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Afghanistan is located in the heart of Asia. Due to its special 
geographical location, it has historically played a major role 
as a link between East and West, and North and South Asia. 
The country has a deep and rich archaeological record of 
civilizations.

Based on extensive studies and archaeological 
excavations, the American archaeologist Louis Dupree says 
that humans were living in Afghanistan 120,000 years ago. 
The country’s ancient name was Ariana, or the land of the 
Aryans; later, the region was called Khurasan and today it is 
Afghanistan. The inhabitants have played a vital role in the 
growth of regional and global art and culture. British professor 
Arnold Joseph Toynbee posits that Afghanistan is a circle of 
assimilation and secession. In other words, the artists of this 
borderland, influenced by foreign art, used their creativity to 
make the most of its positive artistic values   and blend it with 
local art, presenting their work in a transformation that is 
truly beautiful and uniquely Afghan in character.

The National Museum of Afghanistan in Kabul is 
predominantly an archaeological museum. Over the past 
century it has played a significant role in preserving the art and 
cultural heritage of the country. The National Museum was 
once one of the richest museums in the region and the world.

Among the unique features of the historical and cultural 
assets of the museum are its artistic originality and the 
sequence of different periods represented. If we review the 

Foreword
OMARA KHAN MASOUDI, DIRECTOR EMERITUS, 
NATIONAL MUSEUM OF AFGHANISTAN

Foreword
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museum’s contents, we can simply say that works dating 
from the Old Stone Age (Paleolithic), Middle Stone Age 
(Mesolithic), New Stone Age (Neolithic), Chalcolithic, Bronze 
and Iron Ages, and the Pre-Kushan, Kushan, Yaftali, and 
Islamic periods (Ghaznavid, Ghorid, and Timurid periods) 
have been equally important in the distinctive artistic and 
historical development of the country.

When Alexander the Great entered Ariana in 330 BCE, 
the Macedonians established several colonies, all named 
“Alexandria,” in various parts of the land. Clearly, the influences 
of Hellenistic art (as seen at the ancient site of Ai Khanoum) as 
well as those of Buddhist art (from the Indian subcontinent) 
penetrated Afghanistan, where they were mixed with local art 
by master artists, and thus the art of Gandhara was born. The 
Gandharan fusion of Hellenistic and Indian art is truly unique, 
and its cradle was the land of Ariana, or present-day Afghanistan.

Afghanistan is a country where different ethnic groups with 
different cultures and languages   live together, each of which has 
its own cultural and artistic tendencies: for example, in terms 
of anthropology (ethnography), the art of the wood-carving 
people of Nuristan province and that of the ancient people of 
Kabul each has its own distinct characteristics.

The University of Chicago Center for Cultural Heritage 
Preservation is commendable for producing this book, 
which features 100 objects that highlight the extraordinary 
collections of the National Museum. Together they illustrate 
the story of the civilizational history of Afghanistan from the 
Stone Age to the present. I would like to take this opportunity 
to thank all those involved in this great project, and I hope for 
their further success in the future.
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Afghanistan is the quintessential “crossroads of cultures” 
where the civilizations of the Middle East, Central Asia, 
South Asia, and China met and interacted over millennia 
in a constantly shifting mixture of trade, cross-cultural 
borrowings, migration, imperial formations, and periodic 
conflict. This was the route by which Buddhism spread 
from India to East Asia and China along the Silk Road. 
Afghanistan was also the pathway by which Islam 
traveled from Central Asia to India. This complex history 
of contacts gave rise to some of the most significant 
archaeological, artistic, architectural, and textual treasures 
in world cultural heritage, encompassing cultures as diverse 
as the Bronze Age cities of Bactria, the Persian empire, 
the easternmost colonies founded by Alexander the Great 
and his Hellenistic successors, the Gandharan Hellenistic-
Indian fusion in Early Buddhist art, the Kushan empire 
astride the Silk Road, and the monumental Buddhas of 
Bamiyan. We currently know of over 29,000 archaeological 
sites in Afghanistan from excavations, ground surveys, and 
remote-sensing satellite imagery. This wealth of ancient 
settlements attests to the deep historical importance of 
the country for 50,000 years. Although the first scientific 
archaeological excavations began in the 1920s, there has 
been only limited fieldwork in Afghanistan, and even 
that was truncated by the Soviet invasion in 1979 and the 
subsequent 40 years of conflict.

Introduction
AFGHANISTAN AT THE CROSSROADS OF CIVILIZATIONS: 
50,000 YEARS OF HISTORY AT THE NATIONAL MUSEUM

Introduction
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Environment, resources, and the shaping of 
Afghan civilizations
Afghanistan’s difficult mountainous terrain, vast natural 
resources, and connections to the outside world all combined 
to shape its historical importance as the crossroads of 
Asia. The region comprises an extraordinary range of 
environmental zones, from the harsh deserts of the southwest 
to the forested mountains of Nuristan in the east, and the 
river valleys and oases of Bactria in the north. It is a country 
of sharp climatic extremes, with burning summers and bitterly 
cold winters. Central and eastern Afghanistan are dominated 
by the Hindu Kush mountains with peaks as high as 7,492 m. 
Only 12 percent of Afghanistan’s territory is suitable for 
agriculture, and these lands cluster in the lowlands to the 
north, west, and south around the Hindu Kush.

For all their challenges, however, the Hindu Kush 
mountains are the source of tremendous mineral riches, 
with their deposits of emeralds, rubies, gold, silver, and iron. 
Afghanistan is also home to the second largest known copper 
deposit in the world, at Mes Aynak in the southeast. But, 
above all, Afghanistan is famous as one of the very few sources 
of the deep blue semiprecious stone lapis lazuli. Starting 
as early as 5000 BCE, lapis from the Badakhshan mines in 
eastern Afghanistan was traded over enormous distances up 
to 4,000 km as a luxury good for the elites of Central Asia, 
Mesopotamia, Syria, and the Mediterranean region. Similarly, 
in later periods Bactria was legendary for its wealth and 
massive gold tribute in the Persian empire and the subsequent 
Hellenistic world.

The Hindu Kush forms a barrier to internal movement and 
communication; it divides Afghanistan so that the northern 
and southern halves of the country differ markedly in their 
ethnic composition, languages, and way of life. This division 
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has shaped the history and culture of Afghanistan in ways that 
were seen as early as 7,000 years ago, in the Neolithic period. 
As a result, Afghanistan is a place of diverse, complementary, 
and interacting cultures. In political terms, this fragmented 
physical and cultural landscape means that it has always been 
very difficult for states and empires to exercise centralized 
control over Afghanistan. Instead, kings, emperors, and 
generals had no choice but to govern with a light hand, leaving 
each region with a high degree of local autonomy and a fierce 
determination to defend that independence.

Despite these internal divisions, Afghanistan has consistently 
maintained close external connections to neighboring regions 
in every direction. To the south, the Khyber and Bolan 
Passes are the routes through the mountains that connect 
Afghanistan to the plains of the Indus valley and South Asia. 
In the west, the Hari Rud valley near Herat and the Helmand 
river basin in the southwest link Afghanistan to Iran and 
the Middle East. Finally, in northern Afghanistan, the Oxus 
valley gives the country easy access to the neighboring 
steppes of Central Asia and the way to China. These external 
connections served at various times as either points of entry 
for foreign invaders or as vital trade routes such as the Silk 
Road, where Afghanistan formed the key link between East 
and West.

The discovery of ancient Afghan civilizations
The earliest historical accounts of monuments in Afghanistan 
go back to visits by the Chinese Buddhist monk Xuanzang 
to Bamiyan in the seventh century CE. He was followed by 
Muslim geographers and historians in the eighth to fifteenth 
centuries, and then by Europeans: first the eighteenth-century 
numismatists whose work identified the Greco-Bactrian 
kingdoms from their coinage and Hellenistic texts, and then 
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European travelers in the early nineteenth century. Unlike 
her neighbors India, Russia, and Iran, Afghanistan remained 
unknown to archaeologists until the mid-nineteenth century.

The first European to excavate and document the ancient 
monuments of Afghanistan was the British-born Charles 
Masson, working between 1833 and 1838. Masson was a soldier, 
explorer, archaeologist, and numismatist as well as a spy. In 
India Masson was the first to record the ruins of Harappa, 
the famous Bronze Age city of the Indus valley civilization. 
In southeast Afghanistan Masson excavated over 50 Buddhist 
sites around Kabul and Jalalabad, amassing a large collection 
of small objects and coins, from the Hadda monastic complex 
near the Khyber Pass, and from Begram in ancient Kapisa, the 
summer capital of the Kushan empire and a crucial nexus of 
the early Silk Road. 

By today’s standards, Masson’s work seems very close to 
looting, but the reality is more complex. He kept meticulous 
records and identified many key locations that later became 
the foci of pioneering scientific investigations in the twentieth 
century. Masson’s publications detailing his discoveries had a 
great impact in Europe, and drew attention to the importance 
of Afghanistan for classical archaeology and the study of Early 
Buddhist sites. The chance discovery of the “Oxus Treasure” 
gold and silver hoard in the late nineteenth century revealed 
the wealth and significance of Afghanistan in the time of the 
Persian empire. In the early twentieth century archaeological 
work grew tremendously, most notably through the efforts 
of scholars such as Alfred Foucher, who helped found the 
Délégation Archéologique Française en Afghanistan (DAFA), 
the first permanent archaeological institute in the country.

DAFA conducted some of the most important excavations 
in Afghanistan: at sites such as the Early Buddhist monastic 
center of Hadda, at Begram/Kapisa, at the Chalcolithic and 
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Bronze Age city of Mundigak in the south, at Bamiyan, at Balkh/
Bactres (the largest ancient city in Afghanistan), at Ai Khanoum 
(the easternmost excavated Hellenistic Macedonian colony), at 
Surkh Kotal (the dynastic shrine of the Kushan kings), and at 
Shortughai, the Bronze Age trading colony established by the 
Indus valley civilization to gain access to the lapis lazuli mines 
of Badakhshan in northeastern Afghanistan. These excavations 
were instrumental in establishing the basic archaeological 
chronology of Afghanistan.

In the 1950s Afghanistan opened up to archaeological 
exploration by a broader range of international teams from 
the UK, Germany, Italy, the Soviet Union, and the USA. These 

Figure 0.1: Archaeological 
map of Afghanistan.
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projects extended the range of our knowledge of Afghanistan’s 
past back by thousands of years into Ice Age times to explore 
the Paleolithic Neanderthals and the earliest modern humans, 
along with the origins of agriculture in the Neolithic period at 
sites such as Darra-i Kur, Kara Kamar, and Aq Kupruk. Other 
archaeologists investigated the medieval Islamic period in 
Afghanistan at sites including Old Kandahar, Ghazni, and 
Lashkar-i Bazar. Finally, in the 1970s the Soviet archaeologist 
Viktor Sarianidi explored the cities of the Bronze Age “Oxus 
Civilization” at Dashly Tepe, and discovered the spectacular 
“Bactrian Treasure” from the first century CE nomadic elite 
burials of Tillya Tepe in northern Afghanistan.

Sadly, this flood of remarkable archaeological  
discoveries ended in 1979 with the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan and the subsequent 
40 years of conflict. During this long period 
of instability, thousands of archaeological 
sites across the country were systematically 
looted for sale on the international illicit art 
market, causing incalculable damage and loss 
for the cultural heritage of Afghanistan.

The National Museum of Afghanistan
Many of the discoveries made by the 
archaeological excavations from 1922 to 1979 
now reside in European museums. However, 
the National Museum of Afghanistan (NMA) 
in Kabul remains the world’s most important 
repository for the objects that illustrate 
the country’s ancient history and cultural 
heritage. The museum was founded in 1919, 
and was moved in 1931 to its present location 
in Kabul opposite Darulaman Palace.

Figure 0.3: Ethnography display 
case at the National Museum.
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The National Museum displays objects from all major 
periods of Afghan history, from the stone tools of the 
Paleolithic era up through twentieth-century ethnographic 
collections that highlight the ethnic and linguistic diversity 
of the country. The museum’s holdings include five especially 
rare and important collections: a) the Hellenistic objects from 
Ai Khanoum; b) the Bactrian treasure of Tillya Tepe; c) the 
Silk Road luxury trade goods from Begram; d) the Gandharan-
style Early Buddhist sculptures from Hadda and other sites; 
and e) the unique wood carvings from Nuristan, the last 
region in Afghanistan to practice the ancient Indo-Iranian 
polytheistic religions until its conversion to Islam in the late 
nineteenth century.

Figure 0.4: War damage 
to the NMA: partially 
burnt object records.
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The main discoveries from 80 years of archaeological 
excavations are on display as both an archive of cultural 
heritage and a key resource for public education and outreach 
for the people of Afghanistan. Before the 1979 Soviet invasion 
and subsequent four decades of fighting, the National 
Museum’s holdings were estimated by the NMA Director 
Omara Khan Masoudi as comprising around 200,000 objects. 
During the years of civil conflict (especially from 1989 to 
2001), the museum suffered terribly from rocket damage, fire, 
vandalism, and looting, leaving the building a burnt-out shell, 
and its collections devastated. Director Masoudi estimates 
that 90 percent of the museum’s object records were burnt, 
and 70 percent of the objects were either destroyed or stolen. 
The actual number of losses remains uncertain since no 
complete inventory had ever been conducted prior to the war.

Figure 0.5: NMA curator 
examining the thousands of 
fragments of Early Buddhist 
sculptures smashed in 2001.
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Between 2001 and 2021, there was a concerted international 
effort to help rebuild the National Museum. In the first stage, 
the physical building and its galleries were restored while a 
range of conservation projects began to repair some of the 
most badly damaged iconic objects. A number of international 
museums and organizations coordinated projects to repatriate, 
whenever possible, looted objects that had surfaced in their 
countries. Notably, in 2012 the British Museum coordinated the 
return of 843 smuggled antiquities that had been interdicted by 
UK Customs agents at London’s Heathrow airport.

In the second stage, from 2012 to 2021, with support 
from the US Department of State, the University of Chicago 
Oriental Institute (OI) worked in partnership with the 
National Museum to conduct the first full digital inventory of 
its surviving holdings, which now can be calculated reliably as 
more than 144,952 pieces. In tandem, the OI-NMA partnership 
organized training programs for the museum conservators, 
worked on restoring approximately 490 Early Buddhist 
sculptures that had been smashed in the conflict, and taught 
programs of museum outreach and heritage education for 
12,000 high school students in cities across Afghanistan.Figure 0.6: The NMA building, 

before and after restoration.
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Despite almost insurmountable obstacles, the National 
Museum of Afghanistan has survived, is restored, and continues its 
mission as the primary steward of Afghanistan’s cultural heritage. 
This volume is intended to raise global awareness of Afghan 
heritage by highlighting 100 objects in the museum’s collections 
that best illustrate the creativity and cross-cultural connections 
that have shaped Afghan culture through the millennia. Since, 
for a variety of reasons, access to Kabul may be difficult for 
many people, this volume can provide a useful record of the 
singular, rarely seen collections of the National Museum and 
insights into the stories they tell. The chapters are organized by 
chronological period to show objects that reflect the key historical 
transformations exemplifying Afghanistan’s civilizational 
history. We hope this history of Afghanistan in 100 objects will 
encourage readers to explore further this rich heritage.

Figure 0.7: The OI-NMA 
digital inventory documenting 
gold objects stored for 
safekeeping in the vaults  
of the Presidential Palace.

Figure 0.8: A partially restored 
Early Buddhist sculpture that 
had been smashed in 2001.





C H A P T E R  1

From Hunter-Gatherers to Farmers

The earliest human presence in Afghanistan has been 
documented in the ancient Pleistocene beach terraces of the 
Dasht-i Nawur lake in Ghazni. Stone tools have been found 
at the site, such as large scrapers, choppers, and pebble tools 
dating to the Lower and Middle Paleolithic eras.

The Stone Age artifacts in the National Museum are the 
most ancient manifestations of human activity in Afghanistan 
and extend as far back as 50000 BCE. At this time in the north 
of Afghanistan early humans gathered in caves or open-air 
shelters and lived by hunting wild animals and harvesting 
plants. To pursue these activities effectively, they made tools 
that are the oldest we know of in Afghanistan.

Paleolithic people created some tools from perishable 
materials like wood, but also manufactured stone tools 
that have survived until the present day and have been 
unearthed by archaeologists in caves such as at Aq Kupruk 
and Kara Kamar. These skillfully flaked bifacial stone tools 
were designed for several purposes. Stone blades, axes, and 
arrowheads were employed for hunting. Scrapers, knives, 
and polishers were used to cut meat and scrape the hair off 
the hides of the animals so the leather could be utilized for 
clothing, among other things.

Making stone tools required several techniques, which 
became progressively more efficient and advanced. The very 
basic step was to create a stone tool out of a stone core. First, 
the producers needed to find an appropriate stone core, 
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normally flint and with the hardness and shape closest to the 
final form. Then, they struck the core with another stone, 
chipping off flakes or grinding and polishing until the desired 
design was achieved.

During the prehistory of Afghanistan, not only technological 
progress was made, but also the early people of this area had 
already started to develop abstract concepts and thinking 
about beliefs, forces of nature, and death.

After the Paleolithic, the Neolithic period in Afghanistan 
laid the foundations for the flourishing of the great 
civilizations that were yet to come. Around 7000 BCE, the 
early peoples of Afghanistan started domesticating animals 
and growing plants, and began producing the first pottery. In 
places such as Aq Kupruk, in Balkh province, wheat and barley 
were cultivated and sheep, goats, and cattle were raised. The 
ability to control the food supply, along with the production 
of surpluses, among other factors, allowed the first towns and 
cities to develop in Afghanistan, at the very same time as in 
Egypt, Mesopotamia, Iran, and Central Asia.

Figure 1.1: A bifacially 
flaked flint knife from 
the Upper Paleolithic/
Late Ice Age.

2 3

F r o m  H u n t e r - G at H e r e r s  t o  Fa r m e r s
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1SCULPTED STONE ANTHROPOMORPHIC HEAD

Limestone
Aq Kupruk, Balkh
Excavated in 1959

15000–10000 BCE

H. 6 cm

NMA, 04.6.1

An oval stone object carved with facial features and 
unidentified motifs. This singular Upper Paleolithic 
artifact is an extremely early three-dimensional 
depiction of a human head: the first of its kind known 
from Afghanistan. During the Upper Paleolithic, with 
the spread of anatomically modern humans across the 
Old World, there is evidence for what has been called 
a “creative explosion” marked by new technologies of 
stone tool production and the origin of the arts. This 
period saw the first widespread appearance of musical 
instruments, calendric notations (early mathematical 
thinking), body ornamentation and jewelry, cave 
paintings, and the earliest sculpture in the round, as 
exemplified by the carved “Venus figurines” from Europe 
and western Asia. All of these developments demonstrate 
the emergence of abstract concepts and beliefs within 
early modern human populations. The Aq Kupruk pebble 
sculpture is contemporaneous with these developments 
and stems from the same time range as the Venus 
figurines. Due to its date, its unique status in Afghanistan, 
and its embodiment of the Upper Paleolithic creative 
explosion, the Aq Kupruk carved pebble can rightly be 
considered the iconic object of the National Museum’s 
early prehistoric collections.
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Flint

15000–10000 BCE

L. 20.5 cm W. 3.5 cm 

NMA, 13.0-0.4

2

A leaf-shaped, bifacially flaked flint spearpoint with 
a basal tang. During the Paleolithic era, stone tool 
technology developed in three stages, each more efficient 
than its predecessor in the type, quality, and number 
of tools that could be produced. The Lower Paleolithic 
(the time of Homo erectus) was characterized by core 
tools, whereby a block of flint was struck with another 
stone to form the core into a teardrop-shaped “hand 
ax” that could be used for many different purposes. 
The Middle Paleolithic saw the appearance of a new 
human ancestor—the Neanderthals—who employed the 
“Levallois technique” in which they shaped a flint core 
so they could remove a single flake for use as a knife or a 
scraper. Finally, the Upper Paleolithic was characterized 
by the spread of anatomically modern humans who 
developed the advanced and highly efficient technology 
of tool manufacture, in which large numbers of 
blades—long, parallel-sided flake tools—
could be struck from a single flint 
core. The spearpoint 

FLAKED SPEARPOINT



illustrated here was made by the precision micro-flaking 
(retouching) of a blade to fashion it into this graceful 
and deadly leaf-shaped, tanged spearpoint. The tang at 
the base of the point was inserted into a wooden spear 
shaft, tightly tied with animal sinews, and then dipped in 
animal fat or tallow as glue to ensure that the spearpoint 
would not detach from the shaft. Spears made with 
this technology enabled Upper Paleolithic peoples to 
effectively hunt herds of deer, wild sheep, and aurochs 
(wild cattle), while also protecting themselves against 
the large wild carnivores of Ice Age Eurasia.
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Stone

Early Neolithic 8000 BCE

L. 14.5 cm W. 6.4 cm Th. 2.7 cm

NMA, 13.0-0.32 

3STONE AX

A flaked and abraded stone ax-head. The anatomically 
modern humans of the Late Pleistocene and Early 
Holocene survived by hunting wild animals and gathering 
plants. This subsistence strategy required a range of tools. 
Flint axes were especially valuable in chopping wood for 
fuel, constructing shelters, butchering hunted animals, or 
scraping animal hides to produce leather clothing. The 
ax shown here is interesting in the way it combines the 
older Ice Age technology of chipping/flaking flint with the 
new technology of the Holocene era, in which tools were 
shaped by grinding, abrading, and polishing into a smooth 
and very sharp edge. Composite-technology axes of this 
type were discovered during the excavation of caves 
such as at Aq Kupruk and Kara Kamar in north-central 
Afghanistan. 
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Flint

Early Neolithic 9000–8000 BCE

L. 15 cm W. 3.5 cm

NMA, 13.0-0.40 

4SICKLE BLADE

A crescent-shaped flint tool with finely retouched edges, 
used as a sickle blade. During the transition from the Ice 
Age/Pleistocene era to the Holocene about 11,000 years 
ago, the world’s climate became warmer and wetter. 
In this environment, forests, grasslands, and animal 
populations spread into new areas across Eurasia. The 
most important of the plant resources were the cereal 
grasses: wild wheat and barley. Hunter-gatherers often 
settled next to particularly rich patches of these plants, 
which soon became their primary food sources. The 
essential tool for harvesting cereals was the sickle: a 
curved piece of wood or bone with a carved groove into 
which a row of carefully sharpened flint blades were 
inserted to cut the wheat or barley. Sickle blades can be 
recognized by their shape, sharp edge, and the presence 
of “sickle gloss”: the distinctive polish on the blade caused 
by the silica phytoliths in the stalks of the harvested 
cereal plants. Over time, with intensive harvesting, 
wheat and barley became domesticated, and the Early 
Holocene hunter-gatherers became the first farmers. In 
places such as Aq Kupruk, in Balkh province, wheat and 
barley were cultivated, and sheep, goats, and cattle were 
raised. The sickle blade shown here is emblematic of this 
important economic transformation, which pioneering 
archaeologist Vere Gordon Childe accurately called “the 
Neolithic Revolution.” Control over the food supply and 
the existence of surplus production laid the foundations 
for the development of the first villages, towns, and 
eventually urbanized state societies in Afghanistan, the 
Middle East, Central Asia, and South Asia.
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Early Cities and Trade:  
The Bronze Age (3000–1200 BCE)

During the Bronze Age (3000–1200 BCE) in Afghanistan, 
almost simultaneously in the north and the south of the 
country, developments from the Neolithic and Chalcolithic 
periods gave rise to the appearance of the first cities. In 
Kandahar, along the Helmand river basin, large urban centers, 
such as Mundigak or Deh Morasi Gundai, flourished. Their 
well-developed architecture and material culture had parallels 
in Shahr-i Sokhta in Iran and in Mehrgarh in Pakistan.

In the north, cities such as Dashly Tepe appeared in 
parallel with other settlements in Turkmenistan, such as 
Gonurdepe and Sarazm in Tajikistan. Dashly is crucial for 
our understanding of the connections between the north 
of Afghanistan and other areas of Central Asia, including 
Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. Hollow copper seals, stone 
staffs, ceramic cups (often called fruit bowls), and small 
polished and engraved stone columns have been found in all 
these areas and represent some of the most iconic objects of 
the Oxus Civilization (ca.2200–1500 BCE).

These sites in the south and north bear all the main 
features that characterized a city, including a large population, 
monumental architecture such as palaces and temples, 
wealthy elites and powerful rulers, an organized government 
administration, specialized craft production, art and 
sculpture, cemeteries with elaborate tombs for the wealthy, 
long-distance trade for luxury goods, and a complex system of 
religious beliefs.

Chapter 2—Early Cities and Trade: The Bronze Age (3000–1200 BCE)
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One of the most important Bronze Age sites in northern 
Afghanistan is the trading colony of Shortughai, established 
by merchants from the Indus valley civilization who sought to 
obtain lapis lazuli from the mines of Badakhshan. The material 
remains from Shortughai prove the existence of relationships 
with the Indus valley, the Persian Gulf, Mesopotamia, the 
Levant, Iran, and the extensive Central Asian steppes.

Other discoveries, such as the hoard from Tepe Fullol, 
illustrate the cultural and iconographic influence that came 
back from Mesopotamia, proving that the exchange of goods and 
ideas between Afghanistan and Mesopotamia was bidirectional.

When we talk about the Silk Road, we usually refer to a 
much later period, but as early as 7,000 years ago, Afghanistan 
was a crossroads of civilizations, where goods, such as 
lapis from Badakhshan, were traded over great distances—
sometimes thousands of kilometers—to places including Egypt 
and Mesopotamia in modern-day Syria and Iraq. Not only 
was there an exchange of goods, proved by the archaeological 
record, but also a trade and circulation of common ideas. 
Hence, there are similarities in the production of art and crafts 
in Afghanistan, the Indus valley, and the Middle East.

We have only a limited understanding of Bronze Age 
religion, but the archaeological evidence shows there was 
a cult of the mother goddess, who represents fertility and 
the procreative forces of nature. We find these kinds of 
representations in all the cultures of the ancient world. The 
distinctive objects of these emerging cities are displayed in the 
National Museum of Afghanistan.

The Bronze Age in Afghanistan was of paramount importance 
for being a period of rapid development in urban culture but 
also other aspects of the civilization, such as economic growth, 
wide exchange systems, craft specialization, and the evolution of 
shared belief systems across much of Central Asia.
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Silver
Tepe Fullol, Baghlan
Found in 1996

Early Bronze Age ca.3000 BCE

H. 5.3 cm Diam. 15.8 cm

NMA, 10.29.6

DECORATED VESSEL 5

An embossed silver vessel depicting a procession of 
bearded bulls. This fragment was part of a hoard that was 
discovered accidentally in the north of the country in 
1966. The whole find was damaged and divided among 
different individuals until its full recovery and return to 
the National Museum. Due to its illicit collection, we lack 
information on the original archaeological context for 
this and the other precious objects of the hoard. However, 
it is believed that the artifacts could be associated with 
the nearby archaeological site of Khush Tepe. The motifs 
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on the bowl are markedly similar to distant artistic 
influences as a result of the long-distance trade of goods. 
The bearded bulls are a recurrent iconographic motif 
in Early Dynastic Mesopotamia, where lapis lazuli from 
Badakhshan has also been found in many exquisite luxury 
objects in elite burials and temples. Together, the Fullol 
vessels and the presence of lapis in Mesopotamia point 
to an active trade in elite prestige goods between Bronze 
Age Mesopotamia and Afghanistan, perhaps by way of the 
Iranian plateau.
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Gold
Tepe Fullol, Baghlan
Found in 1966

Early Bronze Age ca.2800 BCE

Diam. 9.9 cm

NMA, 04.29.1

BOWL WITH GEOMETRICAL DESIGN

A round pedestalled golden bowl or goblet decorated 
with six lightly incised squares with transverse bands 
and stepped designs on each side of the squares. These 
designs are reminiscent of the geometric motifs on 
Quetta ware ceramics from northwest Pakistan, and 
are also present at other Bronze Age sites including 
Mundigak and Deh Morasi Gundai. It is interesting to 
see the same motifs decorating a wide range of vessels, 
either made of fired clay ceramic or metal as in this case. 
The Fullol hoard was found in northern Afghanistan, in a 
region influenced by Iran and Mesopotamia to the west, 
Pakistan in the south, and by neighboring Central Asian 
societies such as the Namazga culture in Turkmenistan. 
These shared decorative styles and technologies reflect 
the existence of an Early Bronze Age interaction sphere in 
which trade, communication, and the movement of both 
people and ideas linked multiple regions in the Indo-
Iranian borderlands of Afghanistan, Iran, Central Asia, 
and South Asia.

 



B OWL  WI T H  G E O M E T R I CA L  D E S I G N /  6

3 7





S C U L P T E D  H E A D /  7

3 9

Limestone
Mundigak, Kandahar
Excavated in 1951–9

Early Bronze Age 2900–2400 BCE

H. 9.1 cm W. 7.2 cm

NMA, 05.17.36

SCULPTED HEAD 7

This sculptured limestone head was found at the Bronze 
Age city of Mundigak near the monumental terrace 
belonging to Period IV of the site. Mundigak was part of the 
Helmand Civilization that extended over the Sistan region 
in southwest Afghanistan and southeastern Iran during 
the Early Bronze Age (third millennium BCE). At this 
point, Mundigak had developed into a 21-hectare walled 
urban center with diverse residential neighborhoods, a 
large temple, and a palace. Bronze Age stone sculptures 
like the Mundigak head are rare in Afghanistan; its 
discovery in the vicinity of an important public building 
suggests that this object bore great significance for 
the inhabitants of the city. The fragmentary sculpture 
depicts a male figure wearing a headband or diadem, and 
may have represented the ancient ruler of Mundigak. 
Researchers have established reasonable analogies with 
similar stone sculptures of apparent elites or leaders at 
contemporaneous urban centers such as Shahr-i Sokhta 
in Iran and Mohenjo-Daro in the Indus valley. Together, 
architecture and sculpture from Mundigak provide the 
earliest clear evidence for the emergence of urbanized 
state societies with powerful rulers in Bronze Age 
Afghanistan.
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Baked clay, paint
Mundigak, Kandahar
Excavated in 1951–9

Early Bronze Age ca.2900–2400 BCE

H. 14.3 cm Rim diam. 5.6 cm

NMA, 05.17.101

GOBLET 8

A deep goblet on a tall pedestal base with concave foot, 
painted on the exterior with two groups of three heart-
shaped leaves with long stems between two bands of 
horizontal lines. This kind of vessel dates to Mundigak 
Period IV in the Early Bronze Age, when the site was 
an important urban center in the Helmand Civilization 
of southwestern Afghanistan and southeastern Iran. 
Monochrome paint on buff ceramic surfaces in this style 
is characteristic not only for Mundigak and the Kandahar 
area during the Early and Middle Bronze Age, but also 
for other contemporary sites in the Helmand river valley, 
the Sistan region, Iran, and the Indus valley. At this time 
in Afghanistan, south of the Hindu Kush, exchanges of 
goods and shared ceramic styles were common in the 
material culture, and reflect the intensity of cross-cultural 
contacts within the interaction sphere that linked broad 
areas of the Indo-Iranian borderlands.
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Baked clay, paint
Deh Morasi Gundai, Kandahar
Excavated in 1951

Early Bronze Age ca.2900–2400 BCE

H. 5.4 cm W. 3.6 cm

NMA, 05.17.107

9FEMALE FIGURINE

The upper section of a female terracotta figurine 
unearthed at Deh Morasi Gundai, a small third-
millennium BCE site close to Mundigak and with similar 
material culture. The figurine depicts a woman with 
long hair, bird-like nose, and narrow waist. Around the 
neck the figurine wears a multi-row bead necklace. Some 
of the original red paint is still preserved. The figurine 
was discovered in association with the so-called “shrine 
complex” at Deh Morasi Gundai, suggesting that it bore 
a special ritual or religious significance. Figurines of this 
type, also found in Mundigak Period IV in southwest 
Afghanistan, in Sistan in southeast Iran, and at other sites 
in the adjacent area of northwest Pakistan, such as Zhob 
and Mehrgarh, are often described as “mother goddesses.” 
The stylistic similarities of these figurines at multiple 
sites suggest that they had a role in a shared belief system 
across all three regions, which together form part of the 
Indo-Iranian borderlands.
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Limestone
Dashly Tepe, Jowzjan

Bronze Age 2200–1700 BCE, 
Oxus Civilization 

H. 25.5 cm Base diam. 15 cm

NMA, 05.38.18

MINIATURE COLUMN 10

This small hourglass-shaped polished stone with two 
incised grooves down its sides—often called a “miniature 
column”—is a distinctive artifact of the Bronze Age Oxus 
Civilization, which extended across northern Afghanistan, 
southern Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, and parts of 
Iran such as Shahr-i Sokhta. The column was found at 
Dashly Tepe, a large urban site of the Oxus Civilization 
in northern Afghanistan. Although easily recognizable, 
the function of these columns remains unknown. The 
discovery of many examples of this type of column 
in the necropolis at Gonurdepe in Turkmenistan led 
archaeologists to associate these objects with funerary 
contexts. The columns were placed in graves together 
with bronze and ceramic vessels, polished stone staffs, 
and other artifacts, suggesting that they had ritual 
significance across the Oxus Civilization trading network.
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Lapis lazuli
Shortughai, Takhar
Excavated in 1978

Bronze Age 2000 BCE

L. 6.7 cm

NMA, 13.49.184

11RAW BLOCK OF UNWORKED LAPIS LAZULI

The deep blue mineral lapis lazuli is the earliest-known 
luxury export good from Afghanistan, and played an 
important role in ancient long-distance trading networks 
across western Eurasia. Afghanistan is one of the world’s 
very few sources of high-quality lapis. This block of raw 
lapis lazuli was discovered in northeast Afghanistan at 
Shortughai, a Bronze Age trading colony originating from 

the Harappan Civilization 
in the Indus valley. Mining 
activity is well documented 
at Shortughai. The lapis lazuli 
was sourced from the Sar-i 
Sang mines in Badakhshan 
and transported for its 
prospective export to the 
Indus valley and other areas. 
At Shortughai the lapis block 
was found with the stone 
tools used for the mining 
of this mineral along with 
Indus-style pottery and a 
distinctive Harappan carved 
stone stamp seal. Once 

quarried, the lapis blocks were shaped and polished by 
craftsmen either locally at Shortughai or in remote lands, 
such as Mesopotamia, where the precious material had 
been imported since 5000 BCE for use in the crafting of 
highly prized exotic prestige goods for elites, kings, and 
temples in the Sumerian city states. 
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Copper
Bactria, northern Afghanistan

Bronze Age ca.2250–1700 BCE,  
Oxus Civilization

Dimensions unknown

NMA, inv. no. unknown

BACTRIAN HOLLOW STAMP SEALS 12

Stamp seals (and cylinder seals) 
have been used for 7,000 years in 
Central Asia and the Middle East, 
first as markers of ownership, and 
later as administrative tools to 
supervise the flow of taxes, rations, 
and commodities in the temples and 
palaces of the earliest state societies. 
Each seal was made with a unique 
design that served to identify its 
owner. The impression of the seal on 
moist sealing clay was proof that the 
transaction had been authorized by 
the official in charge. This group of 

four compartmented hollow copper stamp seals was cast 
with geometric motifs in the form of rosettes, squares, 
and crosses. They were probably found near an urban 
center of the Oxus Civilization, also known as the Bactria-
Margiana Archaeological Complex, that flourished in the 
Late Bronze Age in the oases of northern Afghanistan, 
southern Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and parts of Iran. 
The cities of the Oxus Civilization shared common 
urban patterns and material culture, and participated in 
widespread trade networks. The presence of the same 
style of stamp seals in northern Afghanistan at Dashly, at 
Gonurdepe in Turkmenistan, and at sites in Uzbekistan 
such as Djarkoutan and Sapalli Tepe shows that cities 
throughout the Oxus Civilization used similar symbolic 
systems and record-keeping systems to administer long-
distance trade and governmental activities in the late 
third and early second millennia BCE.
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Bone
Shamshir Ghar, Kandahar
Excavated in 1958

Late Bronze Age ca.1800 BCE,  
Oxus Civilization

Diam. 3 cm

NMA, 05.17.116

13STAMP SEAL

This small, circular stamp seal, made from bone, has 
carved designs on both surfaces. The decorated surfaces 
are convex, rather than flat. A small hole has been 
drilled through the diameter of the seal from side to 
side, indicating that it was probably strung and worn 
as a necklace. The obverse depicts a bird (possibly an 
eagle or falcon) with spread, downward-facing wings, 
framed by a double-hatched border. This motif appears 
frequently in the copper seals of the north of Afghanistan 
and Turkmenistan, and in the Harappan culture as well. 
The reverse surface has a stylized winged griffin and a 
smaller bird beneath it, surrounded by a hatched border. 
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Both the bird and griffin motifs have ancient roots in the 
art and religion of the central Iranian plateau, originating 
in the carved steatite artifacts of the Jiroft Civilization 
(ca.2500–2200 BCE) and continuing in the Oxus 
Civilization (ca.2200–1500 BCE) that followed. The fact 
that these motifs were in such widespread use for 1,000 
years attests to their deep religious significance for the 
peoples of Bronze Age Iran and Central Asia. The bone 
seal was found during the excavations at Shamshir Ghar 
(Cave of the Sword), a multi-period site near Kandahar 
that had been occupied from the Late Bronze Age to the 
Sasanian era. 
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The Iron Age and the Persian  
Achaemenid Empire in Afghanistan

Afghanistan was transformed by its incorporation into 
the Persian (or Achaemenid) empire during the Iron Age. 
Established by Cyrus the Great, this was the largest empire 
in the world from 550 to 330 BCE. At its height, Achaemenid 
rule extended from Macedonia in the west to India in the 
east, and from the Central Asian steppes in the north to 
Nubia in the south. The empire ruled over an estimated 49.4 
million people for more than 200 years until its defeat by 
Alexander the Great.

The Achaemenid empire comprised 23 satrapies, or provinces. 
The eastern satrapies in what is now Afghanistan—Bactria 
(modern Balkh in northern Afghanistan), Araeia (Herat in the 
northwest), and Arachosia (Kandahar in the south)—were 
wealthy and militarily powerful areas whose people were linked 
by language, religion, and culture to their Persian overlords.

The Achaemenids governed their empire through a well-
integrated administrative system with continuous, large-scale 
movement of people and goods between the satrapies and 
the capitals of Susa and Persepolis. Taxes, tribute, and labor 
were closely monitored by scribes who recorded the economic 
transactions on clay tablets in their two main administrative 
languages: Elamite and Imperial Aramaic. Thousands of texts 
excavated at Persepolis provide a rare glimpse of the travels 
of Bactrian and Arachosian workers, craftsmen, and traders 
between their home satrapies and duties in the capital. The 
magnificent carved reliefs from Persepolis depict Bactrians, 

Chapter 3—The Iron Age and the Persian Achaemenid Empire in Afghanistan
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Figure 3.1: Persepolis relief 
showing the Bactrian 
delegation bringing tribute 
of Bactrian camels and gold 
bowls to the Persian king.
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Araeians, Arachosians, and other peoples from across the 
empire bringing the most valuable products of their homelands 
as annual tribute to the Great King in Persepolis during the 
rituals of Nowruz, the Zoroastrian new year celebration.

The Zoroastrian religion has deep roots among the 
Indo-Iranian peoples of Iran, Afghanistan, and Central Asia. 
Zoroastrianism sees the world as an eternal struggle for 
balance between the forces of good represented by Ahura 
Mazda, the god of light, and the forces of evil and darkness. 
Zoroastrians venerate fire as the earthly representation of 
light, and maintain fire altars inside special temples. Fire altars 
are common in the art and coins of both the Achaemenids and 
the later Sasanian empire. Fire temples are found across the 
Persian empire, including Afghanistan.

Only a handful of Achaemenid sites have been investigated 
in Afghanistan. In Bactria the most important Achaemenid 
center was Balkh, ancient Bactres, the “Mother of Cities.” 
Bactres was huge, encompassing an area of 400 hectares, 
about the same size as the Achaemenid capital city of Susa. 
Bactria was enormously wealthy: Herodotus lists its annual 
tribute to the king as 360 talents of silver (1 talent = 30.2 kg), 
almost 10.9 metric tons. The prosperity of Bactria can also 
be seen in the famous Oxus Treasure: a trove of 200 gold and 
silver objects and 1,500 coins, discovered on the banks of the 
Oxus (Amu Darya) river in Bactria in the 1880s and now in the 
British Museum.

Other traces of Persian imperial administration, religion, 
and economy have been found at sites across Afghanistan, 
many of which can be seen in the National Museum. At the 
Bactrian regional center of Chesme-i Shafa, archaeologists 
unearthed a 2-m-tall Achaemenid fire altar carved from a 
single block of stone. At Chaman-e Hozori (within modern 
Kabul), the discovery of 1,000 Achaemenid coins and punch-
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stamped “bent-bar” silver currency revealed the operations 
of a provincial mint that also circulated high-quality imitation 
versions of Athenian silver tetradrachms for trade with the 
Mediterranean world. Finally, excavations at Old Kandahar 
(Arachosia) recovered a fragmentary Achaemenid clay tablet 
whose Elamite text and layout were exact duplicates of the 
accounting practices known from the texts in the Persepolis 
archives. The fact that a provincial capital in Afghanistan 
followed the same administrative procedures as the imperial 
capital of Persepolis, 1,600 km to the west, shows the high level 
of economic and political integration across the vast Persian 
empire. Through these many interconnections that emerged as 
part of the Persian empire, Afghanistan developed close links to 
the broader world in ways that had never existed before.
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Silver
Chaman-e Hozori, Kabul
Discovered in 1933

360 BCE, Persian Achaemenid empire

L. 4.3 cm W. 1.2 cm Th. 0.3 cm

NMA, 15.43.7946

14PUNCH-MARKED BENT-BAR CURRENCY 

Silver punch-marked bent-bar currency, also known as 
“double sigloi.” Sigloi were the punch-marked circular 
silver coins minted and circulated widely within the 
Persian Achaemenid empire. The invention of stamped 
bent silver bars or small ingots as currency seems to 
have been an extension of the idea of coinage to the 
easternmost satrapies (provinces) of the empire. The 
obverse bears two punched six-arm symbols in a round 
design, with two smaller punch marks—a star and a 
heart shape—in the space between the round designs. 
The reverse is blank, and flattened in the center from 
the initial forging of the small bar-shaped ingot. This 
unique type of currency, represented in the Chaman-e 
Hozori (Kabul) and the later Mir Zakah coin hoards, was 
introduced by the Achaemenid empire when it conquered 
Afghanistan and northwest India, evolving into a locally 
used currency in Afghanistan. The stamped bent bars 
were produced by an Achaemenid mint in the Kabul 
region ca.360–350 BCE. The idea of using this form of 
currency spread to northwest India, where the Mauryan 
kings minted smaller punch-marked bars in the third to 
second centuries BCE as the first locally produced coins 
or currency in India. The presence of a mint in the Kabul 
area, and the innovative use of bent-bar currency, gives 
a unique insight into the ways that the Achaemenids 
adapted their administrative and economic policies to 
local conditions within the empire. These developments 
also suggest that Achaemenid rule was a time of 
prosperity and economic growth in Afghanistan.
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Silver
Chaman-e Hozori, Kabul
Discovered in 1933

400–380 BCE, Persian 
Achaemenid empire

Diam. 2.1 cm

NMA, 15.43.7942

15SIGLOS

The chance discovery in 1933 of the Chaman-e Hozori 
hoard at a construction site in Kabul marked a turning 
point in the understanding of numismatic and economic 
history of Afghanistan. The hoard dates to between 380 
and 350 BCE. The coins provide good evidence that 
the Persians had established a mint in the Kabul area. 
Among the 1,000 coins found, there were Achaemenid 
and Greek coins as well as local silver punch-marked 
bar coinage, reflecting the important economic role of 
Afghanistan and the eastern satrapies (provinces) in 
the Persian empire. This coin is a siglos, the standard 
Achaemenid silver coin. Cyrus the Great encountered 
the idea of stamped precious-metal coinage when he 
conquered Lydia (the kingdom of Croesus) in the sixth 
century BCE. The Achaemenid kings quickly adopted the 
idea of coinage by issuing gold coins called “darics” and 
silver coins known as “sigloi.” The obverse of this siglos 
depicts a forward-facing lion (copying the original Lydian 
coin design); on the reverse there is a reclining antelope 
facing left.
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16SIGLOS

Silver
Chaman-e Hozori, Kabul
Discovered in 1933

486–465 BCE, Persian  
Achaemenid empire

Diam. 1.7 cm

NMA, 04.43.1397

A silver Achaemenid siglos from the time of the Persian 
king Xerxes I. This is one of the earlier coins found in 
the Chaman-e Hozori hoard in Kabul. Its heavily worn 
condition is consistent with the coin having been in 
circulation for almost a century before its deposition 
in the hoard between 380 and 350 BCE. The siglos is of 
the “archer-king” type: the obverse depicts the bearded 
king facing right, kneeling and holding a spear and 
arrow; the reverse bears a deep punch mark. Among 
the coins discovered in the Chaman-e Hozori hoard, 
silver sigloi are rare. The patterning of coin types and 
metals shows an important divide within the Persian 
empire. The Achaemenid western satrapies (provinces)
in the Mediterranean world were heavily influenced 
by Greece. Athenian silver coins were the standard 

currency, and Achaemenid coinage was far less 
common, even in the areas under Persian rule. 

The metals differed as well. Darics, as the 
gold currency of the Persian empire, were 
in greater demand in the less-monetized 
economies of the eastern satrapies. By 
contrast, Achaemenid silver sigloi were 

more prevalent in the west, where they had 
to compete against, and be exchangeable with, 

the widely used Athenian silver coinage. 
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Silver
Chaman-e Hozori, Kabul
Discovered in 1933

ca.350 BCE, Persian 
Achaemenid empire

Diam. 2.4 cm

NMA, 04.43.1407

TETRADRACHM 17

An Athenian-style silver tetradrachm, found as part of  
the Chaman-e Hozori hoard in Kabul and dating to 
360–350 BCE. This coin is a local Afghan imitation of 
the classical Attic tetradrachms from Athens. The obverse 
bears the diademed head of the goddess Athena facing 
right. The reverse depicts the iconic Athenian owl facing 
right, with an enigmatic accompanying legend “ΑΙΓ.” This 
coin is very rare: only four examples of tetradrachms with 
the inscription “ΑΙΓ” in place of the standard Athenian 
label are known from anywhere in the Mediterranean 
world and the Persian empire. The inscription could 
represent either the personal name or the ethnic/
political identification of the local minting authority in 
Afghanistan. Imitations of Athenian tetradrachms by rival 
polities were not unknown in the eastern Mediterranean 
world. The Chaman-e Hozori tetradrachm is notable 
because it may reflect the efforts of the Persian empire’s 
eastern satrapies to adapt their coinage systems in order 
to gain access to the distant Mediterranean-based Greek 
and Hellenistic trading networks.
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Baked clay
Old Kandahar
Discovered in 1984

Fifth century BCE, Persian 
Achaemenid empire

H. 2.5 cm W. 5.6 cm Th. 2.1 cm

NMA, 12.0-1.24

ACHAEMENID ADMINISTRATIVE TABLET 18

Recovered in excavations at Old Kandahar in the 1980s, 
this rectilinear fragment of an Achaemenid tablet bears 
an economic-administrative text written in Late Elamite 
cuneiform script. Late Elamite and Imperial Aramaic 
were the two main administrative languages used in the 
Achaemenid empire. Both the obverse and reverse feature 
parallel ruled lines, to guide the scribes in spacing and 
organizing the text. Approximately four signs are visible on 
one of the preserved surfaces. One fragment of text on the 
tablet reads “balance on deposit.” The tablet is identical 
in form, spatial organization of the text, epigraphy, and 
technical language to the thousands of tablets found in the 
excavations of the Fortification Archive at the Achaemenid 
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capital of Persepolis in western Iran. The Persepolis 
archive records the government-authorized movement 
of goods and people around the Persian empire in the 
early fifth century BCE. Craftsmen and other workers 
from Bactria and Arachosia appear frequently as people 
travelling back and forth between Afghanistan and the 
Persian capital. The tablet shows that the administrative 
practices of the Achaemenid empire were identical in 
both Persepolis and in the capital of the Afghan satrapy 
of Arachosia (Kandahar) 1,600 km to the east. This 
standardization points to the high level of political and 
economic integration within the Achaemenid empire, and 
to the important role of Afghanistan within this system.
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Alexander the Great (356–323 BCE) and  
the Hellenistic Period (323 BCE–10 CE)  
Seleucids, Greco-Bactrians, and Indo-Greeks

In 336 BCE, at the age of 20, Alexander III succeeded to the 
throne of Macedonia after the assassination of his father 
Philip II. Alexander immediately carried out Philip’s planned 
invasion of the Persian empire. By the age of 30 Alexander 
had defeated the Achaemenids and created one of the largest 
empires of the ancient world, stretching from Greece to Egypt 
and across Iran and Afghanistan into northwest India.

Alexander defeated the armies of the Persian king Darius III 
and burned the capital Persepolis, but faced fierce resistance 
from the eastern satrapies of Sogdia, Bactria, Araeia, and 
Arachosia in Afghanistan. These powerful provinces had been 
Persian subjects for over 200 years, and remained loyal to 
Darius until his final defeat. Even after Darius’s assassination, 
the Bactrians and Sogdians continued to resist. Alexander 
was forced to shift the entire focus of his campaign to 
conquering Afghanistan. In 329 BCE he invaded Araeia (Herat), 
Arachosia (Kandahar), and Bactria, but the campaign rapidly 
degenerated into rebellion and guerilla warfare. Alexander 
spent the next three years, from 329 to 327 BCE, in a ruthless 
and barely successful counterinsurgency, marching back and 
forth across the country, occupying villages, massacring their 
inhabitants in reprisal, and trying to regain control.

Although Alexander brought in 22,000 Macedonian 
reinforcements and established military colonies across 
Afghanistan, he was forced to fight a completely new kind of 
war. As long as he was physically present in an area, its leaders 

Chapter 4—Alexander the Great (356–323 BCE) and the Hellenistic Period (323 BCE–10 CE): Seleucids, Greco-Bactrians, and Indo-Greeks
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would swear loyalty to him, but as soon as he moved on to 
conquer the next region, the local people he had just left behind 
rebelled against him. Finally, in 327 BCE, Alexander nominally 
pacified Sogdia and Bactria. By forging an alliance with the local 
leaders, sealed by marriage, Alexander was able to declare a kind 

Figure 4.1: Mosaic from 
Pompeii showing Alexander 
the Great defeating the 
Persian king Darius III at 
the battle of Issus.
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of victory and could then travel south to conquer northwest 
India. In 323 BCE Alexander died of a fever in Babylon and his 
empire began to fragment almost immediately.

Alexander’s death marked the beginning of the Hellenistic 
period in Afghanistan (323 BCE–10 CE). The empire was 
divided among his three main generals, with Seleucus I 
Nicator gaining control over Syria, Mesopotamia, Iran, and 
Afghanistan. The Hellenistic kingdoms imposed the Greek 
political system and ushered in an era of cultural and economic 
globalization across the Mediterranean world, the Middle 
East, and Central Asia. Seleucus and the other Hellenistic 
rulers established colonies, reorganized the older existing 
cities along the lines of the Greek polis, and imposed Greek 
language, religion, and culture throughout their realms. At 
the same time, the Macedonians increasingly acculturated to 
local conditions in the Greek-controlled areas.

Within 70 years, the Seleucid empire had fragmented 
and lost control of Afghanistan. The Macedonian colonies 
declared their independence and founded the Greco-Bactrian 
kingdom, which became a powerful political and cultural force 
in Afghanistan from 250 until ca.140 BCE. The Greco-Bactrian 
kingdom and the related Indo-Greek kingdom (180 BCE–10 CE) 
were the easternmost Hellenistic kingdoms in Central Asia.

The two main cities of the Greco-Bactrian kingdom were 
Bactres/Balkh (the ancient capital of Bactria) and Ai Khanoum 
on the banks of the Oxus river in northern Afghanistan. Ai 
Khanoum (Lady Moon) was probably the Greek/Macedonian 
colony of Alexandria on the Oxus, founded ca.280 BCE. It was 
the quintessential Hellenistic city in its cultural fusion that 
combined Greek public buildings and urban institutions with 
local Bactrian architecture and organization. Ai Khanoum 
comprised a small ruling elite of Macedonians and Greeks, 
while most of the inhabitants were Bactrians.
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The city boasted a Greek theater that could seat 6,000 
people, an enormous Gymnasium, an agora (marketplace and 
civic space), and a public shrine with the tomb of Kineas, the 
founder of the colony. The public spaces were adorned with 
Greek sculptures and inscriptions. Greek philosophy thrived 
at Ai Khanoum, where among the most remarkable discoveries 
was the impression of a papyrus manuscript preserving parts of 
one of Aristotle’s lost dialogues (now in the National Museum).

At the same time, the local Bactrian culture was also a 
key element of public and private life at Ai Khanoum. The 
administrative palace was built in Achaemenid style, and the 
majority of the houses had Bactrian architecture. The most 
striking example of Ai Khanoum’s fusion of Greek and Bactrian 
cultures can be seen in the Temple with Niches. The temple plan 
is purely Bactrian, but the art inside represented the gods of both 
religions: a monumental statue of Zeus (of which only the foot 
survives), an ivory statue of the Bactrian goddess Anahita, and a 
cast bronze crescent bearing an image of the moon goddess. These 
masterpieces are in the collections of the National Museum.

The Greco-Bactrian kingdom fell to invading Scythian 
and Yuezhi nomads from Central Asia in ca.140 BCE. The last 
surviving Hellenistic polity—the Indo-Greek kingdom—was 
founded in 180 BCE by Demetrius, who conquered northwest 
India and commemorated his victory with coins portraying 
himself wearing a headdress in the form of an Indian elephant. 
The Indo-Greek cultural fusion can also be seen in the 
distinctive square coins that depict Greek gods and inscriptions 
on the obverse, with Hindu gods and Indian inscriptions on the 
reverse. The Indo-Greek kingdom survived for almost 150 more 
years up to its final collapse in 10 CE. Echoes of Hellenistic 
culture continued to influence Afghanistan for centuries 
afterwards, most notably in the hybrid Gandharan style of Early 
Buddhist art of the first century BCE to the fifth century CE.
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Silver
Mir Zakah, Paktia
Found in 1947

360–281 BCE, Seleucid period

Diam. 1.8 cm

NMA, 04.43.1501

19GREEK DRACHM

This silver drachm was minted by Lysimachus, one of 
Alexander the Great’s successors, who ruled as King of 
Thrace. The obverse depicts Alexander in profile with 
ram’s horns symbolizing his divine status as the son of 
the Egyptian god Ammon (the latter was also identified 
with the Greek god Zeus). The reverse shows the seated 
goddess Athena with her left arm resting on a helmet 
and her extended right arm holding a figure of Nike, the 
goddess of victory. We know that the coin was minted by 
a successor of Alexander, rather than Alexander himself, 
because the Greek text on the reverse reads “Lysimachus 
King.” Alexander’s successors (the diodochoi) commonly 
used his image on their coinage to bolster their legitimacy. 
The coin was found as part of the Mir Zakah Hellenistic 
period coin hoard in Afghanistan.
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Gold
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

280–261 BCE, Hellenistic  
Seleucid period

Diam. 1.7 cm

NMA, 04.43.1276

STATER OF ANTIOCHUS 20

This magnificent gold stater of Antiochus I Soter 
(324–261 BCE) was found at the treasury at Ai Khanoum. 
The obverse depicts the diademed head of the king, while 
the reverse shows the head of a horse accompanied by 
the legend “King Antiochus.” The horse is probably an 
allusion to Alexander and his legendary steed Bucephalus. 
Antiochus was son of Seleucus I Nicator, the founder 
of the Seleucid empire after Alexander’s death and the 
division of his conquests. He inherited a vast empire 
that stretched from the Mediterranean to Afghanistan 
and Turkmenistan. Some researchers have suggested 
that Antiochus was the true founder of the city of Ai 
Khanoum, which could explain the presence of his coins 
there. In this regard, one of the most interesting aspects 
of this coin is the small design of a triangle inside a circle, 
seen on the reverse, next to the horse’s head. This has 
been interpreted as the mark of the royal coin mint at Ai 
Khanoum. If correct, the presence of this mint mark on 
a coin of Antiochus I is strong evidence that the city of 
Ai Khanoum was founded sometime between 330 and 
261 BCE, possibly by Alexander, or more probably by 
either Seleucus or his son at the very beginning of the 
Hellenistic era in Afghanistan.
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Limestone
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

145 BCE, Hellenistic  
Greco-Bactrian period

H. 74 cm Diam. 90 cm

NMA, 05.42.640

CAPITAL 21

A well-preserved limestone “free Corinthian”-style capital 
featuring volutes and acanthus leaves, from Ai Khanoum, 
one of the most important cities of the Greco-Bactrian 
kingdom in Afghanistan and the easternmost excavated 
colony founded by Alexander and his Hellenistic 
successors in Central Asia. This capital was discovered 
in the citadel and probably belonged to an important 
monumental building, a temple or a palace. The style 
of the capital reflects the influence of Hellenistic 
architecture fused with some local Bactrian elements.
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A Greek-style hermaic pillar with a sculpted upper 
portion, depicting a bearded old man wearing a cloak, 
found at the central niche of the Gymnasium in Ai 
Khanoum. The lower pillar portion was inserted in a 
stone base, which bore a Greek inscription identifying 
the figure as Strato, and was erected in his honor or 
memory by his two sons. Strato served as the director 
of the Gymnasium, an important position within 
the administration of the city. The Gymnasium of 
Ai Khanoum was one of the largest gymnasia in the 
Hellenistic world. It was a place not only for physical 
exercise and sports, but also for intellectual and social 
activities, which took place in its spacious lecture 
hall, associated rooms, and porticoes. Along with the 
theater and agora (marketplace and civic space), the 
Gymnasium was one of the central defining institutions 
of Hellenistic urban life. These highly visible public 
architectural and cultural assertions of Greek identity 
would have held enormous importance for the ruling 
elites at Ai Khanoum, especially in the colonial context 
of Greco-Bactria.

HERMAIC PILLAR 22

Limestone
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

200–150 BCE, Hellenistic 
Greco-Bactrian period

H. 77 cm

NMA, 05.42.14
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Limestone
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

200 BCE, Hellenistic 
Greco-Bactrian period

H. 40 cm W. 21 cm Th. 19 cm

NMA, 05.42.17

THEATRICAL SPOUT 23

A sculpted limestone decorative waterspout. It was found 
in situ as part of a fountain near the Gymnasium on the 
west fortification wall of the city, facing the Oxus river. 
Other decorative spouts in Ai Khanoum featured the 
heads of animals, such as lions or dolphins. The portrait 
of a human (or nature-spirit’s) face as a waterspout is 
unusual in both its elaborate carving and its subject 
matter. The waterspout is a carved stone rendering of a 
Greek theatrical mask. In Greek tragedies, the actors wore 
lifelike masks, while in comedies or satyr plays, the masks 
were ugly and grotesque, such as this version. The use of 
this mask as an architectural element suggests that the 
Greek theatrical repertoire was known and performed, 
including comedies, within the city of Ai Khanoum. 
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Silver, gold
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

Third century BCE,  
Hellenistic period

Diam. 25 cm 

NMA, 04.42.7

24GILDED SILVER PLATE

This unique gilded plate featuring the goddess Cybele 
was discovered at Ai Khanoum in the Temple with 
Niches. In contrast with the purely Greek style of the 
theater and Gymnasium, the architecture of the Temple 
with Niches was an amalgam of Bactrian, Iranian, and 
Mesopotamian design. It is even more remarkable that 
the ritual objects found inside the temple included 
Greek gods, Bactrian deities, Mesopotamian sky gods, 
and hybrid expressions of all three religions. The Cybele 
plate from Ai Khanoum exemplifies this complex 
mix of cultures. The scene was embossed on a silver 
plate, with some portions covered in thin hammered 
gold leaf. Cybele, originally an Anatolian fertility and 
mother goddess, was adopted in the Greco-Hellenistic 
world as the goddess of wild nature (symbolized by her 
association with lions) and fertility, and protectress 
in time of war. On this plate and in other Hellenistic-
Roman art, Cybele is portrayed wearing a crown in 
the form of a towered wall, to symbolize her role 
as protectress of cities. She is depicted here riding 
a chariot drawn by two lions and accompanied by 
Nike, the winged goddess of victory. Behind her, an 
attendant shades Cybele with a parasol, a royal symbol 
in Mesopotamian and Achaemenid art. The upper and 
right side of the plate draw on Mesopotamian religious 
iconography. In the sky above are the symbols of the 
three main Mesopotamian sky deities: the sun god 
Shamash (portrayed as Helios), the moon god Sin, 
and the morning star Ishtar. The right side of the plate 
depicts a Mesopotamian ziggurat (stepped pyramid 
temple), with a priest making an offering to Cybele and 
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the gods of the sky. The Ai Khanoum gilded silver plate 
is the perfect example of the hybrid religious culture 
in Hellenistic Bactria in the way it combines Greek 
elements with others that originate in the Middle East 
and Central Asia. 
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Marble
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

200 BCE, Hellenistic  
Greco-Bactrian period

L. 28 cm W. 21 cm 

NMA, 16.42.693

FOOT OF ZEUS 25

A marble sandaled foot, a fragment of a statue found in 
the Temple with Niches at Ai Khanoum. The city had all 
the characteristic elements of a Greek polis, including 
temples where the main Greek deities were worshipped. 
However, the location of the fragment’s discovery in 
the Temple with Niches highlights the coexistence of 
multiple religious traditions at Ai Khanoum, even within 
the same place of worship. This delicately carved foot 
belonged to a statue of Zeus. The statue exemplified the 
local Bactrian acrolithic technique, in which the visible 
and more important parts of the statue were carved 
in marble whereas the rest was made of less expensive 
materials such as limestone or stucco and wood. The foot 
is identified as part of a statue of Zeus because the sandal 
bears a carved thunderbolt (top right on the footstrap), 
which was the most important symbol of this preeminent 
Greek deity.
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Bronze
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

150 BCE, Hellenistic  
Greco-Bactrian period

H. 18.2 cm

NMA, 04.42.18

HERAKLES 26

A small, cast bronze statuette of a young, naked, and 
beardless Herakles wearing a crown of leaves and holding 
his emblematic club in his left hand. The statue was 
found in the Temple with Niches at Ai Khanoum. The 
quality of the sculpture is not very high, and the arms 
are out of proportion with the rest of the body. The left 
leg had been broken and hastily repaired in antiquity. 
Herakles was worshipped by the Greeks as the demigod 

who epitomized strength and bravery. Alexander 
the Great and his successors in Afghanistan, the 
Greco-Bactrian kings, showed a special interest 
in identifying themselves with the hero, as can 
be seen in the numismatic record. This figurine 
also indicates that the cult of Herakles was well 
established in Hellenistic Central Asia and lasted 
beyond the Greek presence.
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Bone
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

145 BCE, Hellenistic  
Greco-Bactrian period

H. 16.2 cm W. 3.4 cm

NMA, 04.42.11

FIGURINE OF FEMALE DEITY

A small, carved bone figurine depicting a nude female 
deity standing on a pedestal. Traces of red and black 
paint are preserved on the head and body. Both forearms 
are missing. The figurine was found at Ai Khanoum in 
the Temple with Niches. The style and features of the 
figurine are typical of the Near East and Central Asia, 
most notably the stiff frontal pose with legs pressed 
together. The exaggerated sexual features suggest that 
this may have been a deity associated with fertility, for 
example the Iranian/Bactrian/Central Asian goddess 
Anahita or perhaps a mother goddess. The presence of 
Bactrian ritual objects such as this figurine in the same 
temple as art representing clearly Greek deities highlights 
the coexistence of multiple religious traditions at Ai 
Khanoum and the complex relationship between the local 
population and the Greek-Macedonian colonists in the 
Hellenistic world of the Greco-Bactrian kingdom.
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28MOON CRESCENT

Bronze
Ai Khanoum, Takhar
Excavated in 1964–78

145 BCE, Hellenistic  
Greco-Bactrian period

H. 14 cm

NMA, 04.42.10

A bronze moon crescent with an appliqué human head in 
the center and engraved vegetal motifs. This object was 
found at Ai Khanoum in the sanctuary of the Temple with 
Niches, in a layer dating to about 145 BCE, when most of 
the Greek and Macedonian population had abandoned 
the city and the remaining local inhabitants collected 
precious items from multiple locations and deposited 
them in the sanctuary. This mixed deposit makes it 
difficult to know whether or not the crescent was 
originally used for rituals in the temple. However, the fact 
that other objects with lunar symbolism such as the silver 
Cybele plate (Object 24) were discovered in the same 
shrine would fit with the idea that the moon goddess was 
one of the local Bactrian deities worshipped alongside 
the Greek gods in the Temple with Niches. It is tempting 
(albeit risky) to speculate that some long-term memory of 
the deep importance of the cult of the lunar deity at the 
site is preserved in the modern Uzbek name Ai Khanoum, 
which literally translates as “Lady Moon.”
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Silver
Mir Zakah, Paktia
Found in 1947

174–165 BCE, Hellenistic  
Indo-Greek period

L. 1.6 cm W. 1.6 cm

NMA, 04.43.1515

INDO - GREEK SQUARE- CUT COIN 29

A silver square-cut drachm from the Mir Zakah hoard, 
the most important numismatic discovery in Afghanistan 
and one of the world’s largest-known coin hoards. More 
than 500,000 coins were found at this site south of the 
Hindu Kush in eastern Afghanistan near the border with 
Pakistan. The coins date from the fifth century BCE 
through the first century CE, representing multiple 
periods and cultures, including Greek, Seleucid, Greco-
Bactrian, and Indo-Greek. Square-cut bilingual coins 
are characteristic of the Indo-Greek kingdom, which 
was founded in 180 BCE when Greco-Bactrian king 
Demetrius I led his army over the Hindu Kush mountains 
into northwest India and established his own state. 
The area of modern Mir Zakah would have been part of 
the ancient Indo-Greek kingdom. The obverse of this 
bilingual coin features a striding elephant, a monogram 
in the lower field, and a Greek legend that reads “King 
Apollodotus, the savior.” The reverse depicts a humped 
bull with a different monogram underneath and the same 
text in the Indian Kharosthi script. As a small foreign 
minority ruling over a much larger local population, the 
Greek-Macedonian rulers used the bilingual inscriptions 
on their coinage to emphasize the inclusive bicultural 
nature of the Indo-Greek kingdom, while still preserving 
their Greek identity. The Indo-Greek kingdom exerted 
a powerful Hellenistic influence in northwest India 
for more than 190 years, and persisted far beyond the 
downfall of the Greco-Bactrian kingdom to the north 
in 145 BCE. The Indo-Greek polity survived as the last 
eastern Hellenistic kingdom until its destruction in 10 CE 
by invading nomadic groups.
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Nomadic Invasions from Central Asia
The Yuezhi and the “Bactrian Treasure”  
of Tillya Tepe

The third millennium BCE saw the domestication of the 
horse and invention of wheeled carts on the Central Asian 
steppes, which encouraged the emergence of wealthy and 
powerful nomadic confederacies over a huge area from the 
Volga river basin in the west to Mongolia in the east. The rise 
of the steppe nomads and their migrations had an enormous 
impact on world history. In the first millennium BCE the 
Saka (Scythians) and other Indo-Iranian-speaking nomads 
ruled most of the western steppes as far east as the Tarim 
basin in western China. The eastern steppes, to the north of 
China, were controlled by groups ancestral to the Mongols, 
Huns, and Turks, whose migrations led them from the 
mountains of East Asia on campaigns of conquest in the very 
heart of Europe.

These confederacies were not simply managers of massive 
herds. The nomads were a powerful military force that also 
engaged in mining, goldsmithing, and systematic trade across 
the vast expanses of the steppes. Their movements and 
trading activities brought them into close contact with a wide 
range of cultures, from the Greek colonies around the Black 
Sea to caravan cities such as Samarkand on the Silk Road, 
and the ancient urban civilization of China to the east. The 
nomads borrowed freely from all these cultures, absorbing 
and transforming styles and technologies from each. The 
result was a rich, unique cultural fusion that welcomed 
innovation, external influences, and change. We can see this 

Chapter 5—Nomadic Invasions from Central Asia: The Yuezhi and the “Bactrian Treasure” of Tillya Tepe
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creative synthesis perfectly in the artistic masterpieces of the 
“animal-style” goldwork of the Scythians.

Periodically, the migrations of one group would displace 
their neighbors, forcing them to move westward and invade 
their own neighbors in turn, as a way to replace the pasturelands 
they had lost. The movements of these groups had a significant 
impact on Afghanistan, destroying existing states and empires, 
but also creating dynamic, culturally diverse new polities in 
their place. For Afghanistan, the period of nomadic invasions 
began in the later second century BCE with the invasions of 
two Indo-Iranian-speaking nomadic confederacies: first the 
Sakas and then the Yuezhi, who destroyed the Greco-Bactrian 
kingdom and eventually developed the Kushan empire as a 
powerful successor state in the later first century CE.

The extraordinary discovery of the “Bactrian Treasure” at 
the nomadic cemetery site of Tillya Tepe provides us with a 
unique glimpse into this transformation of Afghanistan as it 
witnessed the death of the Hellenistic states, the settlement 
of the Yuezhi nomadic invaders in the Oxus valley, their 
melding with the local peoples of Bactria, and their rapid 
transformation into the Kushan empire, which came to 
dominate both Afghanistan and the heart of the Silk Road.

The Yuezhi conquered Bactria sometime between 140 and 
130 BCE. The small mound of Tillya Tepe (Hill of Gold) in the 
Sheberghan oasis—100 km west of Balkh/Bactres—served as 
the cemetery for a Yuezhi tribal leader, his wives, and perhaps 
concubines in the early first century CE. The tombs show us a 
people in the process of transition from the world of the steppe 
to the culture of the sown. Excavations in 1978 by the Soviet 
archaeologist Viktor Sarianidi found the richly ornamented 
burials of one male surrounded by five females. The presence of 
coins, including a gold aureus of the Roman emperor Tiberius 
(minted in Gaul between 16 and 37 CE), along with imitation 
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Parthian and other coins, dates the burials to the early first 
century CE. Similarly, round Han Chinese-style bronze mirrors 
interred with the female burials also date to the first century 
CE. The deceased were buried with an incredible array of 
weaponry and gold jewelry encrusted with turquoise, carnelian, 
and lapis, indicating stylistic connections to China, Central 
Asian shamanic religions, Scythian animal-style art, and the 
Hellenistic Greek world, as can be seen in depictions of Athena, 
Eros, Aphrodite, Dionysus, and Ariadne. The treasure of Tillya 
Tepe is one of the most important archaeological finds ever 
made in Afghanistan; its artifacts are closely guarded in the 
Presidential Palace vaults and in the National Museum.

Figure 5.1: “Mistress of the 
Animals”: first-century CE 
gold pendant with turquoise 
inlays from Tillya Tepe burial 6, 
depicting a female deity with 
two composite wild animals.

H. 5.8 cm W. 4.6 cm

NMA, 04.40.52
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Gold
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

H. 13 cm Circ. 45 cm

NMA, 04.40.50

CROWN 30

A foldable gold crown found in Tillya Tepe female burial 6, 
belonging to an elite personage, probably a princess or 
queen. This is one of the highest-status individuals among 
the six nomadic burials at Tillya Tepe. One male burial (4) 
was surrounded by five female burials at the summit of 
the mound: possibly the tombs of a nomadic chief, his 
wives, and perhaps concubines. The crown consists of a 
diadem-like band cut from gold leaf, to which five tree-
like elements are attached. The band is decorated with 26 
rosettes with hanging roundels, each rosette featuring a 
central round recess with a granulated finish, inset with 
a turquoise. The five trees are embellished with rosettes, 
birds, and rounded pendants. On the rear of the crown 
there is a system of tubes made of rolled gold leaf by 
which the ornamental trees can be secured to the diadem. 
This allowed the headdress to be folded for transport, 
something of crucial importance for the seasonal mobility 
of the nomads who made this object. Tall crowns in this 
style were frequent among the Central Asian steppe 
nomads of the fourth century BCE to the first century 
CE, and differ markedly from contemporaneous Greek or 
Iranian crowns. 
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Iron, gold, turquoise
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

Dagger L. 37.5 cm;  
cover L. 23.5 cm W. 9 cm 

NMA, 04.40.387; NMA, 04.40.382

DAGGER 31

An iron “akinakes”-style short sword or dagger with 
a gold-covered sheath decorated with depictions of 
wild animals, winged lions, and dragons, found in male 
burial 4 at the first-century CE nomadic cemetery of 
Tillya Tepe. The akinakes dagger was widely used in the 
first millennium BCE by Central Asian steppe nomads 
such as the Scythians, and was adopted by neighboring 
groups including the Medes, Persians, and eventually 
the Hellenistic Greeks. The pommel of the dagger is 
round and depicts a dancing bear. Turquoise inlays 
frame the dagger handle except for the blade guard at 
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its base and the iron blade itself. The four-lobed sheath 
is of a style distinctive to, and associated with, the 
Central Asian steppe nomads; the two pairs of lobed 
extensions allowed the weapon to be strapped to the 
belt and upper leg of its owner. The inner sheath was 
probably made of leather with a cover of gold featuring 
turquoise inlays and decorated with scenes of creatures 
devouring one another. The dagger was an important 
symbol of rank in the aristocracy of the Central Asian 
steppe nomads such as the Yuezhi and the Scythians.
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Gold, turquoise
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

H. 6.5 cm W. 7 cm

NMA, 04.40.53

CLASP 32

One of a pair of twin gold clasps inlaid with turquoise 
found in the elite female burial 6 at the Tillya Tepe 
nomadic cemetery. The clasps have identical mirrored 
motifs deriving from Greek mythology. Dionysus and his 
wife Ariadne are shown embracing as they ride a massive 
lion-like composite creature, while Nike, the winged 
goddess of victory, hovers protectively behind them. 
The animal is trampling the satyr Silenus, a rustic god of 
drunkenness who is closely associated with Dionysus, the 
Greek god of fruitfulness, vegetation, and wine. Although 
Silenus is being attacked, he remains closely connected 
to Dionysus, who reaches down with his cup to fill 
Silenus’s rhyton with more wine. Dionysus was believed 
to have come to Greece from the East on a chariot pulled 
by panthers, after introducing the art of wine-making 
in Asia and India. The cult of Dionysus was extremely 
popular in Central Asia, and his image appears frequently 
in the Hellenistic art of the region. It is no surprise that 
Dionysus is shown with Asian features on this clasp from 
Tillya Tepe, where so much of the goldwork combines 
the symbols of Greece, shamanic Central Asia, India, and 
China in a unique creative synthesis engendered by the 
culture of the Yuezhi nomads.
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Gold
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

L. 3 cm W. 2.7 cm

NMA, 04.40.116

33ATHENA RING

A gold intaglio sealing ring with the image of Athena, 
from the Yuezhi nomadic cemetery at Tillya Tepe. As 
befits the warrior goddess of wisdom, Athena holds a 
shield and spear in her left hand. She wears a crested 
helmet along with a necklace and her iconic aegis 
(armored shield or breastplate). The name of the 
goddess is engraved in Greek in reverse on the left side, 
showing that the ring was used as a seal by an important 
individual: the woman buried in tomb 2. The nomads of 
Central Asia such as the Yuezhi had a special devotion for 
Athena, perhaps because she combined wisdom with a 
courageous, warlike nature. 
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Gold, turquoise
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

L. 3 cm W. 2.7 cm 

NMA, 04.40.9

34APHRODITE

A small, gold, hollow appliqué depicting a winged 
figure of Aphrodite, from elite female burial 6 in the 
nomadic cemetery at Tillya Tepe. The goddess is shown 
bare-chested, wearing armlets and a woven hairband 
decorated with sequins. Her right hand rests on her hip, 
while her left holds up the folds of her garment. The 
appliqué rested on the central part of the woman buried 
in tomb 6. This figure has been called “the Aphrodite 
of Bactria.” It represents the Yuezhi interpretation of 
the Greek goddess in which her proportions are more 
Central Asian in character. Unusual elements were 
added to this remarkable composition, 
such as the wings and the bindi dot 
(the Hindu “third eye” of 
wisdom, turned toward 
the divine) on her 
forehead, indicating 
a clear connection to 
India. This merging of 
different cultural symbols 
is one of the most striking 
aspects of Yuezhi nomadic 
art at Tillya Tepe.
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Gold
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

H. 9 cm W. 6.3 cm 

NMA, 04.40.245

35CLASP

One of the two mirrored gold clasps that closed the dress 
of the elite nomadic female buried in tomb 3 at Tillya 
Tepe. The clasps show two counterposed soldiers in 
armor, wearing helmets and bearing shields and spears. 
Each soldier stands between two columns composed of 
plants rising above coiled dragons. Apart from the beauty 
and technical sophistication of the goldwork, this object 
is important because it exemplifies the creative merging 
of multiple cultural influences in the art of the Central 
Asian nomads. In the depiction of the warriors, one can 
see Macedonian, Greek, Greco-Bactrian, and Chinese 
characteristics, but also Roman elements, such as the 
military cloak. We can find parallels in the sculptures 
from Ai Khanoum and in the coins of the Greco-Bactrian 
king Eucratides. While some motifs are typically nomadic, 
others, such as the dragons, clearly derive from China. 
The syncretism of this piece emphasizes the centrality of 
the nomads of Tillya Tepe at the crossroads between East 
and West.
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Gold
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

L. 97.5 cm W. 2 cm

NMA, 04.40.384

36BELT

A belt of fine woven gold, discovered in tomb 4, the only 
male burial of six found at Tillya Tepe, apparently the 
tribal chief or leader, his wives, and possibly concubines. 
The belt consists of flexible bands of woven gold 
chains alternating with nine medallions bearing the 
representation of a deity with pronounced Asiatic features 
and hairstyling, perhaps Dionysus, reclining on a panther’s 
back. It is likely to have belonged to the nomadic prince 
buried in tomb 4 at the site, as a symbol of power and 
prestige, and would only have been meant for use and 
display on special occasions. The belt highlights the 
mastery of goldworking by the nomads of Central Asia.
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Gold
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

H. 4 cm Diam. 23 cm 

NMA, 04.40.381

37BOWL

A shallow gold phiale (drinking bowl) from tomb 4, the 
only male burial of the six tombs at Tillya Tepe. The 
individual in burial 4 was placed on his back, with the 
back of his head resting inside the bowl. The phiale has 
a convex omphalos (a round, raised boss) at the center, 
accentuated by several roundels surrounded by 32 
radiating ribs. On the outside of the rim, five punched 
Greek letters—CTA MA—indicate the weight of the 
metal in staters (a standard measure used for precious 
metals and coins). The fact that objects such as this were 
weighed and marked with their value in Greek reflects 
two things. First, the nomads buried in Tillya Tepe kept 
a detailed inventory of their property, and, second, they 
also knew its value in internationally recognized standard 
units of measurement. This in turn suggests that the 
Yuezhi nomads had regular contact and exchanges with 
the neighboring civilizations.
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Gold
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

L. 2.8 cm W. 2.5 cm 

NMA, 04.40.51

38NECKLACE

 A gold necklace consisting of ten hollow, spherical beads 
with granulated gold ribs, inlaid turquoise decoration, 
and an elongated gold bead at each end for fastening. The 
necklace was found in female burial 6, one of the highest-
status tombs in the nomadic cemetery at Tillya Tepe. The 
presence of rare items made this burial a special case. 
This same individual was buried with the golden folding 
crown (Object 30), the golden clasp depicting Dionysus 
and Ariadne (Object 32), and the small gold figurine of 
Aphrodite (Object 34). The woman in tomb 6 is also 
unusual in that her burial bears evidence of a traditional 
Greek funerary practice quite different from the standard 
practices of the steppe nomads. A Parthian silver coin had 
been placed in her mouth to pay Charon, the boatman 
who ferried those who had died across the river Styx  
from the land of the living into the realm of Hades, the 
Greek underworld. 
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Gold, turquoise, 
garnet, pyrite
Tillya Tepe, Jowzjan
Excavated in 1978

First century CE

W. 29.1 cm 

NMA, 04.40.140 

39NECK ORNAMENT 

Found in female burial 5 at Tillya Tepe, 
this gold ornament for the neck of a 
robe is composed of smooth, hollow 
beads under which a round setting 
of semiprecious stones, including 
garnet and turquoise, were soldered 
and alternated with granulated 
rings and gold spacers in the shape 
of a double crescent. An almond-
shaped setting with a dark pyrite 
stone and with a dangling roundel 
hangs from each segment. The 
dress ornament is notable for the 
elaborate way it combines so many 
complex techniques of goldworking 
and lapidary art. The women buried at 
Tillya Tepe participated in an extended 
network of aristocratic connections, in 
which membership was expressed through 
shared elite styles of dress and adornment. 
The scale of this network is demonstrated by 
the fact that the remains of robes with similar 
intricate design and ornamentation techniques have 
been found across Central and South Asia, from the 
mouth of the Don river in the west and as far east as the 
Indo-Greek capital Taxila in the upper Indus valley of 
northern Pakistan.
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The Kushan Empire and the Early Silk Road

The Kushan empire ruled Afghanistan, along with parts of 
Central Asia, northwest Pakistan, and northwest India from the 
first to the third centuries CE, when it played a key role in two 
fundamental developments in world history: the emergence of 
the Silk Road and the spread of Buddhism from India to East 
Asia. The Kushans were descendants of the people known to 
the Chinese as the “Yuezhi,” an Indo-Iranian-speaking nomadic 
confederation from Central Asia who conquered Bactria 
in the first century BCE. After their conquest of northern 
Afghanistan, the Yuezhi became sedentary, assimilated 
into the local Bactrian culture, and established a powerful, 
prosperous empire astride the Silk Road.

During the first and second centuries CE, the Kushan 
empire expanded militarily out of Afghanistan to the north 
and occupied the western parts of the Tarim basin in what 
is now Xinjiang province of western China. This conquest 
placed the Kushans as one of the four great empires at the 
center of the profitable Silk Road trade, with Han dynasty 
China to the east, and the Parthian (and later, Sasanian) 
empire of Persia to the west, connecting to the Roman 
empire and the Mediterranean. The Kushans controlled 
the direct road from Gandhara (in northwest Pakistan) to 
China for more than a century, providing secure conditions 
for trade and travel across the Tarim basin desert to the 
Jade Gate entry point into China. This enabled the early 
spread of Buddhism to the Middle Kingdom. Kushan control 

Chapter 6—The Kushan Empire and the Early Silk Road
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over the central part of the Silk Road greatly facilitated the 
empire’s role in international trade as the nexus connecting 
South Asia, Central Asia, East Asia, the Middle East, and the 
Mediterranean world.

The Kushans ruled their empire from two seats of power: 
a lowland, winter capital at Taxila in northwest Pakistan, 
and a summer, highland capital at Kapisa (modern Begram) 
in southeast Afghanistan. Two sealed storerooms excavated 
at Begram/Kapisa contained a trove of trade goods from 
every key part of the Silk Road, including Roman bronzes, 
carved rock-crystal vases from Alexandria, Hellenistic carved 
plasterwork, magnificent ivories from India, and lacquer 
bowls from Han dynasty China. These treasures most likely 
date to the first and second centuries CE, and provide the 
best available evidence for the operation of the Silk Road and 
the actual luxury trade goods that circulated. The discoveries 
from Begram/Kapisa are in the Musée Guimet in Paris and the 
National Museum of Afghanistan in Kabul.

The Kushan empire was a cosmopolitan urbanized polity 
that encompassed numerous nationalities, languages, and 
religions, all interacting within a vast globalized trading 
system. Kushan statecraft relied on a sophisticated mix of 
public communications and tolerance internally, combined 
with economic policies that emphasized good relations with 
the neighboring empires along the Silk Road. The Kushans 
encouraged religious pluralism, as can be seen from their 
coins, which represent a variety of sacred figures from 
Iranian-Zoroastrian, Greek, Hindu, and Buddhist traditions. 
These form part of the collections of the National Museum 
in Kabul. The emperor Kanishka was a great patron of 
Buddhism and some of his coins bear the earliest-known 
datable image of the Buddha, who is identified in the 
accompanying Greek inscription.
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The Kushans initially used Greek for administrative 
purposes, but soon shifted to the local Bactrian 
language and developed the first Bactrian script under 
Kanishka, ca.130 CE. The newly invented writing system 
modified the Greek alphabet by adding three letters to 
accommodate culturally distinctive sounds in Bactrian 
phonology. The earliest-known example of the Bactrian 
script is the Rabatak inscription, one of a number of 
inscriptions associated with the Kushan dynastic temple 
complex built by Kanishka at Surkh Kotal in Bactria. 
These can be seen at the National Museum, along with a 
life-sized statue of Kanishka himself, armed with a sword 

Figure 6.1: Map of 
Afghanistan and 
the Silk Road.
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and dressed in a riding outfit that emphasizes his descent 
from the steppe nomad conquerors of Afghanistan.

In the third century CE the Kushan empire split in two, 
and was soon subjugated by the Persian Sasanian empire. 
The Sasanians deposed the Kushan dynasty and replaced it 
with Persian vassals known as the “Kushano-Sasanians,” who 
continued to rule Afghanistan until they were swept away in 
the fifth century CE by waves of nomadic conquerors such 
as the Kidarites, Hepthalites, and Turks. These newcomers 
simply took over and continued the Kushans’ economic and 
cultural policies of governance, and maintained Afghanistan’s 
central role in the Silk Road trading system.
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Limestone
Surkh Kotal, Baghlan
Excavated 1952–66

Second century CE, Kushan period

Preserved H. 133 cm W. 98.5 cm

NMA, 13.13.520

40STATUE OF THE KUSHAN KING KANISHKA

Part of a limestone statue depicting the Kushan king 
Kanishka I (ruled ca.127–50 CE), which was discovered 
in the shrine of the Kushan royal ancestors at Surkh 
Kotal in northern Afghanistan. The Kushan dynasty 
and empire originated as a branch of the Yuezhi Indo-
Iranian-speaking nomadic confederation who had settled 
in northern Afghanistan in the last centuries BCE and 
first century CE. From this base the Kushans expanded 
their territory north to control the central Silk Road, 
and south into India. Kanishka is considered the greatest 
of the Kushan kings; in his reign the empire reached its 
zenith. He is notable for his development of the Bactrian 
script as a written language, and for his patronage of 
early Buddhism in Afghanistan and South Asia. When 
complete, the statue was slightly larger than life-size. It 
is broken at the waist and fixed on a plinth. Kanishka is 
depicted wearing a long trapezoidal kaftan adorned with 
beads and pipal leaves, over loose trousers gathered at 
the ankle, and boots. The kaftan is reminiscent of Persian 
Achaemenid royal attire, but the baggy trousers, boots, and 
spurs all emphasize the nomadic roots of the Kushans in 
the Central Asian steppes. A closely similar sword-bearing 
statue of Kanishka can be seen at the Mathura Museum in 
India. The Surkh Kotal sculpture was heavily vandalized 
and damaged in 2001, but has been restored and displayed 
again in the National Museum of Afghanistan.
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Limestone
Surkh Kotal, Baghlan
Excavated in 1952–66

Second to third century CE,  
Kushan period

H. 125 cm W. 115 cm

NMA, 13.13.519 

BACTRIAN INSCRIPTION 41

A rectangular limestone block with a smoothly chiseled 
surface on the front and sides, and inscribed on the 
front with 25 lines of a Bactrian inscription in Greek 
script. The monumental inscription was unearthed 
in 1957 near the shrine of the Kushan royal ancestors 
at Surkh Kotal and is closely connected with it. It 
commemorates the restoration of the temple founded 
by the Kushan king Kanishka I. The text explains that 
after a period of instability, the building was restored 
during the reign of Huvishka, the successor to Kanishka. 
This object is significant as one of the earliest-known 
Bactrian inscriptions, and exists in multiple copies. 
During Kanishka’s reign, the Kushans adopted the Greek 
alphabet to write their own language of Iranian origins. 
The Kushans used the newly developed Bactrian script 
on their coinage and on monumental public inscriptions, 
such as this example and the equally important Rabatak 
inscription. Both can be seen in the National Museum.
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A limestone merlon carved with an arrowhead-shaped 
motif, two false recessed windows surmounted by a 
false cornice, and two star-shaped motifs. The top of 
the merlon is unusual in featuring a representation of a 
human figure apparently wearing Kushan-style clothing. 
Merlons are upright sections on top of a fortification wall, 
designed to protect archers while shooting arrows either 
through loopholes in the merlons themselves, or from 
between the merlons. While highly functional, merlons 
were often decorated as well, and over time evolved into 
more peaceful uses as ornamental architectural elements. 
Such merlons were a common aspect of Achaemenid, 
Hellenistic, and Kushan architecture in Afghanistan and 
Central Asia. This merlon was part of the decoration 
of the temple of Surkh Kotal, a fortified royal dynastic 
sanctuary founded by Kanishka I. The architecture 
combined local Bactrian, Hellenistic, and other foreign 
styles. The stepped building was constructed with 
mudbrick and stone following the Achaemenid tradition, 
and it is believed to have served as a Zoroastrian fire 
temple. This is significant as it demonstrates that while 
the Kushans were patrons of Buddhism and encouraged 
religious pluralism in their empire, many members of the 
ruling dynasty continued to practice Zoroastrian rituals. 

Limestone
Surkh Kotal, Baghlan
Excavated in 1952–66

Second to third century CE, 
Kushan period

H. 40 cm W. 38 cm Th. 12 cm

NMA, 13.3.278

MERLON ARCHITECTURAL ORNAMENT 42
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Ivory
Begram, Parwan
Excavated in 1936–42

First century CE, Kushan period

H. 45.6 cm 

NMA, 04.1.15

43YAKSHI NATURE-SPIRIT

An exquisite ivory statuette of a woman standing on a sea 
animal or crocodile called a makara, found at the Kushan 
summer capital of Kapisa (modern Begram) near Kabul in 
southern Afghanistan. She is a yakshi: a female nature-
spirit, usually benevolent, but sometimes mischievous, 
who is associated with water, fertility, trees, the forest, 
and treasure. The remarkable discovery of two sealed 
storerooms at Begram/Kapisa showed the broad range of 
luxury goods from many cultures that were traded along 
the early Silk Road in the first to second centuries CE. 
Foremost among these treasures is the large group of 
carved, Indian-style “Begram ivories.” This figure wears 
a bracelet on her left arm, but unfortunately the right 
arm is missing. The yakshi wears a necklace, an elaborate 
Indian skirt, and a medallion above her waist. Although 
no headdress is visible, we may assume that it existed and 
has been lost, as can be seen from the surviving traces 
of a turban adorned by a rosette. This yakshi spirit is 
represented in ways that link her to the Hindu goddess 
Ganga, personification of the river Ganges, who is also 
frequently depicted standing on a makara. In Hindu 
mythology, a makara is a mythical animal with the body 
of a fish, the trunk of an elephant, and elements of other 
birds and animals. This figure, along with the other 
masterpieces that make up the Begram ivories, reflects 
the luxury goods that were traded along the Silk Road 
and the importance of the Kushans, who controlled both 
India to the south and the central east–west branches of 
the Silk Road to the north.
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Ivory
Begram, Parwan
Excavated in 1936–42

First century CE, Kushan period

H. 5.9 cm W. 11.3 cm 

NMA, 04.1.23

FIGURATIVE PLAQUE

An incised and painted ivory plaque with a narrative 
frieze featuring three women and a man paying a visit to 
an ascetic in his hut. Discovered in room 13 at Begram/
Kapisa, this is one of the many ivory plaques that were 
used to embellish different pieces of furniture found in 
the Begram storerooms. Also preserved are the holes 
for the nails to install the plaques onto the wooden 
structure. Surviving traces of red pigment show that this 
plaque had been painted. Some researchers argue that 
the scene portrays an episode of the life of Buddha before 
his enlightenment. The plaque is completely Indian in 
style and in the scene depicted. Thus, the plaques were 
carved by Indian craftsmen, either itinerant specialists or 
members of workshops in the area of Amravati in central 
northern India. 
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An elaborately decorated ivory plaque from Begram/
Kapisa, showing from left to right: a woman standing 
under an Indian arch, next to a railing; a woman holding 
a child beneath a torana stone gateway; and two women 
chatting under an Indian arch. This is an exceptional 
piece, part of a group of similar scenes portraying highly 
ornamented women surrounded by Indian architectural 
features. Of special interest are the detailed depictions 
of the torana, an Indian commemorative monumental 
entrance consisting of the vertical columns and three 
horizontal lintels that mark the portal to a Buddhist 
shrine or stupa, or to a Hindu temple. 

Ivory
Begram, Parwan
Excavated in 1936–42

First century CE, Kushan period

H. 13.8 cm W. 24.7 cm 

NMA, 04.1.48

45FIGURATIVE SCENE
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Ivory
Begram, Parwan
Excavated in 1936–42

First century CE, Kushan period

H. 8.1 cm W. 10.5 cm 

NMA, 04.1.115

SUPERNATURAL BEING AND MAKARAS

A carved ivory plaque from Begram/Kapisa, depicting a 
human-like character facing front, flanked by two aquatic 
creatures who are devouring his legs. The sea monsters 
are identified with the makaras of the Hindu mythology, 
a hybrid creature combining features of several animals, 
including elephants, crocodiles, and fish. The makara is 
the vahana or mount of Hindu deities such as the sea god 
Varuna and other feminine aquatic deities like Ganga, 
the goddess of the Ganges river. The human figure 
represented here may be a Hindu god flanked by the 
makaras. The presence of other examples suggests that 
this was a recurrent motif in the Begram ivories.
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Glass
Begram, Kapisa

First century CE, Kushan period

L. 20 cm H. 10.7 cm Th. 8.7 cm

NMA, 04.1.45

FISH-SHAPED UNGUENTARIUM FLASK



F I S H - S H A P E D  U N G U E N TA R I U M  F L A S K /  47

1 2 7

A white blown-glass flask in the shape of a fish with fins 
and blue glass eyes attached separately. The tail ends in 
a round, gold-painted opening. The flask is one of the 
best preserved of the 180 glass objects found in rooms 
10 and 13 at the Kushan summer capital of Begram/
Kapisa. Among them, 22 are fish-shaped flasks. Although 
they resemble other zoomorphic vessels, the examples 
from Begram have distinctive features like the crimped 
fins, and have no exact parallels in other Roman glass 
objects. The fish-shaped glass is an unguentarium, a flask 
for luxury goods such as cosmetics, perfumes, oils, and 
natural essences.
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Glass
Begram, Kapisa

First century CE, Kushan period

H. 12.6 cm Diam. 8 cm 

NMA, 04.1.43

48ENAMELED BEAKER

A white beaker decorated with four painted figures in late 
Hellenistic style from Begram/Kapisa. The painted glass 
depicts a seated young woman, a standing youth offering 
her a jar of fruits, and another youth facing to his right, 
all in a continuous scene around the circumference of 
the beaker. The scene represents the harvesting of dates. 
It was found in room 10 at Begram/Kapisa together with 
other glass vessels of the same style. All are examples of 
Roman glassmaking, specifically from Pompeii. These 
luxury objects were apparently traded by sea from some 
of the most important Roman cities in the East, such as 
Alexandria in Egypt, to India, and were then transported 
to Begram/Kapisa in Afghanistan. The presence at Begram 
of Roman luxury goods including glass and bronzes is 
clear evidence for the globalized economy of the Silk 
Road trading system that extended from Han China as far 
west as the Roman empire and the Mediterranean world.
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Detail from a tall, enameled Roman glass beaker from 
Begram/Kapisa, featuring an oryx and a feline, possibly 
a leopard. It is part of the scene in the upper register 
of the goblet, where a tiger is also depicted. The lower 
register portrays different types of fish along with two 
fishermen. The Romans perfected the technique of 
enameling in order to enrich and decorate their glass 
vessels with different colors: a practice absent from 
Greek and Hellenistic glass objects. During the first 
century CE, Roman enameled glass vessels were widely 
traded and distributed in Europe, the Middle East, and 
Central Asia as luxury items, reaching the capital of the 
Kushan empire via the Indian Ocean sea routes, also 
known as the Maritime Silk Roads.

Glass
Begram, Kapisa

First century CE, Kushan period

H. 24.8 cm Diam. 11.7 cm

NMA, 04.1.39

PAINTED GOBLET 49
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Plaster
Begram, Parwan
Excavated in 1936–42

First century CE

Diam. 16.5 cm 

NMA, 04.1.117

MEDALLION

A Hellenistic plaster medallion depicting the myth of 
Eros and Psyche. The head of Eros is modeled in high 
relief, while his arms and the butterfly that he holds are 
flatter. The Greek word Psyche is often connected 
with the concept of the soul, represented here in 
the allegoric form of a butterfly to convey the 
immortal union of Eros and Psyche. This is 
only one of the numerous plaster medallions 
found at Begram/Kapisa, where the Kushans 
established their summer capital. The 
medallions were piled up in room 13, 
together with an abundance of exotic 
luxury goods. The Begram medallions 
feature a variety of Greek mythical 
scenes. This example, along with the 
other plaster medallions, is believed to 
have served as a model for metal casting, 
as inferred from the fingerprints visible 
on its surface.
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The Sasanian Empire  
(Third to Seventh Centuries CE)

In the third century CE Afghanistan fell under the control of 
a new Persian dynasty, the Sasanians, who claimed to be the 
rightful heirs of the Achaemenid rulers. Ardashir defeated the 
Parthians in 224 CE and founded the Sasanian empire.

Shortly after, the Sasanians, under Shapur I, conquered 
Bactria and, benefitting from the growing weakness of the 
Kushans, destroyed their summer capital, Kapisa. Shapur 
pushed the Kushans back southward to a relatively small 
area of India. He adopted Zoroastrianism as the official 
religion of the Sasanian state, and reorganized the political 
and administrative realms, including the coinage. During the 
reign of Shapur I the Sasanians created an empire that could 
only be compared to the Roman empire, their great enemy 
to the west. Shapur defeated the Romans in Syria and forced 
the new emperor, Philp the Arab, to sign a humiliating treaty. 
Later, witnessing the weakness of the Roman empire, Shapur 
attacked again along the eastern Roman frontier, capturing the 
emperor Valerian. The campaigns of the Sasanian king were 
commemorated in the monumental relief at Naqsh-i Rustam, 
near Persepolis in Iran. The relief depicts the triumphant 
Shapur on horseback, accepting the surrender of the two 
defeated Roman emperors, Philip the Arab and Valerian.

Another less well-known rock relief of Shapur can be 
found in Afghanistan, at Rag-i Bibi, in Baghlan. Despite its 
damaged state, it can be seen that the relief depicts King 
Shapur hunting a rhinoceros with a Kushan captive as witness. 

Chapter 7—The Sasanian Empire (Third to Seventh Centuries CE)
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It has been interpreted as a commemorative monument of 
the victory over the Kushans and the expansion of the empire 
towards India.

After the conquest of Afghanistan, Shapur II, successor of 
the great Sasanian king, ruled the Afghan territories through 
the Kushano-Sasanian vassal states that were governed by a 
series of local viceroys who reported to the Sasanian king.

During the fourth century CE, the presence of the 
Kushano-Sasanians in Afghanistan favored the stability of 
the region and allowed the Sasanians to strengthen their 
extensive trade networks. They grew particularly powerful in 
the Kabul valley. At sites such as Tepe Maranjan or Mes Aynak, 
the ceramic and numismatic record documents the presence 
of these rulers and their impact on the local administration.

The calm guaranteed by the Kushano-Sasanians soon 
disappeared when in the fifth century the Hepthalites, an 
invading nomadic tribal group also known as the White 
Huns, defeated the Kidarites to take control of most of 
Afghanistan. Based in Bactria, they established an empire 
to which the Sasanians paid tribute and even raided cities 
within the Sasanian empire. The Hepthalites adopted the 
Sasanian coinage and developed a well-distinguished art style, 
a mixture of Iranian and Central Asian traditions.

In the sixth century the reinvigorated Sasanian empire, 
under the rule of Khosrow I in an alliance with the Gökturks, 
a confederation of nomadic tribes from the Xinjiang region, 
finally defeated the Hepthalites in Afghanistan. With 
Khosrow, the Sasanian empire experienced its second largest 
expansion until its overthrow by the Muslim Arab conquest of 
Iran and Afghanistan from 633 to 654 CE.
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Figure 7.1: Sasanian relief from 
Naqsh-i Rustam at Persepolis, 
showing Shapur I accepting the 
surrender of Roman emperors 
Philip the Arab and Valerian.

LR
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SASANIAN GILDED SILVER BOWL 

Silver, gold
Mes Aynak, Logar

310–79 CE, Sasanian period

Diam. 29 cm

NMA, 13.63.288

51

A detail from a gilded silver bowl from Mes Aynak, with 
a central medallion depicting a bearded king wearing a 
crenellated crown, earrings, and necklaces, with his hair 
tied behind his neck. The medallion and several parts 
of the image of the king are gilded, such as the crown 
and the necklaces. The beard has been embossed in 
the most delicate and intricate manner so that almost 
every trimmed curl is perfectly recognizable. The king 
is portrayed here in the same style as his portraiture on 
Sasanian coins of the period. Numismatic studies allow us 
to identify every Sasanian king, because each was shown 
on his coins wearing a distinctive and unique crown. The 
king represented on this bowl is Shapur II, the longest-
reigning monarch of the dynasty. The discovery at Mes 
Aynak of luxury items such as this bowl provides a rare 
view of Sasanian rule over the cities of Afghanistan and 
its cultural influence in the third to fourth centuries CE.
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A silver Sasanian drachm of King Ardashir II, successor 
and brother of Shapur II. The obverse depicts Ardashir II 
facing left, wearing a crenellated crown with ribbons and 
a globe, and with his beard tied, a large ball of hair, and 
a moustache, along with a Pahlavi (Middle Persian) 
inscription. The reverse shows a Zoroastrian fire altar 
with ribbons, flanked by two attendants holding rods in 
both hands. The coin was part of a hoard found in situ 
at Mes Aynak. More than 1,000 Sasanian coins from 
Shapur II, Ardashir II, and Shapur III were placed in 
ancient times inside a ceramic pot and covered with a lid 
within the premises of a Buddhist monastery. The coins 
were probably struck at a local mint.

Silver
Mes Aynak, Logar

379–83 CE, Sasanian period

Diam. 2.8 cm

NMA, 19.43.10867

SASANIAN DRACHM 52
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Baked clay
Kohna Masjed, Baghlan

Third to fourth century CE,  
Sasanian period

H. 16.5 cm W. 7.3 cm 

NMA, 04.37.1

53RHYTON

This animal and human-headed spout of a Sasanian-style 
ceramic rhyton from Kohna Masjed is the lower portion 
of a drinking vessel in the shape of an animal horn. Rhyta 
reached their most beautiful expressions in the silver 
and gold drinking horns of the Persian Achaemenid 
empire. Many examples are known all over Central 
Asia, in different styles and materials. After Alexander 
the Great’s conquests, the Achaemenid forms of rhyta 
drinking horns spread across the Hellenistic world, most 
notably to Nisa, the first capital of the Parthian empire, 
where archaeologists discovered more than 40 rhyta 
made from carved elephant ivory. Elaborately decorated 
rhyta (especially those fashioned from precious raw 
materials such as gold, silver, and ivory) were emblems 
of the ruling elites, the only ones who drank from them. 
This rhyton is very late in style and is made from baked 
clay, suggesting that it was used by non-elites. It could 
have been produced and utilized by either Sasanians 
or Hephthalites, the White Huns who defeated the 
Sasanians but were influenced by their styles of material 
culture. The rhyton itself is a good example of the ways 
in which the dynasties that ruled Afghanistan left lasting 
influences on the material culture and art of the polities 
that succeeded them.
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Unbaked clay
Kohna Masjed, Baghlan

Third to fourth century CE,  
Kushano-Sasanian period

L. 13.2 cm W. 7.5 cm

NMA, 13.37.42

SEAL IMPRESSION 54

A fragment of an unbaked clay jar sealing from Kohna 
Masjed. The round stamp seal with a horse design had 
been pressed twice into the moist clay bulla to create a 
“tamper evident” closure on the sealed container, while 
at the same time showing that the transaction had been 
legally authorized. Sasanian and Kushano-Sasanian 
administrators and their predecessors used stamp seals 
carved in precious stones, known as intaglio seals, to 
control the circulation of goods that were either being 
collected as taxes and tribute, or being disbursed as rations 
or payments to workers. Each administrator’s seal had 
a unique design, and sometimes bore the name of the 
administrator as well. The administrator would seal the 
container, normally a leather sack, a cloth bag, or a ceramic 
vessel, with a lump of fresh clay attached to the lid. The 
administrator or private owner would then press his seal 
into the moist clay, leaving an impression that acted as 
a signature, thereby showing that he had authorized the 
transaction. Once the container was sealed and impressed, 
it could not be opened until reaching its intended 
destination. This Kushano-Sasanian style seal impression 
shows that the imperial administrative system was 
operating in Afghanistan even during the time of indirect 
rule by local leaders who were vassals of the Sasanian 
“Shahinshah” (the King of Kings).
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Ceramic
Mes Aynak, Logar

Third to fourth century CE,  
Kushano-Sasanian period

Dimensions unknown

NMA, inv. no. unknown

STAMPED SHERD 55

This ceramic sherd from Mes Aynak bears the image 
of a bearded man with a crown, a figure that was 
stamped onto the still-moist shaped clay before the 
pot was fired. The discovery of these impressed 
sherds in specific archaeological contexts such as the 
Buddhist monasteries of Mes Aynak allows researchers 
to reconstruct their chronology and determine which 
cultures made them. The images on the pots are 
Kushano-Sasanian in date, as we know by comparing 
them with those on coins from that period. The 
Kushano-Sasanians were the local Afghan rulers that, 
under the control of the powerful Sasanian empire, 
administrated the domains of the former Kushan empire 
in Afghanistan, and the religious and economic centers 
within them. Even in this period of indirect rule, the 
styles of the Sasanian empire had a strong influence on 
local art and material culture in Afghanistan.
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Early Buddhism in Afghanistan  
(Third Century BCE to Tenth Century CE)

Afghanistan is a place where Buddhism flourished for more 
than 1,000 years, under a succession of rulers from the Mauryan 
emperor Ashoka (ca.260 BCE) through its major expansion 
under the Kushan empire, and continuing under the Sasanians, 
Hepthalites, and Turks, and during the first three centuries 
of Islamic rule (seventh to ninth centuries CE). Monastic 
communities such as Hadda, Bamiyan, Shotorak, Mes Aynak, 
and Fundikistan held enormous importance as centers of 
faith, pilgrimage, and learning. Buddhist monasteries were still 
functioning in Afghanistan into the ninth century at the major 
urban center of Mes Aynak and at sites like Tepe Narenj on the 
outskirts of Kabul. Afghanistan played a key role in the origins 
of Buddhist art, and it was the main route by which Buddhism 
was spread from India to China by Buddhist merchants and 
monks along the Silk Roads.

Buddhist origins and beliefs
Buddhism developed from the life and teachings of a historic 
figure, Siddhartha Gautama (563–483 BCE), a prince in 
the Magadha kingdom of northeast India. Siddhartha was 
brought up surrounded by luxury, and it was not until he 
was 29 that he finally saw the poverty and suffering of the 
people in his father’s realm. Appalled by what he witnessed, 
Siddhartha renounced all his worldly titles and wealth, left his 
sheltered life in the palace, and became a wandering ascetic 
who sought to understand the fundamental truths about 

Chapter 8—Early Buddhism in Afghanistan (Third Century BCE to Tenth Century CE)
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the human condition. Finally, while meditating beneath the 
Bodhi tree, Siddhartha discovered the “Middle Path” to true 
enlightenment, and was afterwards known as the “Buddha” 
(Enlightened One).

Buddhism helps explain why people suffer, and offers 
a pathway to freedom from that suffering. The Buddha 
taught that life is permeated with suffering caused by desire, 
that suffering ceases when one renounces desire, and that 
one can reach enlightenment by following the “Eightfold 
Path,” including right conduct, wisdom, mindfulness, and 
meditation. This allows people to attain nirvana: freedom, 
or release, from the endless cycle of birth, suffering, death, 
and reincarnation.

The spread of Buddhism to Afghanistan
Buddhism spread only gradually in India until the time of the 
Mauryan emperor Ashoka (304–232 BCE). Ashoka converted 
to Buddhism and actively promoted it, building monasteries 
and stupas (shrines housing sacred relics) throughout 
the Mauryan empire. He worked to expand Buddhism in 
Arachosia (modern Kandahar) and other provinces under 
Mauryan control in southern Afghanistan. Ashoka is best 
known for his construction of more than 30 “Ashoka Edicts” 
carved on pillars and rock faces across his empire. The 
edicts have multilingual inscriptions in the local languages, 
outlining the ways that Ashoka ruled in accordance with the 
main tenets of Buddhism. Four Ashoka edicts are known 
from Kandahar and Laghman in southern Afghanistan, where, 
surprisingly, they are written in both Greek and Aramaic 
(which had been introduced when Afghanistan was part of 
the Persian empire). The edicts date to ca.258 BCE and are 
extremely important as the earliest hard evidence for the 
presence of Buddhism in Afghanistan.
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During the Kushan period (first to third centuries CE), the 
spread of Buddhism accelerated with the rise of the Mahayana 
theology, which rapidly replaced the earlier Theravada beliefs 
across much of Central and East Asia. The biggest difference 
between Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism is that Theravada 
focuses on eliminating desire as the path to true enlightenment, 
while Mahayana emphasizes instead the importance of 
compassion. Compassion is exemplified by the idea of the 
Bodhisattva, a saint who forgoes nirvana for himself in order 
to help other suffering people achieve true enlightenment. The 
shift from renouncing desire to the emphasis on compassion 
meant that it was acceptable to accumulate wealth, as long as 
one was compassionate and helped others, most notably through 
the support of Buddhist monks, monasteries, and stupas.

Figure 8.1: The restored Early 
Buddhist stupa at Topdara 
on a hillside overlooking the 
Shomali plain, north of Kabul.



1 5 1

E a r ly  B u d d h i s m  i n  a f g h a n i s ta n  ( t h i r d  C E n t u ry  B C E  t o  t E n t h  C E n t u ry  C E )

Buddhism and Gandharan art
At this point, Buddhism spread rapidly and widely among 
merchants and traders, who supported monasteries across 
Central and East Asia. This important development coincided 
with the rise of the Silk Road trade in the first centuries BCE. 
This evolution of beliefs also appears in the major transformation 
of Buddhist art. The earliest Buddhist art in the third to first 
centuries BCE was aniconic: it did not show the Buddha’s image 
directly, but instead hinted at it through representations of 
his footprint, his parasol, or the Bodhi tree under which he 
reached true enlightenment.

Starting in the cosmopolitan Kushan empire, the more 
representational Gandharan style flourished from the first 
to the fifth centuries CE at the great monastic centers of 
Hadda and Shotorak in southeast Afghanistan, in northwest 
Pakistan, and throughout the other early monasteries along 
the Silk Roads to China. Gandharan art is a unique synthesis 
of the Indian art traditions of the Buddha’s homeland with the 
Hellenistic art spread by Alexander the Great’s conquests in 
the region. Gandharan art of the Kushan period is remarkable 
not only for its beauty, but also because it provides the first 
actual representations of the Buddha, along with naturalistic 
figures of devotees, donors, demons, Bodhisattvas, and 
even Greco-Roman demigods such as Atlas and Heracles. It 
reached its zenith from the third to the fifth centuries CE, 
when most surviving motifs and artworks were produced. 
Over time, Buddhist art shifted away from a naturalistic, 
narrative conception toward more idealized, abstract, or 
iconic imagery, as can be seen in the evolution of sculptural 
styles for depicting the Buddha at key sites including Hadda. 
Along with the Musée Guimet in Paris, the National Museum 
of Afghanistan has one of the world’s finest and most 
extensive collections of Gandharan art.
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Limestone
Kandahar
Found in 1932

260 BCE

H. 55 cm

NMA, inv. no. unknown

56BILINGUAL EDICT OF ASHOKA

Carved by the order of Ashoka, the Mauryan emperor 
of India, in the third century BCE in Chehel Sina in 
Kandahar, this bilingual edict proclaims in Aramaic and 
Greek the core principles of Buddhism. It is evidence of 
the development of the Buddhist religion in early times. 
The Greek text is not a direct translation of the Aramaic, 
but a summary of the main values stated in the original 
text. Among them, piety is of vital importance as well as 
respect for the life of all beings, human and animal. A cast 
of the rock relief used to be on display at the National 
Museum, but its current location is unknown.
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Limestone
Pul-i Darunta, Laghman
Found in 1932

260 BCE, Hellenistic period

H. 25.4 cm W. 20.3 cm

NMA, inv. no. unknown

57ASHOKA EDICT IN ARAMAIC

A fragmentary stone tablet written in Aramaic, from 
Pul-i Darunta, in Laghman province. It is part of one of 
the “Ashoka Edicts” that were placed throughout India 
and southern Afghanistan during the third century BCE 
at the order of Ashoka, the Mauryan emperor of India, 
who had converted to Buddhism. The Ashoka edicts 
promulgated Buddhist principles throughout the Mauryan 
empire. The Pul-i Darunta edicts are extremely important 
because they provide the earliest datable evidence for the 
presence of Buddhism in Afghanistan. The use of Aramaic, 
the language used in the Achaemenid empire, suggests 
that the intended audience was those inhabitants of 

Afghanistan who lived in regions 
where Aramaic was still in use 70 
years after Alexander the Great’s 
conquests and the imposition 
of Hellenistic Greek rule. Other 
versions of Ashoka’s edicts have 
been found in Afghanistan: a 
second one in Laghman and two 
in Kandahar (Object 56). The 
Pul-i Darunta Aramaic Ashoka 
edict, a significant and well-
documented object, is missing 
from the National Museum; it 
is thought to have been stolen 
during the Afghan Civil War of 
1989–95. It is presented here in 
the hope that it will be located 
and repatriated to its rightful 
home in the National Museum.
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Stucco, paint 
Hadda, Nangarhar

Third to sixth century CE

H. 21.4 cm W. 18.6 cm

NMA, 04.3.3

58BUDDHA UNDER AN ARCH

A fragment of a stucco sculpture depicting the Buddha 
in high relief from head to waist, sitting under an Indian 
arch, his head surrounded by a halo. It has remaining 
traces of red paint. The complete sculpture was 
probably a seated image of the Buddha framed within 
the architectural element. The sobriety of the physical 
appearance suggests that the modeled sculpture belonged 
to the Early Buddhist style, formerly known as Graeco-
Buddhist due to its resemblance to the Hellenistic style. 
This fragment most surely decorated one of the stupas of 
the monasteries of Hadda, inserted in a stone frame as a 
frieze, as documented at other stupas of the same site.







D I PA N K A RA  JATA K A /  5 9

1 5 7

Schist, paint
Mes Aynak, Logar

Third century CE

H. 40.5 cm W. 15 cm

NMA, 10.63.136

59DIPANKARA JATAKA

A schist relief found at Wali Baba mound in Mes Aynak. 
It depicts the Dipankara Jataka, an episode of the life of 
the Buddha before his enlightenment. The main scene 
shows the Buddha standing in abhaya mudra, a gesture 
that indicates fearlessness, reassurance, and peace. 
The figure at the left represents the ascetic Megha (the 
Buddha Shakyamuni in a past life) prostrating himself 
before the Buddha Dipankara, one of the Buddhas of the 
past who lived long before the historical Buddha of the 
sixth century BCE. The scene is surrounded by a row of 
chevrons representing flames. The lower part of the relief 
portrays the worshipping of the Buddha’s bowl, which 
rests on an elaborate podium, with two worshippers 
on either side holding lotus flowers. The back of the 
relief was painted with a seated Buddha and other 
unidentifiable human figures. 
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Schist
Kuh-i Mori, Kapisa

Third to fourth century CE

H. 99 cm W. 35 cm

NMA, 13.0-3.1032

THE SRAVASTI MIRACLE

A carved schist depiction of a standing Buddha making 
the abhaya mudra hand gesture of fearlessness and peace. 
His defaced head is surrounded by a halo. Flames emerge 
from his shoulders and water flows under his feet. It is 
a representation of the Sravasti Miracle, also known as 
the Twin Miracle, considered the most important of the 
Buddha’s miracles. When challenged to perform a miracle 
in a contest with six other religious masters, the Buddha 
emitted fire from his shoulders and water from his feet 
simultaneously, after which he expanded both the fire 
and the water to illuminate the cosmos. This sculpture 
was found in Begram/Kapisa, where, as seen in Shotorak, 
schist was the main material used for the sculptural 
manifestations of Early Buddhist art.
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Schist
Shotorak, Kapisa

Third to fourth century CE

H. 58 cm W. 88 cm

NMA, 10.63.136

61THE CONVERSION OF THE KASHYAPA BROTHERS

A carved relief depicting the Kashyapa brotherhood from 
the city of Uruvila, visiting the Buddha. The lower register 
of the relief shows the Buddha making the abhaya mudra 
hand gesture of reassurance in the center, flanked by 
eight figures on his right and nine on his left. The upper 
register depicts in much smaller size the same scene, 
with the Buddha in the center, flanked by eight figures on 
each side. The complete scene includes up to 36 figures, 
an extremely elaborate composition that portrays the 
conversion to Buddhism of the three Kashyapa brothers 
and their 1,000 disciples. Especially interesting is the 
representation at the right edge of the lower register of 
the two richly clothed donors (perhaps a husband and 
wife) who supported the production of this masterpiece. 
It is logical that they wanted to be included after funding 
such an expensive work of art.
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DISTRIBUTION OF RELICS OF THE BUDDHA

Schist

Second to third century CE

H. 15 cm W. 21.5 cm 

NMA, 13.0-3.843

A schist carved relief depicting the Distribution of 
Relics by the brahman Drona. The bearded brahman 
stands behind a table presenting the Buddha’s cremated 
remains as sacred relics divided into eight equal parts. 
The eight bundles represent the eight spokes on the 
dharmachakra—the wheel of Dharma (the Buddha’s 
teachings)—which would then radiate out to fill the 
world. The brahman Drona is flanked by four of the chiefs 
of the eight tribes, each wearing a turban and holding a 
casket in which to put the relics. The scene is decorated 
with a vegetal frieze at the top. Although the relief is 
worn, the expressive eyes of the characters are incredibly 
powerful, especially in the case of the central bearded 
figure. The Distribution of Relics was a foundational 
historical episode in the origins of Buddhism, and is a 
recurrent motif in Gandharan art, featuring in many 
schist reliefs from Afghanistan and Pakistan.

62
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Schist
Shotorak, Kapisa

Third to fourth century CE

H. 23.5 cm W. 15 cm

NMA, 13.7.359

DHARMACHAKRA: THE WHEEL OF DHARMA

A schist representation of a Bodhisattva’s right arm, 
featuring the hand in abhaya mudra: the gesture used to 
dispel fear and develop courage. The raised hand has a 
dharmachakra on its palm. This symbolizes the wheel 
of the law of Buddhism, the epitome of the Buddha’s 
teachings and a reference to his First Sermon. The right 
shoulder seems bare, the arm is wrapped in drapery, and 
the chest of the sculpture is adorned with necklaces, 
which is why it is identified not with the Buddha, 
who renounced any material attachment, but with 
Bodhisattva Maitreya, the Buddha of the future. This 
sculptural fragment most probably belonged to a seated 
representation of Bodhisattva Maitreya as seen in other 
similar schist sculptures from Shotorak.
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64TRIRATNA: THE THREE JEWELS

Stucco
Hadda, Nangarhar

Third to sixth century CE

H. 25 cm W. 25 cm 

NMA, 04.3.2

A modeled partial stucco sculpture depicting a young 
woman holding three rosettes over her shoulders. 
Traces of red paint are still visible. This image portrays 
the triratna, one of the many symbols of Buddhist 
iconography in the Gandharan region. The triratna, or 
“The Three Jewels,” represent the Buddha himself, the 
dharma or teachings of the Buddha, and the sangha or 
monastic community. These are the three most important 
elements needed for conversion to Buddhism and the 
core pillars of belief. Many examples of this motif can be 
found carved in schist reliefs from monasteries across the 
Gandharan region, but it is rather exceptional to see it 
modeled in stucco.
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Stucco
Hadda, Nangarhar

Third to sixth century CE

H. 10 cm W. 6.5 cm

NMA, 04.3.19

DEMON

A stucco sculpture depicting the head of a demon 
with globular eyes, an enormous mouth featuring large 
teeth and a protruding tongue, and flame-like locks 
of hair. Demons are frequently portrayed in the Early 
Buddhist art of Hadda. At one level, demons can simply 
be the powerful, ancient spirits of nature, who require 
recognition and appeasement. But other demons, such as 
Mara, are much more dangerous. In Buddhist cosmology, 
Mara is associated with death, being trapped in the cycle 
of rebirth, and with desire. Demons of this type personify 
the forces of unfulfillable needs that prevent humans 
from attaining enlightenment. As an embodiment of all 
iniquities, demons defy the Buddha, who defeats them on 
his path to enlightenment. Sculptures like this one bear a 
notable plasticity, which is unusual in this early period of 
Buddhist art. 
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Limestone
Ahangaran, Kunduz

Second century CE

H. 53.7 cm W. 36 cm Th. 15 cm

NMA, 13.15.1

BUDDHA’S LIFE BEFORE HIS ENLIGHTENMENT

A limestone carved relief featuring two horizontal 
registers separated by a molding in vegetal design 
representing Siddhartha’s training as a youth before 
he attained enlightenment. In the upper register are 
encapsulated three key episodes in the education of the 
Bodhisattva: going to school accompanied by a character 
on a horse with a servant holding a parasol; visiting the 
writing school, where he sits to write under a tree; and 
exercising or performing gymnastics. The upper part of 
this register is decorated by a row of acanthus leaves, a 
Greek element in Early Buddhist art. The lower scene 
represents a Bodhisattva, probably Maitreya (the Buddha 
of the future), in blessing position. He is standing under 
a segmental arch supported by two Corinthian pillars, 
the left one featuring an atlante (an architectural support 
sculpted in the form of a man or Atlas himself ). The arch 
is flanked by two Buddhas. The relief was damaged in 
2001 and all the human figures were defaced.
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67WOMAN ON A LION

Schist
Shotorak, Kapisa

Third to fourth century CE

H. 18 cm W. 7.9 cm Th. 4.9 cm

NMA, 13.7.88

A schist representation of a woman wearing a 
headdress, earrings, necklace, a long gown, and a belt, 
with her right hand pressed against her chest and her 
right foot resting on a lion. It is an outstanding example 
of Gandharan sculpture. The imagery of the Early 
Buddhist monasteries was not limited to portrayals 
of the Buddha, but comprised an enormous variety of 
iconographic programs and subjects with a wide array 
of human, animal, and mythological characters. It is 
hard to identify the woman here, but it could be a female 
deity or perhaps a Yakshi nature-spirit standing on a 
lion, an animal linked with the sacred in several religious 
systems of Central Asia, Afghanistan, and India. The 
position of her foot suggests that she is actually dancing 
on the lion’s back. Yakshis are female nature-spirits, 
usually benevolent, but sometimes mischievous or 
capricious, connected with water, fertility, or trees; they 
were often represented in the art of ancient and medieval 
Buddhist monasteries as guardian deities, standing or 
dancing on the backs of animals or other creatures.
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Clay, stucco
Tepe Narenj, Kabul

Fifth century CE

H. 17 cm W. 10 cm

NMA, 13.65.68

CROWNED HEAD

A clay and plaster representation of the head of a man, 
possibly a prince, a donor, or even a Bodhisattva, with a 
flat nose, full lips, and almond-shaped eyes with incised 
pupils; a third eye is incised on his forehead. Hair falls 
onto his left shoulder, and he wears a crown adorned with 
crescent-shaped and semicircular elements. Tepe Narenj 
is a Late Buddhist monastery whose occupation extended 
well into Islamic times in the tenth century CE, according 
to the numismatic record at the site. Tepe Narenj was thus 
one of the last active Buddhist monasteries to survive 
in Afghanistan. In its long history, it received many 
influences as a consequence of the relations between the 
inhabitants of the Kabul valley and peoples from further 
afield in Central Asia. This head illustrates perfectly the 
Indian style of depicting the physical features of the face, 
including the bindi mark on the forehead representing the 
third eye of wisdom, and the clear Sasanian influence in 
the crown and hair.





c h a p t e r  8

176

69

Unbaked clay, paint
Mes Aynak, Logar

Sixth to seventh century CE

H. 83 cm W. 23 cm

NMA, 11.63.172

DONOR

A clay sculpture of a standing woman wearing a long 
gown adorned with applied circular elements and a robe 
wrapped around her waist and left shoulder. The head 
features almond-shaped eyes with painted details, a nose 
that has been broken, full lips, and applied curly hair. 
The sculpture represents a female donor or devotee in 
namaskara mudra, or reverence gesture. It is an example of 
the finest unbaked clay sculpture from Mes Aynak, where 
clay is the principal material for building and modeling 
statues. The striking vivacity of the colors helps us 
visualize the Buddhist monasteries whose elements were 
carefully painted and decorated.
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Wood
Mes Aynak, Logar

Fifth to seventh century CE

H. 20.5 cm W. 13 cm

NMA, 10.63.78

SEATED BUDDHA 70

A carved wooden sculpture of the Buddha in blessing 
gesture, the abhaya mudra, sitting on a lotus throne. His 
head is encircled by a halo that overlaps a mandorla, a 
larger, separate halo which surrounds his entire figure. 
The mandorla occurs as a characteristic feature in fifth-
to seventh-century representations of the Buddha in 
Afghanistan. Organic materials at most archaeological 
sites are poorly preserved, and this sculpture discovered 
in the mound of Kafir Gundi at Mes Aynak is one of the 
very few surviving examples in Afghanistan of a complete 
wooden Buddhist sculpture. Other examples, partial and 
in worse condition, have been found at the same site. This 
late representation of the Buddha is related to the north 
Indian Gupta style that was adopted in south and central 
Afghanistan in this period. 
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Plaster, paint
Bamiyan

Seventh to eighth century CE

H. 8.2 cm W. 10 cm

NMA, 05.5.111

71WALL PAINTING

A fragment of a wall painting depicting the head of a 
bearded man, possibly one of the three Kashyapa brothers, 
famous as early converts to Buddhism (see also Object 61). 
The painting shows clear stylistic influences from India 
and Iran. The lines of the figures are strongly marked in a 
way such that the painting seems closer to a drawing. The 
gestures, features, and colors add great theatricality to 
the paint. From the base of a stupa in cave G at Bamiyan, 
this fragment is part of a larger parinirvana scene, which 
represents the death of the Buddha and his attainment of 
nirvana. During the sixth to eighth centuries CE, Bamiyan 
witnessed the flourishing of Buddhist monasteries placed 
inside the rock-carved caves that surrounded the two 
monumental Buddhas destroyed in 2001.
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Baked clay, gold, paint
Funduqistan, Parwan

Seventh century CE

H. 19.5 W. 16 cm

NMA, 04.9.8

GILDED HEAD OF BODHISATTVA 72

A gilded head of a Bodhisattva with traces of gold leaf 
and paint, which has been intensively restored. It is 
surprising that such a delicate and fragile work of art 
has survived. This Indian-style Bodhisattva head was 
carefully crafted with several layers of clay, each finer 
than the previous one. Some elements were modeled 
separately and attached to the head later, such as the 
curly hair on the forehead. Finally, the head was painted 
and gilded by applying gold leaf on the last layer of fine 
clay, highlighting the sacred function of the sculpture.
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Stucco
Hadda, Nangarhar

Third to sixth century CE

H. 33 cm W. 21 cm

NMA, 04.3.64

73WHITE STUCCO HEAD OF THE BUDDHA

A magnificent head of the Buddha from the monastery 
of Tepe Kalan, the first mound excavated at Hadda. 
It is made of fine stucco and has elaborate hair and a 
topknot. The features of the face are soft and serene: 
a round chin, full lips, almond-shaped eyes, and the 
elongated, pierced earlobes that symbolize the Buddha’s 
renunciation of wealth as expressed in the heavy golden 
earrings he wore in his youth. The urna, or third eye, 
is modeled and applied here, in contrast to the painted 
ones of similar heads. The beauty of the head makes this 
a true masterpiece of what may be considered the most 
developed school of stucco sculpture in Central Asia. It is 
of a higher quality and mastery than some stucco works 
from much later periods.
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Stucco, paint
Hadda, Nangarhar

Third to sixth century CE

H. 32 cm W. 17 cm

NMA, 04.3.79

HEAD OF THE BUDDHA

A brown stucco Buddha head from the Tepe Kafariha 
monastery at Hadda, with elongated earlobes, modeled 
hair, and an ushnisha, the topknot that symbolizes the 
Buddha’s wisdom. The face bears traces of the original 
paint, which is especially visible in the remains of a red 
urna, a circular dot representing the Buddha’s third eye 
that grants him the wisdom to see visions of the divine 
world. In the sculptures of Hadda, the Buddha heads are 
the largest group. The heads of such statues were often 
made separately and modeled in the round, while the 
rest of the body was formed in medium or high relief. As 
time passed and the stucco and unbaked clay sculptures 
deteriorated, the heads fell off; these were subsequently 
unearthed and preserved by archaeologists.
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Stucco, paint
Hadda, Nangarhar

Third to sixth century CE

H. 10.5 cm W. 17 cm

NMA, 04.3.82

75RED -HAIRED BUDDHA

An interesting Buddha head with all his attributes, 
the style of which seems to belong to the later period 
of occupation of the Buddhist monasteries in Hadda, 
specifically in Tepe Kalan. The evolution of Early 
Buddhist art is visible through the changes in the way 
subjects, particularly the Buddha, are depicted. In this 
case, an Asian or Indian influence can be seen in the 
shape of the eyes. The most beautiful and singular 
Buddha heads excavated in the 1920s and 1930s at Hadda 
were transferred in 1989 to the Presidential Palace for 
safekeeping, where they were preserved, while other 
sculptures stored at the National Museum were less 
fortunate, and were deliberately smashed in 2001.
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Stucco
Mes Aynak, Logar

Fourth to seventh century CE

H. 20 cm W. 13 cm

NMA, 10.63.148

GILDED HEAD OF THE BUDDHA

A stucco representation of the Buddha’s head, gilded 
across its entire surface, and featuring almond-shaped 
eyes with semi-closed eyelids, and painted pupils. 
The upper part of the head is missing. Found in the 
mound of Wali Baba at Mes Aynak by archaeologists 
from the Institute of Archaeology of Afghanistan, this 
head was part of a larger statue, which was under the 
care of the monks in the monasteries at the site. The 
partial fragmentation of the head allows us to see how 
it was built up by the application of progressively finer 
layers of stucco. In the final stage of its modeling, the 
face was completely gilded with gold leaf to emphasize 
the Buddha’s radiance as an enlightened being, while 
also indicating the great value of the statue. The facial 
expression and features show the influences of Indian art. 
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77

Stucco, paint
Hadda, Nangarhar

Third to sixth century CE

H. 122 cm W. 44 cm

NMA, 04.3.113

STANDING BUDDHA

A stucco sculpture depicting a near-life-size standing 
Buddha, his right hand emerges from his robe and holds 
its border, while his left hand rests against his thigh. It is 
one of the few surviving examples of a complete full-size 
Buddha sculpture from Hadda. The body of the Buddha 
appears quite relaxed and lightly bends towards the left. 
Given the posture of the body and the tilt of the head, 
this sculpture might have once flanked a central Buddha 
and might have been paired with another Buddha figure 
in the abhaya mudra gesture of reassurance. Similar triad 
configurations are known from other complete relief 
panels from this period. This fine piece still bears much 
of the red painted color of the robe, an important symbol 
in the Buddhist religion. The sculpture itself is made of 
stucco, whose use and technique evolved to high levels of 
mastery in eastern Afghanistan, specifically in the area of 
Nangarhar and the archaeological site of Hadda, where 
many monastic complexes from different periods have 
been excavated and documented. 
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Baked clay, gold, paint
Funduqistan, Parwan

Seventh century CE

H. 66.5 cm W. 42 cm

NMA, 05.9.13

78TEACHING BUDDHA

A clay, in-the-round representation of the Buddha in 
a teaching gesture known as the vitarka mudra, sitting 
crossed-legged, originally on a lotus throne that is now in 
the Musée Guimet collections, Paris. In this magnificent 
sculpture the Buddha is dressed in a monastic robe 
covering both his shoulders. His chest features an incised 
shrivatsa, an auspicious symbol shaped like a radiating sun. 
The head is slightly tilted forward and has blue-painted 
applied locks of hair and a topknot. There are traces of 
blue paint in the eyes. The fine modeling of this seventh-
century sculpture from the monastery at Funduqistan 
shows clear artistic influences from India. The sculpture 
was placed in a niche, presumably together with other 
sculptures and narrative scenes painted on the walls.
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Unbaked clay, paint
Funduqistan, Parwan

Seventh century CE

H. 58.5 cm W. 23 cm

NMA, 04.9.2

79WALL PAINTING OF BODHISATTVA MAITREYA

A profusely polychromed wall painting depicting an 
elaborate Bodhisattva Maitreya (the Buddha of the 
future), bejeweled with a crown, earrings, necklaces, and 
bracelets, and with a halo behind his head. The Maitreya 
wears Indian-style clothing and holds the sacred flask in 
one hand and a lotus flower in the other. The Bodhisattva 
Maitreya is often portrayed holding a small sacred flask. 
This wall painting once decorated one of the niches of the 
Late Buddhist monastery of Funduqistan in the Ghorband 
valley, dated to the seventh century CE, a time when the 
existing Buddhist schools of art in Afghanistan started to 
reflect clear influences from India and other cultures of 
Central Asia. 
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Islam in Afghanistan  
(Seventh to Eighteenth Centuries CE)

After the fall of the Sasanian empire in 640 CE, some regions 
of Afghanistan, like Khorasan and Sistan, soon fell under the 
control of Muslim Arab rulers. Kabul, which had remained 
independent and had its own local rulers, succumbed to the 
Umayyad and Abbasid dynasties. It was under the latter that 
the earliest mosque of Afghanistan was built in the ninth 
century CE, at Noh Gumbad, near Balkh and Mazar-i Sharif.

As the Abbasid caliphate slowly fragmented, successive 
independent local Muslim dynasties such as the Tahirids, 
Samanids, and Saffarids came to power in Iran, Afghanistan, 
and Central Asia in the following centuries. During the 
period of Samanid rule a vibrant cultural life flourished, but 
soon a new dynasty of Turkic origin took over Afghanistan, 
the Ghaznavids, named for their capital in Ghazni. The 
Ghaznavids conquered the whole territory of Afghanistan and 
unified it under Islam. The founder of the dynasty, Mahmud, 
and his son Mas’ud extended their territory southward 
towards India. They also defeated the Qarakhanids who had 
threatened Ghazni.

Ruling in the tenth to twelfth centuries CE, the 
Ghaznavids built important palaces in Ghazni and in their 
winter capital of Lashkar-i Bazar as an architectural reflection 
of their glory. They supported poetry, science, literature, 
and philosophy, bringing about a golden age in the culture of 
Islamic Afghanistan. The court language of the Ghaznavids 
was Persian, and under Ghaznavid royal patronage the poet 

Chapter 9—Islam in Afghanistan (Seventh to Eighteenth Centuries CE)



1 9 9

I s l a m  I n  a f g h a n I s ta n  ( s e v e n t h  t o  e I g h t e e n t h  C e n t u r I e s  C e )

Ferdowsi completed the Shahnameh (Book of Kings): the 
national epic of Iran and of the Persian-speaking peoples in 
Afghanistan and neighboring Tajikistan.

Exploiting the instability and growing weakness of the 
Ghaznavids, an Iranian group of tribes from Ghur and Herat, 
the Ghurids, sacked Ghazni in the twelfth century. The Ghurids 
took over in the core of Afghanistan while another dynasty of 
Turkic origin, ruled by the Khwarezm-shah, kept control of 
the north. The Ghurids are best known for their construction 
in 1190 CE of the towering Minaret of Jam at their capital of 
Firozkoh (Turquoise Mountain) in northwest Afghanistan. 
The Minaret of Jam is today a UNESCO world heritage site.

Figure 9.1: The ninth-century CE 
mosque of Noh Gumbad 
(Nine Domes) near Balkh is 
the earliest-known mosque 
in Afghanistan. The elaborate 
brickwork columns with 
capitals decorated in carved 
plaster geometric designs have 
parallels in Abbasid Baghdad.
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In 1221 the Mongol leader Genghis Khan conquered 
Afghanistan and sacked many of its cities, like Ghazni, where 
he massacred much of the population and left the survivors 
no other choice than to return to a simple and agrarian life. 
The Mongols ruled through the Ilkhanate, whose leaders 
converted progressively to Islam. The inner rivalries with 
other khanates or vice-kingdoms weakened a system that had 
worked efficiently for some decades.

The rise of Timur, also known as Tamerlane, and his 
growing support in Balkh meant the end of the Ilkhanate. 
He incorporated the Afghan territories in his empire and 
in 1380 conquered the strategic city of Herat, which served 
as the Timurid capital in the fifteenth century. Other cities, 
such as Kandahar and Ghazni, soon fell under his command. 
During the reign of Tamerlane and his successors, a second 
“renaissance” of the Islamic culture took place in Afghanistan.

Once the Timurid dynasty declined, others rose: the 
Mughals commanded by Babur took Kandahar in 1522, while 
the Safavids conquered Herat six years later. Babur established 
the Mughal empire with its first capital in Kabul, before his 
conquest of India. Babur’s Garden (Bagh-i Babur) in Kabul is a 
gem of Early Mughal landscape architecture that even contains 
a small mosque built by Babur’s grandson Shah Jahan, famous 
for the Taj Mahal. His successors controlled the territory 
stretching from Kabul to Kandahar that witnessed stability 
until an era of fragmentation in the eighteenth century.
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Unbaked clay, paint
Tepe Sardar, Ghazni

Seventh to eighth century CE, 
Islamic period

H. 58.5 cm W. 23 cm

NMA, GTS. 05.1.97

80HEAD OF THE HINDU GODDESS DURGA

Although Islam was extending its presence in 
Afghanistan, Buddhist communities continued their 
activity under the influence of the Chinese Tang dynasty 
until the end of the eighth century. This was the case for 
the religious center of Tepe Sardar, located close to the 
Islamic city of Ghazni in southeast Afghanistan. The site 
was finally taken and destroyed by the Muslims in 795 CE. 
This large unbaked clay head belongs to the later period 
of the monastery at Tepe Sardar, when both Indian and 
Chinese stylistic influences were prominent in later 
Buddhist art. The head was part of what must have been 
a monumental sculpture of Durga, the Hindu goddess of 
war and destruction. 
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81INSCRIBED GLAZED PLATE

Glazed ceramic

Ninth to tenth century CE, 
Islamic Period, Samanid dynasty

Dimensions unknown

NMA, 13.0-4.1443

This inscribed glazed Islamic plate may have been part 
of the tableware of a wealthy family in the ninth to tenth 
centuries CE under the Samanid dynasty. As the power 
of the Abbasid caliphate waned, local Persian-speaking 
Muslim dynasties, such as the Samanids, emerged in 
Iran, Central Asia, and Afghanistan. In Central Asia, 
plates were typically decorated by calligraphers who 
inscribed them in Kufic script with blessings for divine 
protection, and messages of good fortune around the 
rim of the bowls. This plate is a type of ceramic known 
as Samanid epigraphic ware. Archaeological evidence 
from sites such as Nishapur (Iran) shows that the most 
common inscriptions on Samanid epigraphic vessels 
are not proverbs but repetitions of the simple pious 
phrase al-mulk lillah (sovereignty/dominion belongs to 
God) in order to ward off evil and ensure the well-being 
of the plate’s owner. This plate is especially interesting 
because its inscription al-mulk lillah uses a technique 
called mirrored writing—muthanna (literally “doubled” 
in Arabic)—presenting the text written both forward and 
backward, then repeated five times, thereby providing a 
double dose of protection for the person using the vessel.
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Although bronze was used in medieval Islamic 
metalwork, the favored copper alloy of the period 
was brass, an alloy of copper and zinc. This sculpture 
of a bird shows that in the medieval Islamic world 
metalwork was employed for both functional vessels and 
purely ornamental objects, whose motifs were meant 
to convey a specific meaning. The latter is the case with 
this beautiful metalwork bird, cast from a mold and 
later engraved with a Kufic inscription. In Afghanistan 
there is archaeological evidence documenting the use of 
molds for the casting of animal and even human figures. 
Figurative images were common in Islamic culture at 
this time, kept in private houses and palaces where they 
offered protection and blessings, as indicated by the 
inscriptions engraved upon them.

CAST METAL BIRD SCULPTURE 82

Copper alloy

Twelfth to thirteenth century CE, 
Islamic period

L. 15.5 cm

NMA, 13.0-4.1885

c h a p t e r  9
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83BIRD -SHAPED INCENSE BURNER

Copper alloy
Ghazni

Twelfth century CE,  
Islamic Ghaznavid period

L. 38 cm H. 62 cm W. 23.5 cm 

NMA, 09.2.79

This large bird-shaped incense burner is among the most 
iconic objects in the Islamic collection of the National 
Museum. It is a great example of Islamic open metalwork 
and engraving, as shown by the hollow body and the 
Kufic inscription on the neck. It belongs to the twelfth-
century CE Ghaznavid period, and may have been used to 
cleanse the air and provide the rooms of a palace or house 

with a pleasant fragrance. As protectors and auspicious 
symbols, birds are a recurrent element in the Islamic 

iconography of this period. This is one of the more 
than 1,500 objects from the Islamic and other periods 
seized from the illicit market and repatriated from 

the United Kingdom to Afghanistan in 2009.
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Copper alloy (brass?)

Twelfth century CE,  
Islamic Ghaznavid period

L. 37 cm H. 28 cm

NMA, 13.0-4.1548

84LION-SHAPED INCENSE BURNER

This openwork incense burner in the shape of a 
lion reflects the influence of Iranian imagery on the 
zoomorphic representations in Islamic art during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries CE. The lion has always 
been associated with royalty, as it was in Ghaznavid 
times. This incense burner was probably used in a 
wealthy home. Incense—that is, any substance giving 
off a perfume when burnt—was a luxury item and was 
traded mainly from the Arabian Gulf. Afghanistan, as a 
crossroads of civilizations, witnessed the trade of incense 
in an area that stretched from China to Europe.
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85DADO PANEL

Marble
Ghazni

Twelfth century CE, 
 Islamic Ghaznavid period

H. 67.5 cm W. 74.5 cm 

NMA, GI.05.2.1348

This marble relief was part of a series of panels that 
decorated the courtyard of the palace of Mas’ud III in 
Ghazni. The upper part of the panel features poems in 
Kufic script dedicated to the glory of the Ghaznavid 
dynasty. This and other panels were placed in such a way 
that visitors and diplomats could read the whole text. 
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The Ghaznavids were the first to unify Afghanistan under 
a single faith, Islam. Mahmud of Ghazni, the founder of 
the empire and dynasty, established Ghazni as the capital, 
which was an important commercial, political, and 
cultural center on a par with contemporaneous Islamic 
urban centers such as Baghdad in Iraq.
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86INSCRIBED PLASTER BRICK MOSAIC

Clay, plaster
Lashkar-i Bazar, Helmand

Eleventh to thirteenth century CE, 
Islamic Ghaznavid period

H. 155 cm W. 297 cm

NMA, 13.6.89
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This wall decoration consisting of a brick mosaic with 
carved plaster geometric motifs and Kufic inscriptions 
was installed in the galleries of the National Museum 
after being detached from a wall in the audience hall at 
the Ghaznavid palace of Mahmud in Lashkar-i Bazar in 
Helmand. The clay and plaster mosaic would once have 
decorated the upper part of the wall, while the lower 

section featured wall paintings. These two elements 
provided an impressive sight for visitors to the 

palace. At Lashkar-i Bazar, marble was not 
used for either the buildings 

or their decorations, in 
contrast to the summer 

palace at Ghazni.
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Unbaked clay, paint
Lashkar-i Bazar, Helmand

Eleventh to thirteenth century CE, 
Islamic Ghaznavid period

H. 122 cm W. 114.5 cm

NMA, 13.6.5

87WALL PAINTING OF TWO DIGNITARIES

A large fragment of a wall painting from the palace of 
Mahmud at Lashkar-i Bazar in Helmand. The Ghaznavids 
established their winter capital in Lashkar-i Bazar, 
where on top of the previous Islamic levels they built an 
impressive palace, comprising the private royal quarters, a 
mosque, and an audience hall in which envoys, merchants, 
and diplomats from neighboring regions were received. 
The wall painting, a fantastic example of the continuity 
of the use of fresco in Afghanistan, was situated in the 
audience hall and included scenes relating to the public, 
ceremonial, and diplomatic functions of the space. The 
complete scene may have portrayed Mahmud himself, 
accompanied by his guard. Islam forbids the depiction of 
human and animal forms in religious art and architecture. 
In the secular sphere, however, human and animal 
representations are not expressly forbidden. By the 
eleventh to twelfth centuries, human representations in 
elite contexts, such as those in the Lashkar-i Bazar wall 
paintings, were acceptable as ornamentation. 
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Bronze

Twelfth to thirteenth century CE, 
Islamic Ghaznavid period

H. 11 cm W. 15 cm

NMA, 13.0-4.1881

88STIRRUP

Stirrups, the metal frames that support the feet of horse 
riders, probably originated in the Asian steppes about the 
second century BCE, and spread rapidly as an essential 
feature of cavalry equipment. The fierceness of the fight 
in the battlefield was mirrored in the embellishments of 
the soldiers’ weaponry and armor. In the Islamic world, 
stirrups were sometimes decorated, as can be seen here. 
A double-headed mythical creature, probably a dragon, is 
represented on the terminals of the stirrup. A metal piece 
(now missing) likely connected the two dragons’ mouths. 
A leather strap hanging down from the saddle would have 
looped around this metal piece to firmly attach the stirrup 
to the saddle. During the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, 
up until the Mongol invasions in the thirteenth century 
CE, the Ghaznavid armies relied on the strength of their 
cavalry, which allowed the dynasty to expand its territory 
toward the east, as far as northern India. 
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89INSCRIBED STONE BASIN

Marble
Kandahar

Fifteenth to sixteenth century CE, 
Islamic period

H. 77 cm Diam. 125 cm

NMA, 13.69.46

Found in the shrine of Mir Wais 
Baba at the old city of Kandahar, this 
large black marble basin is perhaps 
the object in the National Museum that 
best explains how one artifact can live 
many lives through different periods 
and cultures. The lotus flower carefully 
carved in the base led some early scholars 
to suggest that originally it may have been 
a representation of the Buddha’s begging 
bowl. Later, in the fifteenth century, thanks to 
the inscription inside the basin, it was known 
that it was used to offer sherbet—an Iranian 
fruit-based drink—to Muslim pilgrims. Finally, in the 
sixteenth century the basin was carved with the laws of 
a madrasa (an Islamic theological academy), making them 
visible to the general public through this object.
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MUGHAL GOLD COIN OF AKBAR

Gold
Lahore, Pakistan

1556–1605 CE, Islamic  
Mughal period

Diam. 2.1 cm

NMA, 04.43.323

This gold coin, a mohur, equivalent to 15 silver 
rupees, dates to the reign of the emperor Akbar, who 
significantly expanded the Mughal empire in India. 
The coin was minted in Lahore (modern Pakistan). 
In beautiful calligraphy on the obverse is the kalima 
or declaration of faith: “There is no God but Allah, 
and Muhammad is his messenger.” The coin also 
bears the king’s full name, Jalal ud-Din Muhammad 
Akbar, and the date when the coin was struck, 982 AH 
in the Islamic calendar (= 1574 CE). Akbar was the 
grandson of Babur, the founder of the Mughal dynasty. 
Babur established his first capital in Kabul, where 
he is buried within the premises of the Bagh-i Babur 
gardens that carry his name.

90
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Copper, tin
Herat

Seventeenth century CE,  
Islamic Safavid period

H. 12 cm Diam. 20.8 cm

NMA, 16.0-4.3239

METALLIC BOWL

This splendid Safavid tinned copper bowl is an unusual 
piece decorated with engraved inscriptions in cartouches, 
and geometric and floral motifs. Its rarity, and the work 
involved in creating it, make it a very precious object. For 
this reason, the owner of the bowl, Mohammad Abu Taleb, 
ensured that his name was engraved on it, along with the 
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date, about 1604–5. The images on the bowl depict scenes 
from the famous tragic romances Khosrow and Shirin and 
Layla and Majnun by the Persian poet Nizami Ganjavi, 
indicating the popularity of these early works in Safavid 
Khorasan, that part of the Islamic world comprising 
eastern Iran, Afghanistan, and areas of Central Asia.
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A Modern Tapestry of Diversity

Afghanistan today is a crucible of many different rich and 
diverse cultures and peoples, just as it was in the past. This 
diversity reflects the country’s history at a crossroads of 
civilizations in the heart of the Silk Road and the many 
peoples that inhabited the region before Afghanistan became 
an independent country, when it was united under its first 
king, Ahmed Shah Durrani, in the eighteenth century. The 
wealth of this cultural exchange and inheritance is visible 
in the material evidence of the modern period from the 
eighteenth century to the present day.

The objects in the Ethnographic Galleries of the National 
Museum show the linguistic, religious, and cultural diversity 
of the peoples of Afghanistan. There are many ethnic groups, 
among them: Pashtuns, the dominant group, descendants 
of the Durrani dynasty, who are considered the founders of 
modern Afghanistan; along with other ethno-linguistic groups 
such as the Tajiks, Hazaras, Uzbeks, Turkmen, and Almaqs in 
the central and northern parts of the country.

Besides these main ethnic groups, there other smaller ones 
including the Nuristanis, Pashai, Qizilbash, Baluch, Arabs, 
Jugi, Jats, Kirghiz, and Sikhs. Some of these groups are more 
visible than others within the social web in Afghanistan. For 
instance, the small Sikh community was still present in Kabul 
a few years back, as well as the last Jews in Afghanistan, both 
legacies of a past when Jews and Sikhs peacefully coexisted 
with their Afghan neighbors.

Chapter 10—A Modern Tapestry of Diversity
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Among the ethnographic materials in the National 
Museum, textiles and jewelry are the ones that help identify 
most distinctively each ethnic and cultural group. In 
Afghanistan, of special interest are the Turkmen jewelry 
with its spectacular bridal ornaments, the Uzbek textiles, the 
Pashtun armories, and the colorful Hazara dresses, or the 
Kuchi nomadic objects, and the carpets woven in different 
fashion across the country.

Woodwork, glassblowing, and pottery, among others, 
are traditions that have endured in Afghanistan. Many 
efforts have been made to guarantee the survival of these 
practices, and young artists in Afghanistan are rediscovering 
traditional crafts including jewelry-making, calligraphy, and 
woodworking. Woodworking as a craft and art form is not 
only limited to chests, stools, tables, caskets, book-holders 
used when reading the Quran, and musical instruments like 
the rubab, which originated in Afghanistan, but also features 
in architectural elements such as doors, windows, frames, and 
even full façades of mosques.

Probably the best-known example of wood carving 
in Afghanistan derives from Nuristan, previously known 
as Kafiristan. Kafiristan, in the forested mountains of 
southeastern Afghanistan, was the last part of the country 
whose inhabitants still practiced the traditional Indo-Iranian 
polytheistic religion and related arts that had originated 
millennia before the coming of Islam. Kafiristan (the land of 
the infidels) retained its traditions until the late nineteenth 
century, when the Afghan emir Abdulrahman conquered the 
region and forcibly converted its people to Islam. At this point 
the region was renamed Nuristan (the land of light). The 
unique wooden sculptures of ancestors and deities, along with 
carved objects for daily use, reflect the religious and cultural 
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singularity of the Kafiristanis (or Nuristanis), who had been 
isolated for centuries in this mountainous land.

The Nuristani objects are the highlight of an outstanding 
ethnographic tableau that is well represented at the 
National Museum. These include examples from most of the 
ethnic groups of Afghanistan, as well as modern objects of 
specific historical importance, such as items that belonged 
to Amanullah Khan, the King of Afghanistan in the early 
twentieth century and the founder of the National Museum.

Figure 10.1: A young 
Afghan artist practicing 
traditional calligraphy.
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Silver

Nineteenth to twentieth  
century CE, Turkmen

H. 9.5 cm W. 5.5 cm 

NMA, E.08.19.92

AMULET CAPSULE

Jewelry in Afghanistan includes pieces from all over 
Central Asia. Even when it originates from the same 
ethnic group, such as the Turkmen, there are many 
different types and styles due to the tribal social structure 
and the presence of several nomadic groups. However, 
there are also some common elements, such as the amulet 
capsule seen here. This decorated silver pendant had a 
well-established purpose. Turkmen and other women in 
Central Asia wore such pendants around their necks, and 
inside the capsules were often placed rolled-up pieces 
of paper bearing excerpts from the Quran that served 
as charms or prayers to ensure good health, fertility, or 
protection from misfortune.
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Silver

Nineteenth century CE, Kazakh

H. 4.8 cm

NMA, E.08.19.226

EARRINGS

Apart from the numerous ethnic groups existing in 
Afghanistan, the country’s material culture has also been 
influenced by that of neighboring countries, which had 
scarce or no human representation inside the Afghan 
lands. This is the case of the Turkic-speaking Kazakh 
people, whose art and stylistic features are recognizable 
in some objects from Afghanistan. The Kazakh nomads 
emerged in the fifteenth century from an amalgam of 
Turkic tribes who entered Central Asia in the eighth 
century CE and Mongols who invaded the area in the 
thirteenth century. Most of the Kazakhs live in present-
day Kazakhstan and Xinjiang (China), but small groups 
migrated south into the regions that are now Uzbekistan 
and Afghanistan. Filigree on silver is typical of Kazakh 

jewelry, as are richly decorated 
pear-shaped objects. Their 

form made these earrings 
fairly heavy, which means 
they might have been worn 
only on special occasions. 
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Iron, silver

Eighteenth to nineteenth  
century CE, Pashtun

Diam. 37 cm

NMA, E.05.16.42

SHIELD

In the modern history of Afghanistan, war and combat 
have been constant elements in the life of its inhabitants. 
Afghans have continuously fought against foreign political 
powers that have tried to seize control over a land with 
such strategic geographic significance. Often called the 
“graveyard of empires,” Afghanistan has almost always 
resisted and defeated external invaders: five times in the 
nineteenth to twenty-first centuries alone. The singularity 
of the geography and the bravery of its diverse peoples 
have made it almost impossible for any foreign ruler to 
control the country for very long. This Pashtun shield 
is decorated with painstakingly hand-engraved vegetal 
motifs and features four disc-shaped appliqués. Together 
with shields, Pashtun soldiers were equipped with chain 
mail, helmets, and swords. 
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Cotton, silk, wool
Kunduz, northern Afghanistan

Twentieth century CE, Uzbek

H. 15 cm W. 60 cm 

NMA, E.08.5.143

BED PILE

Uzbeks are among the largest ethno-linguistic groups 
in Afghanistan, but they do not have a shared national 
identity. Instead, they identify more with their local 
geographical origins mostly located in the north of 
the country, in the Kunduz region. One of the many 
Uzbek groups is the Lakai, from the Kungrat area in 
Uzbekistan. They brought to Afghanistan their mastery 
of suzani needlepoint embroidery using cotton, silk, 
and wool, characteristic of Uzbekistan. This triangular 
piece of textile, called a segusha by the Uzbeks, is hand-
embroidered in silk with elaborate floral and geometric 
motifs, and was used as a bed cover.
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Wood
Kabul

Twentieth century CE

H. 96 cm W. 41.5 cm

NMA, E.04.4.81

CARVED SCREEN

Woodwork has always played a key part in Afghanistan’s 
artistic repertoire of traditional crafts. Wooden objects 
are perishable, and frequently have not survived intact, 
especially those from ancient times. However, we know 
that since the very beginning, the cultures of Afghanistan 
employed wood not only as a building material but also as 
a medium for creativity and ingenuity in decoration. Early 
stupas and monasteries were embellished with carved 
wood, while the doors, columns, and interiors of many 
mosques were built and decorated with it. This tradition 
continues, even in the most recent Islamic buildings, with 
the use of wood screens (jalis) such as the one seen here. 
Intricate geometric designs are their main feature. 
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Wood
Nuristan, eastern Afghanistan

Eighteenth to nineteenth  
century CE, Nuristani

H. 275 cm W. 53 cm

NMA, E.05.E.1

ANTHROPOMORPHIC HOUSE POST

The material culture of Nuristan is not just limited to 
in-the-round anthropomorphic sculptures of ancestors 
and the traditional Indo-Iranian gods worshipped in this 
region up to its conversion to Islam in the late nineteenth 
century. Carvings made by Nuristani wood carvers were 
conceived as expressions of their own culture, belief 
system, and cosmogony. Thus, Nuristani houses built 
with wood over a stone base were embellished with floral 
and recurrent geometrical motifs. The ceiling beams and 
house posts, as well as the wooden house furniture, were 
decorated with figurative depictions. Each carved motif 
had a special meaning relating to different tribal groups 
and the lives of the characters portrayed. This human 
representation wearing a conical hat was probably part 
of a house post, an ornamented architectural element 
characteristic of Nuristani houses. 
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Wood
Nuristan, eastern Afghanistan

Eighteenth to nineteenth  
century CE, Nuristani

H. 192 cm W. 61 cm

NMA, E.05.E.1

98HORSE RIDER STATUE

Many books and stories about the peoples of Nuristan 
have been written, especially regarding their origins. 
Among these, one of the most appealing or romantic, 
but probably doubtful, relates that the Nuristani 
peoples are the direct descendants of Alexander the 
Great and his successors who were left stranded in the 
isolated mountain valleys of eastern Afghanistan. This 
hypothesis would explain both the religious practices 
and the Western-like physical appearance of the 
Nuristani people. Like Alexander, the local chiefs were 
horse riders and remarkable warriors. This sculpture, 
damaged and defaced in 2001 and later restored, 
features a majestic warrior wearing a turban, belt, 
and dagger, mounted on his horse. It may represent 
an ancestor, since historic photographs from the late 
nineteenth to the early twentieth century show that 
carved wooden sculptures of this type were often placed 
as memorials next to the burials of important Nuristani 
family heads or clan leaders.
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Wood
Nuristan, eastern Afghanistan

Eighteenth to nineteenth  
century CE, Nuristani

H. 192 cm W. 61 cm

NMA, E.05.E.4

99STATUE OF MALE ANCESTOR

Nuristan, in the forested mountains of eastern 
Afghanistan, was the last area of the country to convert 
to Islam, becoming known as the land of light. Only 
Abdurrahman Khan, the Iron Emir, was able to achieve 
this in 1895–6 CE. Before its conversion, Nuristan was 
known as Kafiristan, the land of the infidels, because its 
peoples followed a pagan religion that honored their 
ancestors, who were considered to be intermediaries with 
the traditional Indo-Iranian polytheistic deities. When 
a young male died, a wooden sculpture was built. The 
more important the individual, the greater the size and 
the more elaborate the effigy. This image of a leader of the 
Kati Kafir people in western Nuristan is a perfect example 
of the depiction of a distinguished individual.



c h a p t e r  10

2 4 0

100

Wood
Nuristan, eastern Afghanistan

Eighteenth to nineteenth  
century CE, Nuristani

H. 76.5 cm W. 14 cm

NMA, E.05.NC.23

MONUMENT WITH EMBRACING FIGURES

The early nineteenth-century rediscovery of the 
Nuristani (Kafiristani) culture in the forested mountains 
of east Afghanistan, with its striking wood carvings 
and sculpture, captivated the public through reports by 
Western explorers and fictional accounts such as Rudyard 
Kipling’s 1888 novella The Man Who Would Be King. 
Nuristani wood carvings were conceived in an artistic 
style completely unique in the art of Afghanistan and 
Central Asia. Only the material culture of the Kalash in 
neighboring Pakistan shared common ground with that 
of the Nuristanis. The schematic and almost geometrical 
way of depicting human faces and bodies is unparalleled, 
as can be seen in the representations of ancestors, the 
embellished roof beams, carved columns, the apparel, and 
furniture. The latter played an important role, specifically 
the so-called honor chairs, designed for members of 
the elite and decorated with elements such as this 
intertwined embracing couple.
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This book had a long gestation, and could only have come 
to fruition through the collaboration and support of many 
people across the globe. From 2012 to 2022, the University of 
Chicago Oriental Institute (OI) and the National Museum of 
Afghanistan (NMA) worked together in a series of three long-
term grants from the US Department of State through the  
US Embassy Kabul. The grants supported multiple, interrelated 
projects: the first complete inventory of the NMA’s collections; 
training for NMA curators and conservators; and the 
reassembly of hundreds of Early Buddhist sculptures from 
the monastic center of Hadda that had been smashed in 2001. 
Our fourth initiative was the Mobile Museum Project from 
2017 to 2022. This program of public outreach and heritage 
education sought to inform students and general audiences 
across Afghanistan about their own civilizational history 
through several pathways: in-class programs in high schools, 
a documentary broadcast on Afghan TV, books about heritage 
for beginning readers (in partnership with the ABLE literacy 
program at the Afghanistan Centre at Kabul University-ACKU), 
and the current book.

A History of Afghanistan in 100 Objects seeks to present the 
history of this extraordinary country to the general public 
by highlighting significant pieces from the collections of the 
National Museum of Afghanistan in Kabul. These objects 
illustrate the cultural, artistic, and historical developments 
that tell the 50,000-year story of civilizations in Afghanistan 
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Figure 11.1: Nineteenth-
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and carnelian bracelet worn 
by Tekke nomads.
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A History of Afghanistan in 100 Objects tells the story of this extraordinary 
country by highlighting significant pieces in the National Museum of 

Afghanistan, Kabul. The museum is the most important repository for the 
artistic masterpieces and objects of daily life that exemplify Afghanistan’s 

50,000-year history and role in world cultural heritage.

Afghanistan is the quintessential “crossroads of cultures” where the 
civilizations of the Middle East, Central Asia, South Asia, and China met and 

interacted for millennia in a constantly shifting mixture of trade, cultural 
borrowings, migrations, and clashing empires. This complex history gave rise 
to outstanding treasures in world heritage, encompassing cultures as diverse 

as the Bronze Age cities of Bactria, the Persian empire, the easternmost 
Greek colonies founded by Alexander the Great and his successors, the 

Hellenistic-Indian fusion in Early Buddhist art, the Silk Road empires, and the 
monumental Buddhas of Bamiyan.

The 100 objects presented here illustrate the creativity and connections 
that shaped Afghan culture through the millennia. This volume gives readers 

access to the singular, but rarely seen, collections of the National Museum. 
The chapters are organized by chronological period to accentuate the key 

transformations in Afghanistan’s history, from the stone tools of the Ice Age 
to twenty-first-century ethnographic collections.


