inhabitants either resettled in eastern parts of the 
city or fled to iran, which was host to more than two million Afghan  
refugees at the time. Traditional mud-brick domed homes of the old 
city soon fell into disrepair or collapsed, while such infrastructure as 
existed was damaged or looted during the ten or more years of conflict 
that followed. by 1990, damage surveys indicated that more than half 
of the property in the western side of the old city was derelict, with only 
a few families living in the ruins of abandoned homes. in 1992, with 
the fall of the central government in Kabul, control of Herat changed 
hands and the old city became accessible for clearance of mines and 
unexploded ordnance. some families began after 1993 to re-build their 
homes and resettle in the war-affected parts, although there was still 
negligible access to basic services or infrastructure. 

C U r r e n T  s i T U AT i o n  i n  T H e  o L D  C i T y

An ad hoc process of recovery continued until 2002, by which time the 
war-affected areas in the old city had been largely re-populated. With 
the return of refugees, pressure on affordable housing in the city as a 
whole intensified, and more owners returned to repair or redevelop 
their property in the old city. This resulted in the displacement of poor 
families who had occupied derelict homes, and who then had to move 
on to more marginal areas or camps for the displaced, outside of the 
city. one in three families in the old city rents accommodation, which 
renders vulnerable those who rely on intermittent casual labour for their 
livelihood. if unable to maintain rental payments, these families depend 
on the benevolence of landlords, are forced into debt or are evicted. After 
unemployment, access to adequate services is the issue most commonly 
cited by residents of the old city as a preoccupation. for those owners 
undertaking repairs of traditional homes, the lack of corresponding  
official investments in repairs or extension of infrastructure has meant 
that living conditions remain poor, especially in densely populated areas, 
where most homes are subdivided. some better-off returnee families 
in the old city, accustomed to modern homes while in exile, have  
demolished their traditional dwelling, rather than attempting repairs or 
upgrading. in the absence of an effective system of building control, 
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incongruous three-storey concrete villas, complete with mirror-glass 
facades, are now rising above the low skyline of the old city.

As demand for city-centre land has grown, so too the commercialisation 
of residential areas in the old city has become more widespread. The 
impact of the multi-storey ‘markets’ spreading along the main roads 
is as much environmental as aesthetic. Most new buildings include a 
basement, the excavation of which takes place with little regard for 
existing drains or water pipes, which are simply blocked off or cut. 
Moreover, developers of these buildings make no provision for waste 
and for parking demands that are generated, thereby exacerbating  
congestion and adding to the environmental risks facing neighbours. 
With almost half of available commercial property along one main road 
to the north of the old city empty and un-let, the economic viability of 
these ‘markets’ remains unclear. 

in order to address the complex range of issues affecting the old city, 
key strategies adopted within the AKTC programme include support 
for documentation, monitoring, upgrading and conservation in specific 
clusters in the old city, coupled with measures to strengthen the capacity 
of and coordination between urban institutions.  

s U r v e y i n G  A n D  U P G r A D i n G  b A s i C 
i n f r A s T r U C T U r e  i n  T H e  o L D  C i T y

Given the pace of change and the absence of documentation of the old 
city, one of the first priorities for AKTC was to map the physical envir-
onment and establish an appropriate system for monitoring ongoing 
transformations. A preliminary survey during early 2005 of historic 
residential property in two quarters provided a basis on which to identify 
specific clusters in which to initiate pilot repairs and upgrading works. 
A more detailed property survey of 25,000 residential and commercial 
premises was subsequently undertaken by a team of fifteen AKTC sur-
veyors (ten of whom were women) during 2005-2006. This has yielded 
useful information on location, occupancy and current use, key construc-
tion or architectural characteristics, age and date of alterations, state of 
repair, availability of services and level of vulnerability of the property. 
now mapped, this information serves as a valuable resource for planning 
initiatives, and for ongoing upgrading and conservation work.

The results of the property survey illustrate the diversity of the various 
quarters, due to the combined impact of the conflict and redevelopment. 
Although the bulk of houses are still traditional in form and construction, 
two out of ten homes in the old city are now modern, compared to one 
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in ten homes that are considered to be of social or historic importance. 
one in five homes in the old city is now occupied by more than one 
family, with indications that densities are gradually increasing in some 
neighbourhoods. Three-quarters of commercial premises are modern, with 
more than 170 new shops or markets recorded as having been built in  
the past five years, often on the site of illegally demolished homes. While 
subsequent surveys will explore in more detail the status of individual 
households, half of the residents were recorded to be reliant for water 
on shallow wells, many of which are contaminated, for their domestic 
needs. Most liquid waste now flows through surface channels into open 
sumps, which pose a serious health threat to those inhabiting the adjacent 
houses. The pattern of under-investment extends to public facilities, with 
only one clinic and six small schools to serve 62,000 people. 

The findings of these surveys suggest that the upgrading of infrastruc-
ture will be critical to the recovery of the old city. In order to address 
some of the most immediate needs, support has been provided since 
2005 by AKTC to community groups to organise the evacuation of 
liquid waste from fifty open sumps in residential areas. Along with 
repairs to drainage channels and collection of accumulated waste in the 
bar Durrani quarter for disposal outside of the city, this initiative has 
directly benefited almost half of the population of the historic quarters. 
Given the density of settlement, many pedestrian alleyways have had 

Sections of Châhâr Suq and bazaar complex
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rooms or terraces built over them. Constructed of fired or mud bricks, 
these vaulted dalan provide safe, covered means of access to adjacent 
homes, but many of these were demolished for reasons of security, while 
others fell into disrepair. support has been provided by AKTC for the 
repair and paving of one of longest surviving vaulted dalan in the Bar 
Durrani quarter, among others, as a demonstration of the potential of 
access improvements. 

in a context where unemployment is a major preoccupation, upgrading 
activities have generated much-needed jobs for several thousand skilled 
and unskilled workers since 2005. While the impact of this range of pilot 
upgrading initiatives is significant, there is clearly a need for a scaling-
up of investments in network infrastructure in the old city, along with 
the provision of additional health and education facilities, if the initial 
gains made to date are to be sustained in the longer term.  

The Malik Cistern and Mosque 
complex under restoration and, 
below, preparing bricks for use on 
repair to the roof of the cistern.



65

r e H A b i L i TAT i n G  P U b L i C  b U i L D i n G s 
A n D  s PA C e s

in parallel with support for upgrading of basic infrastructure, AKTC has 
embarked on the conservation of historic public buildings in two clusters, 
of which the Châhâr suq and Malik Cisterns form the nuclei. in the case 
of Châhâr suq, the focus was initially on repairs to the covered cistern 
built in 1634 and which remained a vital source of water for the inhab- 
itants of the old city until the 1970s. With a clear span of 20 metres, the 
brick dome is the largest in the country. Built on a massive octagonal 
supporting structure, legend has it that the masons who raised the dome 
used straw-filled bags to support the faceted brick masonry during 
its erection. Having undergone a range of attempts at repair over the 
years, the structure in 2005 revealed significant settlement of parts of 
the superstructure, caused in part by excavation of brick masonry by 
shopkeepers in the adjoining bazaars. The first stage of conservation of 
the cistern entailed removal of more than a metre of accumulated earth 
from the roof, to enable examination of the state of the brick structure. 
following replacement of damaged sections of brickwork around the 
dome, the roof surface has been finished with brick paviors. subsequent 
interior work included repairs to brick relieving arches under the dome 
and the re-opening of vaulted openings to the east and south of the main 
space. The tank itself continues to be used as a subterranean workshop 
for AKTC’s conservation in the old city, and will eventually be used 
for cultural or educational events.  

Discussions are under way to reclaim the public open space in front 
of the main iwan of the cistern, which lies at an important intersection 
in the centre of the old city, but which has been encroached upon by 
shops. in addition to this street-level space, the newly repaired roof of 
the cistern and adjacent bazaars provide a large recreational area, with 
views over the rooftops of the old city to the east and north. Repairs 
continue to the adjoining covered bazaars, which are all that survive of 
the many markets that were once the commercial heart of the old city. 
one of these bazaars has traditionally been a centre for silk-weaving, 
and it is envisaged that, once restored, it might form the nucleus for the 
economic regeneration of this part of the city. 

Located next to what was once the main northern gate of the old city, 
the Malik Cistern was used to store water for the residential neighbour-
hood adjoining Qala ikhtyaruddin, the citadel of Herat. This has been 
the centre of a cluster of conservation works in the north-western part 
of the old city. following removal of waste that had for some years been 
dumped in the structure, surveys were made of the cistern and adjoining 
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summer/winter mosques. repairs were then undertaken on the brick- 
masonry vaults and squinches that support a small brick dome spanning 
over the centre of a rectangular pool. The entire roof was then laid with 
a finish of brick paviors and, in order to protect the building from traffic 
along the adjoining street, the original plinth has been reconstructed. 
Work was subsequently initiated on the adjacent summer mosque, 
dating from safavid times, featuring an open brick-arched iwan over a 
raised floor, from which modern concrete was removed and the vaulted 
sub-structure repaired. The high brick vaults over the prayer space were 
repaired and the original carved marble inscription fixed back in place. 
Removal of the modern plaster from the elevation and interior of the 
semi-underground winter mosque revealed sections of glazed tiling on 
the elevation of the modest iwan. This has been repaired, along with 
a raised prayer platform in front of the mosque and a row of vaulted 
study-rooms along the northern side of the courtyard. it is envisaged 
that the restored cistern will be re-used as an educational centre for the 
inhabitants of the surrounding neighbourhood.

in addition to these cisterns, two small community mosques have been 
re-built in the bar Durrani quarter. The structure of the Haji Adam Khan 
Mosque had collapsed in the 1980s and, after several unsuccessful  
attempts by the community at re-building, the last wall fell down in 2004. 
Technical support was provided for construction of a small traditional 
six-bay brick-domed structure, which was largely financed by the com-
munity. Along with the recently re-built Haji sharif Mosque to the west, 
the project provided an opportunity to demonstrate the potential of tradi-
tional construction and decorative techniques, including glazed tilework 
panels derived from those found on other historic buildings in Herat. 

C o n s e rvAT i o n  o f  H i s T o r i C  H o U s e s

in the bar Durrani quarter, support has been provided for conservation 
of several homes of particular architectural importance, and which were 
deemed to be at risk. The first such initiative was the Haider Kebabi 
house, part of a larger residential and commercial complex that included 
the Mokhtarzadeh serai to the south. The house is part of a larger two-
courtyard complex, typical of wealthy family residences of the early 
20th century. Access is by means of a dalan, over which part of the 
house is built, with a domed octagonal vestibule, or hashti, which retains 
fine brick decoration. With one large brick-domed reception room on 
the ground floor, the bulk of the family quarters are on the upper level, 
and retain the distinctive glazed timber screens, or orosi. Repairs were 
carried out to all roofs, some of which were close to collapse, while the 
restoration of orosi screens provided the opportunity to  train carpenters 

Repair of interior plaster work in 
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in traditional techniques. now used by AKTC as a site office, the Kebabi 
house has been the venue of awareness-raising events with community 
representatives and visitors to the old city. 

The next focus of AKTC’s residential conservation was the Attarbashi 
house, built in the early 20th century by a distinguished Herati physi-
cian, and is typical of large family homes of that era. The entrance to 
the house was originally from a dalan over which several of its rooms 
stood, but which has since collapsed. At the centre of the complex is a 
large courtyard with a northern (summer) and southern (winter) range 
of rooms on three floors, including a vaulted half-basement. A collapsed 
double-height domed space retained traces of fine internal decorated 
plasterwork and intricate lattice screens. Upper floors on both wings are 
accessed via external colonnades of timber posts decorated with plaster, 
behind which are orosi screens. To the east is a hammam for use by 
the family, and a small shrine. Documentation of the house took place 
in parallel with emergency protection of vulnerable plaster decoration. 
roofs were repaired and damaged rafters replaced, before restoration 
of timber screens on both floors. reconstruction of the domed reception 
space in the southern range is under way, drawing on the description of 
the grandsons of the original owner and the pattern of similar homes in 
the area. The diversity of restoration work in the Attarbashi house has 
enabled the development of a range of skills among Herati craftsmen, 
and contributed to efforts to raise awareness among community members 
and professionals in Herat.  

The Akhawan house demonstrates the versatility of the courtyard 
layout and traditional construction techniques, which were adapted to 
the aspirations and needs of the owners. The house is arranged on the 
conventional pattern, with a single-storey northern and double-storey 
southern range, which extends over the adjacent dalan. There is an 
unusually large family hammam on the west side of the courtyard, which 
gives access to vaulted semi-basements. The principal reception areas 
retain internal plaster and painted decoration, while the external eleva-
tions have characteristic fired-brick decoration of this period. Using 
moulds taken from the originals, replica bricks were fired in a specially 
commissioned kiln, as part of efforts to resuscitate traditional crafts. 

in addition to full-scale conservation, small-scale household grants 
(in the form of materials, labour and on-site advice) have been made 
available to owners of more than twenty-five traditional homes. The 
aim is to support owners who had already embarked on repairs, but who 
might not otherwise be able to undertake these effectively, or afford to 
complete the works. 

Reconstruction of brick vaults 
over the hammam wing of the 
Attarbashi house.

Internal plaster niches in family 
rooms in the Attarbashi house.
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C o n s e rvAT i o n  o f  r e L i G i o U s  b U i L D i n G s

The shrine Complex of Khwaja Abdullah Ansari (1425), situated in 
Gazorgah to the north-east of Herat, represents one of the most important 
surviving examples of Timurid architecture in the region. The complex 
comprises a series of spaces, including a mosque and khaneqa, form-
ing a courtyard in which is a graveyard dominated by a tall decorated 
iwan over Ansari’s grave. The principal elevations have bold geometric 
designs, comprising a mix of glazed tilework and fired bricks. Although 
altered over time, the complex retains much of its original character. 
Adjacent to the shrine complex is a khaneqa known as the Zarnegar, 
built in the last years of the 15th century. Although in poor condition, 
the interior of the large central dome retains fine gold and blue painted 
decoration. further south lies the namakdan, a pavilion dating from the 
17th century and a fine example of ribbed brick-masonry work. 

The initial focus of AKTC interventions was on repairs to the roofs, 
to prevent further damage to internal plaster and painted decoration. 
in the case of the namakdan, structural repairs have had to be made 
to ensure the stability of the pavilion, which seems to have suffered 
partial collapse in the past. Reconstruction of the most fragile parts of 
the structure has enabled the introduction of steel ties in critical parts 
of the building. The surviving original brick masonry of the central 
domes has been exposed and restored, as have small sections of glazed 
tiles on two external elevations. As resources allow, it is envisaged that 
the garden area around the Namakdan pavilion will be landscaped in a 
manner befitting a building of this age and importance. 

i n s T i T U T i o n A L  s U P P o r T  

With unprecedented urban growth in Herat, municipal and other staff 
are ill-prepared to cope with the challenges that face them, or deal with 
the powerful interests behind the ongoing building boom. Not only do 
many local civil servants lack the professional training or experience, 
but the level of support provided by the central government in Kabul has 
been limited. in order to address this, a Commission for the safeguard-
ing and Development of the old City of Herat was set up in early 2005, 
aimed at improving urban management in the historic quarters. Com-
prising representatives from key institutions and professional bodies, 
the commission has been mandated to address critical planning issues. 
one of its first tasks was to reform systems of building permits, and 
introduce more effective monitoring of new construction, demolition 
and alterations to property. Although enforcement of these systems 
remains patchy, the commission continues to serve as a useful forum 

Abdullah Ansari Shrine Complex 
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main iwan.
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for debate between the many stakeholders in the old city. It has also 
provided an opportunity to embark on joint area-planning exercises in 
key neighbourhoods. The challenge now is to undertake institutional 
reforms that will enable officials to monitor and guide urban growth in 
the historic core in a manner that respects its historic significance. 

Additional support has been provided by AKTC to the Department of 
Historic Monuments in documentation and registration of key historic 
buildings. efforts to strengthen local professional capacity have also 
extended to work with students from Herat University, with a number 
of students and recent graduates engaged in site visits and lectures about 
best practices in conservation, planning and urban management. This 
cadre of young professionals will be in the vanguard of future efforts 
to rehabilitate other historic centres in Afghanistan. 

The challenges facing the AKTC programme in Herat are formidable, 
and it will take several more years to assess the impact of investments 
in upgrading, conservation and capacity building. in the meantime, the 
AKTC team will continue to respond to the need for urgent improve-
ments in living conditions, while undertaking pilot conservation and 
developing key crafts and professional skills, as a means of ensuring 
more effective urban management. The key to slowing the pace of  
destruction of the unique historic fabric of the old city of Herat, however, 
lies in decisive political action on the part of the Afghan government.  

Mapping the results of the property 
survey of the old city.

The repaired roofs of the 
west side of the Abdullah Ansari 
Shrine Complex.


