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The Bamiyan Valley in Afghanistan lies 230 Kilometers northwest of the capital of 

Kabul. It was a valley rich with Buddhist culture, once a center of Buddhist activity, with monks 

and monasteries, and filled with an enormous amount of art. There were two massive, over 30-

meter tall sculptures depicting Buddha, carved into the cliffside by Buddhist monasteries dating 

from the 6th century C.E. Tragically, in 2001, the Bamiyan Valley was the stage for an 

unprecedented and highly publicized act of iconoclasm. In March of that year, the Taliban, an 

Islamic militant group based in Kandahar, destroyed the two colossal ancient statues with 

missiles and dynamite. This deliberate and shocking destruction of religious icons, this 

iconoclasm, and the immediate international response inspired our investigation of Afghanistan’s 

rich cultural, religious, and artistic history. Our research led us to examination of Afghanistan’s 

Silk Road multicultural melding, the spread of Islam, the history of civil war, the origins of the 

Taliban, their ideology, the political, economical, and religious pressures that led to the 

destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas, and the subsequent international effort to protect 

Afghanistan’s heritage.  

The country we know today as Afghanistan has a rich and ancient history. The Silk Road, 

the network of trading routes throughout Asia, was a significant factor in the development of 

Central Asian culture. The once nomadic Kushan Empire (150 B.C.E. - 224 C.E) settled in 

Afghanistan, a region that could be considered the crossroads of Asia. International trade that 

reached from Europe to China brought a conglomeration of languages, both written and spoken, 

through the Kushan Empire. This now sedentary culture was required to “learn how to read and 

write many different languages and scripts and to accommodate many different religious 

practices” (Xinru 42). The many languages and religions were not only accommodated, but were 

accepted and integrated into the culture, leaving a lasting impact on the artwork and architecture 
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in Afghanistan. The culture of Afghanistan was influenced by various religions, including 

Zoroastrianism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and lastly Islam, which continues to have the greatest 

impact on the region. 

Zoroastrianism is one of the world’s earliest religions, founded in Persia by the 

philosopher Zoroaster. It was institutionalized as the official religion of the Persian Empire as 

early as the time of Darius I (522-486 B.C.E.) (Wahab and Youngerman 38). This religion was 

commonly misunderstood as sun worship or fire worship by the Buddhist scholars of the 7th 

century. However, fire has never been considered a deity, and the only entity of worship is the 

god of wisdom, Ashur Mazda (“Virtual Art Exhibit”). The now scarce art portraying Zoroastrian 

rituals that remains is mainly in the form of engraved coins. The coins normally “depict a fire 

altar flanked by two attendants,” as shown in Figure 1, and contain Greek inscriptions.  

A well-known symbol in Zoroastrian architecture is the Faravahar, shown in Figure 2. 

Faravahar has the wings of a guardian angel and the bust of a man, possibly the god Ashur. The 

face of the man shows the connection to mankind, while the two long curved legs represent the 

good and bad forces that pull at a person’s soul. The tail between the legs is a rudder to balance 

the soul between the two forces, and several layers of feathers “reminds one of the path of Asha - 

Humata (Good Thoughts), Hukhta (Good Words), and Hvarasta (Good Deeds)” (Phiroze 2). 

Examples of Zoroastrian architecture has been found in Afghanistan, including altars used for 

worship. These contained Greek Hellenistic characteristics, which will be discussed later.  

Hinduism, which began in India, spread to Afghanistan as early as the 4th century B.C.E. 

In 305 B.C.E., the Mauryan Empire, based in India, traded  “a substantial force of 500 elephants” 

in return for an enormous amount of land “not only the southern part of Afghanistan but also 

considerable sections of Persia” (Runion 41). With this exchange, India gained some control in 
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Afghanistan and brought the influence of Hinduism to the region. By the mid-7th century, there 

were several Hindu kingdoms in the areas of Kabul, Gardez, and Ghazni. Statues of deities and 

carvings were rediscovered in these areas, and currently reside at the National Museum in Kabul 

(48). 

Hindu art has frequently depicted the gods, and the Hindu art created in Afghanistan was 

no exception. In Figure 3, a linga, a phallic emblem of the deity Shiva, is shown. This object, 

created in the Shahi Kingdom of eastern Afghanistan sometime in the 7th to 9th century C.E., 

“symbolizes the great generative force of the universe” (Kossak). The linga can in some cases be 

plain, but in this example, Shiva’s face is protruding from the side, wearing earrings, a necklace, 

and a distinctive hair style. The earlobes are also very long, which is typical of figurative Indian 

art. A different object, shown in Figure 4, depicts the deity Ganesha, Lord of Beginnings and 

Lord of Obstacles, ideas “so common that Courtright uses them in the title of his book, Ganesha: 

Lord of Obstacles, Lord of Beginnings” (“Ganesha”). He is always depicted with an elephant 

head, exemplifying the imaginative depictions of Hindu gods. 

Buddhism began in India and spread to Afghanistan with the assistance of Ashoka, an 

Indian emperor who became dedicated to spreading the faith. The rock and pillar edicts that were 

spread throughout several countries contained his personal thoughts, actions, and life teachings. 

An edict in Kandahar is one the farthest western edicts outside of India, located in Afghanistan. 

This rock edict was special because it was one of only two written in Greek, as well as in 

Aramaic, rather than the Brahmic script used in India. See Figure 5 to observe the engraving with 

two distinct sections containing the different written languages. All of the pillars edicts were 

decorated with one or more lions on the capital, and with various other animals. The presence of 



Campbell, Mand, Rausch 4 

the lion was influenced by the Persian occupation during the Mauryan Dynasty (c. 323-185 

B.C.E.) (Fisher 29). 

In addition to the pillar and rock edicts, Ashoka spread a very important structure of 

Buddhism - the stupa. A stupa is an enclosed stone structure with a dome shape that contains a 

relic associated with Buddha. In the 3rd century B.C.E., there were several stupas in India when 

Ashoka ordered that the relics be subdivided and distributed to other regions to spread 

Buddhism. Eventually, not just relics of Buddha, but also of Buddhist saints would also be stored 

in stupas (Ball 107). This increase in number of relics caused the spread of the stupa from India 

to Central Asia. There are many stupas in Eastern Afghanistan. Giuseppe Tucci, an Italian 

scholar who dedicated his career to studying Buddhism, stated: “The shape of the stupa 

represents the Buddha, crowned and sitting in meditation posture on a lion throne. His crown is 

the top of the spire; his head is the square at the spire's base; his body is the vase shape; his legs 

are the four steps of the lower terrace; and the base is his throne” (“Introduction to stupas”). 

The various parts described make up the stupa in Figure 6, located in a stupa-monastery complex 

outside of Kabul. Building or endowing a stupa was considered an act of religious merit. This 

caused thousands of stupas to spring up in monastic communities (Ball 108). The stupa came to 

symbolize Buddhism itself.  

The Gandhara Buddha is the first representation of a human Buddha. Previously, the 

Buddha’s presence was implied by images of footprints or objects that he was known to have 

used, such as the stone carving in Figure 7. The direct portrayal of Buddha as human shows 

many Hellenistic elements in Gandharan art: the hair, clothing, and sometimes posture all are 

Hellenistic in style. The hair is often wavy, similar to depictions of the Greek god Apollo, while 

the clothing consists of a long cloth fastened over one shoulder only, similar to robes worn in 
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Ancient Greece. However, the Buddha also had Indian elements including an urna, or third eye, 

on his forehead and elongated earlobes (Rowland 28). Figure 8 shows a Gandhara Buddha with 

the afore mentioned Greek and Indian characteristics. 

Gandharan art is an excellent example of the blending of the Greek and Buddhist 

cultures. The art developed in compositional and spatial arrangements concurrent with Roman 

styles from the 1st to 4th century C.E. (Rowland 28). Stone tablets progressed from having one 

row of figures isolated against a plain background to figures in a deep box with several layers to 

show depth. This development can be seen between Figures 9 and 10, two different Gandhara 

reliefs with distinct changes. These panels were similar to Indian reliefs, but the Gandhara art 

was more ordered in terms of sequence of events, with one panel per episode, rather than several 

episodes crammed into one panel.  

Bamiyan Valley, located in central Afghanistan, was a center of Buddhist art, architecture 

and activity. Buddhist monasteries in the region may have housed over one thousand Buddhist 

monks during the time of the Kushan Empire. Several remains of the site, including the semi-

buried monastery, over 750 manmade caves, and sculptures are still intact (Ball 164). However, 

two colossal standing Buddha statues, one measuring 53 meters and the other 38 meters tall, 

were completely destroyed by the Taliban in March, 2001. The construction of these Buddhas 

was the result of efforts by the Kushan Empire (Runion 46). Figure 11 shows an image of the 

smaller Buddha before destruction, while Figure 12 shows before and after images of the taller 

Buddha. The photographs of the intact statues show that the faces were missing; they were 

destroyed in antiquity (Ball 164), possibly due to the materials making up the structure, perhaps 

gilded wood or plaster, eroding away (170). The faces also could have been lost through 

iconoclastic acts over hundreds of centuries, consistent with other acts of Islamic iconoclasm, 
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which will be discussed. There are several other Buddha statues that are still intact, including a 

16-meter tall standing Buddha in nearby Kakrak Valley, shown in Figure 13. 

Although there were historically a variety of religions present in Afghanistan, they did 

not conflict with each other; rather, they blended together. A quote from the Human Rights 

Charter of Cyrus the Great at the conquest of Babel reads as follows: 

I ordered that no one is permitted to abuse anybody or to damage the cities. I 

ordered that no house should be damaged and no one’s property should be 

violated and ransacked. I ordered that everybody should keep to his/her belief 

system and be free to worship his/her own God. I ordered that all the people 

should be free in their thoughts, choosing the place of their residence and no one 

should violate the rights of others. (Phiroze 3) 

This quote shows the tolerance of the Persian leader, and reflects the general opinion of others 

who ruled Afghanistan pre-Islam. If a person preferred Hinduism or Buddhism over 

Zoroastrianism, he would not be persecuted or forced to alter his beliefs to match those of the 

official Persian religion. 

One structure in Surkh Kotal, located in southern Bactria, also combined various cultures 

in its architecture. The platform was a fire altar for worship by the Zoroastrians, and it was 

surrounded by Greek style pillars originally used to support a canopy. A Buddhist style 

ambulatory surrounds the structure (Ball 106). Figures 14 and 15 show the altar and the stairs 

leading up to the altar. The blending of styles again shows the once accepting nature of 

Afghanistan’s rulers and inhabitants of various faiths. 

The Kushan Empire, based near Kabul, combined various cultures into their art. Kushan 

gold, silver, and copper coins bore images of Kushan kings, the Sumerian goddess Nana, the 
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Persian gods Oado and Atash, the Hindu gods Vasudeva and Siva, and the Buddha. Although the 

ruler at the time was Buddhist, the coins bore inscriptions in Greek and Kharoshthi, an evolution 

of the Persian Aramaic script (Xinru 47). One coin found in a Buddhist stupa near Jalalabad had 

one of the earliest surviving images of the Buddha, with a halo and robe. The inscription is 

Greek, shown in Figure 16 (“File: Kanishkal”). The Kushan were clearly open to other belief 

systems than just Buddhism, even though they were responsible for creating the colossal 

Bamiyan Buddhas. However, their power declined when the Sassanid Empire of Persia overtook 

the control of Afghanistan in approximately 241 C.E. (Runion 47). Hepthalites, White Huns, 

invaded from the north, and the Kushan were completely wiped out by the time Islam entered the 

region in the 7th century. 

When Islam entered Afghanistan, it did not influence culture by blending styles as with 

past religions, but instead completely overpowered the region’s inhabitants, converting them to 

Islam and demanding they shed their past beliefs. In Central Asia, Islam became the state 

religion and “the sole source of artistic inspiration, a function it fulfilled for a full twelve 

centuries” (Hrbas 14). This takeover by the Arabs brought a rigid set of beliefs that disagreed 

with those of the many religions in Afghanistan, and a completely different style of art and 

architecture. The differing opinions brought about numerous incidents of iconoclasm, as well as 

a complete upheaval of regional culture.  

One passage from the Koran (5:92), states that “…wine and arrow-shuffling / idols 

[taswir] and divining-arrows are an abomination / some of Satan’s work; then avoid it” (Irwin 

79). The word “taswir” could be interpreted to mean any sort of image, but in the 7th century 

C.E., it appeared only to apply to pagan idols and not to all forms of figuration (80). Although 

the Prophet Muhammad was alleged to have declared “an angel will not enter a house in which 
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there is a dog or a painting,” he allowed a painting of the Christian Virgin with the infant Jesus to 

remain, and his child bride Aisha was known to have played with dolls (81). Eventually, the 

scripture was interpreted to mean that figurative representation was also forbidden. This was 

reflected in gold and silver coins, which until 696, had included figural imagery. After that point, 

the substitution of text for images became standard, “establishing an enduring precedent for 

Islamic numismatics” (Flood 643). The change from images to text can be seen in Figures 17 and 

18, respectively. 

Because figuration and idols were a controversial subject, ornamentation and other 

nonfigurative art were widespread in decorated ceramics, textiles, metal and woodwork, and 

especially architecture (Hrbas 18). In general, ornamentation depicted geometric patterns. The 

mosaics of tiles adorning buildings, both religious and nonreligious, are the best-known type of 

ornamentation. Figure 19 shows an example of geometric patterns completely covering the floor 

of one building. The location of the mosaic determined which images were allowable or not, 

especially in the case of figurative imagery. Sometimes mosques and madrasas contained figural 

ornamentation, but “it was generally avoided in the area around the prayer niche (mihrab), in 

accordance with specific injunctions, but even here exceptions exist” (Flood 644). In general, 

dark tiles were used for backgrounds, while brighter colored tiles were used for the more 

important content. The brightness of colors also was considered when designed outdoors, “on an 

outside south wall, or a shadowy niche” (Hrbas 21). Ornamentation was usually coupled with 

Arabic calligraphy, as shown in figure 20. Floral patterns were common, because the patterns of 

vegetation were simple to imitate by free-drawing (17). The background of Figure 20 shows an 

example of floral ornamentation. 
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Several characteristics of Islamic paintings show the painters were wary of idolatry. First, 

there was a lack of shadows. A shadow behind illustrated figures would give too strong an 

impression of three-dimensional imagery. Omitting shadows makes the illustrations less realistic, 

and therefore less likely to be worshipped as an idol would. A second characteristic of Islamic 

paintings is lack of perspective. A central perspective would make the paintings much more 

realistic, but flat characters placed at various heights makes the painting look two-dimensional 

and unworthy of idolatry. The miniature in Figure 21 provides an example of the elements that 

portray humans as unrealistic and unworthy of worship, but still recognizable as workers 

constructing a building. This type of rendering was allowed because the imagery did not “claim 

to imitate the real being,” but merely alluded to it (“Aniconism”). 

There are instances of internal disagreement over figuration in Islamic history. Scenes 

painted by Muslims that depict people or animals have been slashed through the canvas over the 

necks of the creatures, to symbolize their death, as shown in Figure 22. In another instance, a 

Muslim man noticed miniatures within the pages of an illustrated copy of the Persian Book of 

Kings, and proceeded to cut across the necks of all the figures. He was subsequently beaten and 

stoned by the other Muslims who saw him perform the act (Flood 645). The acts of iconoclasm 

on Islamic art show that individuals often had their own, differing opinions on the acceptability 

of figuration, and often acted on their personal faith and views. It appears that many early acts of 

Islamic iconoclasm were not premeditated, but were spontaneous decisions.  

Candidates for iconoclasm, the paintings, sculptures, and other works of art portraying 

figures worthy of worship, were not completely destroyed. In general, minor damage was 

committed in order to symbolically kill, or deanimate the figures depicted. For example, 

sculptures generally only had the head or face removed, as shown in Figure 23. Several 
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manuscripts had no more than score marks across the necks of the portrayed figures, rendering 

them dead (Flood 645). In a miniature from a manuscript written in the 1500s, shown in Figure 

24, the head of each person was smudged out, again symbolically killing the beings. Although 

the entire figure was not broken or wiped from existence, the aim was “to render images 

powerless, to deprive them of those parts which may be considered to embody their 

effectiveness” (647). The selective iconoclasm was enough to satisfy anti-figuration beliefs, and 

surprisingly left a multitude of surviving artwork that can still be viewed today, albeit not in its 

original form. 

This historical Islamic iconoclasm impacted the survival of Afghanistan’s art. Many 

artifacts were irrevocably damaged, but it is the more recent period of war and destruction 

inflicted by the Taliban that caused total obliteration of globally treasured artworks such as the 

Buddhas of Bamiyan. Today, as Afghanistan tries to rebuild itself in the wake of war and a 

disastrous spree of artifact destruction by the Taliban, it is faced with the crippling fact that there 

exists an entire generation of Afghans who grew up without an education or appreciation of their 

country’s heritage (Kreiken-Pieters 17). Their sense of identity and unity as a people does not 

come from a shared history (17). This means that the groups such as the Society for the 

Preservation of Afghanistan’s Cultural Heritage (SPACH) and the United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) who work to protect and restore the heritage, in 

efforts to promote peace, development, and nation-building, confront a greater challenge than 

merely the smashed and scattered remains of the material heritage of Afghanistan. Afghan 

people could be united under the common identity of a multicultural past. Progress could be 

made through education and examination of what has happened to the monuments, architecture, 

and art that have been damaged.  
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In accordance with certain interpretations of Islamic religious text, figurative art has been 

targeted by passionate individuals for centuries. Several Koranic arguments against art explain 

these individuals’ iconoclastic tendencies. The language in the religious text is often figurative 

and ambiguous, leading to varying interpretations and attitudes on what should and shouldn’t be 

allowed. However, certain factors are agreed upon. The following are three arguments as 

identified in The Qur’an an Encyclopedia. First, art can destabilize rational thought (an Islamic 

virtue) due to its ability to evoke strong emotional responses. Second, viewing art encourages us 

to value what we can see and hear, rather than relying on faith to build a reality. This endangers 

the authority of the Koran, which asks Muslims to believe in immaterial things, such as life after 

death. Third, realistic images are associated with divine power, and the idolatrous worship of 

multiple gods is forbidden (71-72).  

For those Muslims who deemed it necessary according to these Islamic arguments, the 

Hadith, or sayings of the Prophet Mohammad, offers two strategies to manipulate the images 

around them. Countless works of art have been edited in accordance with the guidance offered 

by religious texts (Flood 644). Recontextualization and decapitation removed the possibility that 

figurative images would be worshipped, and also symbolically extinguished the figure’s soul 

(644). Both of these strategies ensured that representational imagery would not lend itself to 

idolatry or provide evidence of an artist’s divine power of creation. Most often, this religiously 

motivated tampering did not entirely destroy the art, but rather would alter the object so it could 

be allowed to remain without offending religious beliefs (646). For example, the bidder at the 

1655 auction took the initiative to poke out the eyes and draw lines over the throats of figures 

depicted in the Persian Book of Kings while leaving the rest of the drawings intact. This was 

done in accordance to his personal beliefs, and was an example of instrumental rather than 
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expressive iconoclasm. These two types of iconoclasm differ in their motivations and methods. 

Usually, an individual would commit an instrumental iconoclastic act as a way to change an 

object to fit a greater ideology. These instances were more frequent, but less destructive than 

expressive iconoclasm, in which the perpetrator would use an act of destruction to vent their 

feelings and emphatically broadcast their beliefs. In both cases however, medieval Muslims 

would rarely completely demolish images (Flood 646). This fact provides the first hint that the 

Taliban’s destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhas and statues in Kabul does not fit seamlessly into a 

history of Muslims’ violent actions against art.  

The Taliban, an Islamic fundamentalist militant group that controlled most of 

Afghanistan from 1996 to 2001, crushed the statues in the Kabul National Museum, and 

destroyed the ancient Buddhist monuments in Bamiyan Valley in a violent outburst that revealed 

the extent of their religious intolerance and lack of social concern. Contrary to popular belief that 

this destructive spree fits into a seamless history of Muslims’ violent actions against art purely 

motivated by theological beliefs, the covert political motivations constitute these events unique 

in both their method and motivation. The Taliban justified their actions in an edict stating 

Afghanistan’s figurative statues must be destroyed to prevent the worship of false gods. 

However, when the full political and social context of the March 2001 acts is considered, it is 

clear that the event is best understood as a political statement of defiance rather than a religiously 

motivated act. What follows is an explanation of these contexts and an analysis of how these put 

the Taliban in a position to destroy a huge portion of the country’s invaluable art, in a matter of 

days, without any serious repercussions from the international community. 

The origins of the Taliban can be traced to the events surrounding the Soviet occupation 

of Afghanistan. Soviet troops invaded the country in 1979 and established a communist regime 
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(Wahab and Youngerman 159). Unwilling to give up the independence won from the British 

only sixty years before, Afghani citizens quickly rose from the shadows to join rebel groups and 

form a national resistance. This resistance was divided and disorganized. Approximately 150,000 

men responded to a call to jihad traditionally known as a form of rebellion against unjust rulers 

fueled by religious and moral anger (Rashid, 87). These men were named mujahideen, “those 

who wage jihad” but they were divided among no less than seven official groups, each with 

varying political goals. All seven groups utilized guerilla tactics they hoped would exhaust the 

occupiers. They coordinated unrelenting sniper attacks, ambushes, and assassinations, carried out 

by groups too small to be targeted from the ground or air by the Soviets (Wahab and 

Youngerman 175). The Soviets withdrew their troops in 1989 in accordance with Russia’s 

changing foreign policy rather than because of the mujahideen’s efforts, but the communist 

President Muhammad Najibullah managed to cling to his position until 1992 when the Tajik 

mujahideen captured Kabul (Rashid 21).  

Afghanistan was free of Soviet influence, but fighting continued. The country was 

divided among the mujahideen groups; various squabbling warlords ruled cities. Citizens were 

hardly better off under the unstable and violent mujahideen than they had been under the Soviets. 

Each group fought for control, and the dirty power struggle caused many civilian casualties and 

severe damage to infrastructure. According to the author Ahmed Rashid, the chaos and 

devastating destruction caused by internal conflict within the mujahideen weakened the groups 

and created an opportunity for a new group, the Taliban, to enter the scene (19).  

In the city of Kandahar, the situation was dire. Warlords freely abused the population, 

selling civilians’ property, robbing merchants, and selling children into sex trades to raise funds 

(Rashid 21). The plight of the people motivated a small group of religious students (from the 
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Hanafite school of Sunni religious law), including future leader Mullah Omar, to band together 

and look for a solution to the suffering (Rashid 22; Gohari 27). This new group called 

themselves the Taliban (a name originating from the word talib which means religious student). 

The Taliban eventually defined a set of goals that would define their mission: to “restore peace, 

disarm the population, enforce Sharia law, and defend the integrity and Islamic character of 

Afghanistan” (Rashid 22).  

The small group gained a foothold in the city of Kandahar, setting the stage for what 

began as a remarkably quick rise to power. In his book, Rashid addressed the group’s 

bewildering emergence: 

There is now an entire factory of myths and stories to explain how Omar 

mobilized a small group of Taliban against the rapacious Kandahar warlords. The 

most credible story, told repeatedly, is that in the spring of 1994 Singesar 

neighbours came to tell him that a commander had abducted two teenage girls, 

their heads had been shaved and they had been taken to a military camp and 

repeatedly raped. Omar enlisted some 30 Talibs who had only 16 rifles between 

them and attacked the base, freeing the girls and hanging the commander from the 

barrel of a tank. They captured quantities of arms and ammunition. ‘We were 

fighting against Muslims who had gone wrong. How could we remain quiet when 

we could see crimes being committed against women and the poor?’ Omar said 

later. (25) 

Mullah Omar, the leader of the Taliban, came to be seen as a Robin Hood figure, one who would 

help the victimized civilians, asking in return only for support in his mission to establish his 

version of a just Islamic system (25). Many supported the rise of this new group, believing it 
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would cleanse the system of the corrupted mujahideen power struggle (23). Even when the 

Taliban implemented a strict and repressive version of Islamic law, the people of Afghanistan 

hardly resisted. Years of bloody civil war had left the population exhausted enough to accept the 

Taliban’s brutal rule since it at least meant relief from constant mortal danger (4).  

The Taliban’s rules were based in their own unique interpretation of Islamic law. As 

outlined in The Oxford History of Islam, there are traditionally two concepts associated with the 

translation of Islamic theology into a societal structure. The first is shariah, which is said to be 

the “method” laid out by God. Fiqh is the application of this method in present contexts. Fiqh is 

an ongoing process of interpretation that allows adaptation of Islamic law to modern day 

contexts. It provides a filter between theory and practice essential to the success of Islamic 

society in the modern world (90-91). Contrary to most Muslims, the Taliban believe that fiqh 

corrupts the word of God. They are “scriptural literalists,” who accept the direct laws set forth by 

the Koran and Hadith (92). According to The Oxford History of Islam, this fundamentalist 

attitude “ignores the essential complimentarity of shariah and fiqh and threatens to deny Islamic 

law the ability to adapt to changing conditions” (91).  

It is for this reason that the Taliban’s laws were unacceptable within a contemporary 

understanding of human rights. Some of the most incomprehensible laws enforced were bans on 

television, dancing, music, kite flying, and soccer, and the prohibition of women from working 

outside the home, or even leaving the house without a male escort (Wahab and Youngerman 

226). The overall goal was to restore a “pure Islamic Emirate” similar to what existed when the 

Islamic Prophet Muhammad lived in the 5th century (Saikal 222). “The Taliban are vehemently 

opposed to modernism and have no desire to understand or adopt modern ideas of progress or 

economic development” (Rashid 93). Unsurprisingly, poorly adjusted for modern times, the rules 
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enforced by the Taliban religious police were so strict, even cruel, that they began to work 

against other values of Islam, which emphasize peace and tolerance (Rashid 82). Another 

consequence of the extreme policies was that the international community refused to officially 

recognize the Taliban as the legitimate government of Afghanistan. 

Not only did the group fail to receive international recognition, but they struggled to 

operate as a legitimate government. With a background only in religious studies, the Taliban 

leadership lacked the skills required to run a country (Wahab and Youngerman 221). The 

institutional structure of the country collapsed entirely, and it was rumored that the treasury was 

kept in chests under Mullah Omar’s bed (221-222). Despite their critical lack of knowledge and 

the fact that only three foreign countries, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates 

recognized their legitimacy, the Taliban had no shortage of drive, and from 1996 to 2001 they 

worked to capture and control the cities of Afghanistan using a combination of force and bribery 

(Krieken-Pieters 286). 

One significant conflict occurred when the Taliban made an assault on Bamiyan, 

capturing it in September 1998. During this attack, the Taliban did more than simply take over 

the city. There was a massacre of the Hazara citizens who lived in the region, fueled by a long-

standing enmity between the Shia Hazaras and Sunni Pashtun Taliban (Rashid 69). The Taliban, 

further antagonized by the Hazara women who fought alongside men to defend the region, 

launched rockets at the face and groin of the smaller Buddha statue carved into the cliffs (Rashid 

69-76). The attack on the Buddha and treatment of civilians resulted in retaliations from the UN 

Security Council who imposed a set of sanctions restricting commercial airplane flights into 

Taliban controlled Afghanistan and freezing Taliban monetary assets in December 1998 (77-79). 

UNESCO issued pleas against the destruction of the Buddhas, which prompted a response by 
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Mullah Omar (Fergusson 137). In July 1999, he put out a decree, establishing an official 

position: “The Taliban states that Bamiyan shall not be destroyed but protected.” He argued that 

because there were no Buddhists left in Afghanistan, the statues posed no threat of idolatry, and 

were even “a potential major source of income for Afghanistan from international visitors” (qtd. 

in Fergusson 137). This was an encouraging position. Unfortunately, it would not last long. The 

UN sanctions imposed as a result of the Taliban’s non-compliance with internationally accepted 

human rights and diplomatic procedures foreshadowed future restrictions, which, combined with 

other social, financial, and political pressures, would ultimately lead to Mullah Omar’s decision 

to obliterate both the Bamiyan Buddhas and the statues in the Kabul National Museum.  

In the late 1990s, the Taliban faced a serious lack of funding. They relied upon taxes 

from poppy farmers, receiving 500 million dollars a year from this source (Wahab and 

Youngerman 9). However, financial relief came in 1997 when Osama Bin Laden relocated to 

Kandahar and came under the protection of the Taliban (Rashid 133). Mullah Omar provided 

safety and support for Bin Laden to establish Afghan-based terrorist camps where he could train 

his Al-Qaeda troops. Bin Laden provided funds and fighters for the Taliban’s mission to control 

Afghanistan, cushioning the bribery budget, and reportedly providing three million dollars of his 

own money to fund the takeover of the capital Kabul. Further donations included houses for 

Taliban officials, new vehicles, and the promise of funds to support the rebuilding of 

infrastructure (Fergusson 127; Saikal 226). 

Mullah Omar relied on this financial support, but if he had known what would be the full 

ramifications of the relationship, he may have been more hesitant to provide Bin Laden security. 

Bin Laden’s terrorist activities complicated the Taliban’s political situation. Internationally, they 

were accused of directly supporting terrorism (Fergusson 127). After the 1998 bombings on US 
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embassies, Mullah Omar remained steady in his refusal to extradite Bin Laden for trial. This was 

unacceptable to foreign countries. However, monetary support and the Pashtun code of behavior 

Pashtunwali dictating uncompromising sanctuary of guests, were incentive enough to continue 

housing Al-Qaeda despite threats made by the United States (128). 

It was the presence of Osama Bin Laden that led to United Nations sanctions, which 

critically restricted the resources of the Taliban. On December 19, 2000, the UN Security 

Council passed Resolution 1333 whose sanctions included a complete arms ban and the freezing 

of all Taliban assets outside Afghanistan (Rashid 217). The result of the sanctions was further 

isolation from the international community, a severe consequence for the civilian population, 

which was relying on foreign aid as a source of food (Krieken-Pieters 269). 

By 2001 the situation in Afghanistan was dire. A third of the population of Afghanistan 

had been lost: 1.5 million people had died and 5 million had fled to other countries as refugees. 

Afghanistan, already one of the world’s poorest and hungriest countries, faced a severe food 

shortage. As estimated by Human Rights Watch, 3.8 million people were facing starvation. 

(Krieken-Pieters 269). Because of a drought and resulting grain shortage, many Afghans were 

surviving on grass, rodents, and animal feed (Rashid 218). An earthquake in Badakhsan killed 

five thousand people, and a plague of locusts destroyed vital crops in the Baghlan province 

(Fergusson 132). Mullah Omar blamed the UN for intensifying the situation, condemning the 

retaliatory sanctions imposed in 2000. He stated: “The sanctions do have an effect, but exactly 

the wrong effect. The people are suffering” (qtd. in Krieken-Pieters 271). The threat of 

starvation, financial struggles, resource restrictions, and isolation from the rest of the world put 

Mullah Omar in a desperate situation, and he struggled to maintain the illusion of control. It may 

have been the combination of all of these factors that caused Mullah Omar to issue a new edict 
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that would completely reverse his previously established position on the protection of the 

cultural monuments in the country (Rashid 218). It was on February 26, 2001, that Mullah Omar 

stated: 

In view of the fatwa [religious edict] of prominent Afghan scholars and the 

verdict of the Afghan Supreme Court it has been decided to break down all 

statues/idols present in different parts of the country. This is because these idols 

have been gods of the infidels, and these are respected even now and perhaps 

maybe turned into gods again. The real God is only Allah, and all other false gods 

should be removed. (Krieken-Pieters 273) 

 According to the decree, the reasoning for destroying the art was founded in religion. The 

desire to eliminate false idols provides a surface explanation. However, knowing this decree was 

a complete contradiction to the Taliban’s earlier position on the treatment of the Buddhas, it 

seems likely that the social and political context must have motivated the change. The 

destruction of the statues was meant to send a message. According to Thomas E. Gouttierre, 

Dean of International Studies and Programs and Director of the Center for Afghanistan Studies at 

the University of Nebraska at Omaha, the destruction of the Buddhas “enabled Mullah Omar to 

show that he was still in control – for him a small price, because he doesn’t understand what he 

did” (qtd. in “He Doesn’t Understand”). The act was a statement of defiance of world interest. In 

the face of restrictions applied to the Taliban by the United Nations, the destruction of the 

Buddhas, against all international pleas, was a form of communication.  

But how could the destruction of the Buddhas be considered a legitimate strategy to 

communicate with the outside world? Destroying works of art seems morally out-of-bounds. A 

description of the Taliban as people offers some insight into how the group could justify the 
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destruction of internationally valued cultural monuments. Rashid describes the young men he 

witnessed join Mullah Omar in their desperation to try to bring peace and a common ideology 

back to their war-stricken country:  

These boys were from a generation who had never seen their country at peace – 

an Afghanistan not at war with invaders and itself. They had no memories of their 

tribes, their elders, their neighbours nor the complex ethnic mix of peoples that 

often made up their villages and their homeland . . . They had no memories of the 

past, no plans for the future while the present was everything. They were literally 

the orphans of the war, the rootless and the restless, the jobless and the 

economically deprived with little self-knowledge. They admired war because it 

was the only occupation they could possibly adapt to. Their simple belief in a 

messianic, puritan Islam which had been drummed into them by simple village 

mullahs was the only prop they could hold on to and which gave their lives some 

meaning. (32) 

 It is not surprising that these people, who grew up refugees without any sense of a 

cultural identity, were not sensitive to cultural concerns. In fact, a statement made by the Taliban 

Information and Culture Minister Mullah Qadradullah Jamal on the destruction of the Buddhas 

reveals what was likely common Taliban sentiment on the event: “The statues are no big issue. 

They are only objects made of mud or stone” (qtd. in Romey). The destruction of the statues was 

of no moral consequence to the Taliban. In fact, to Mullah Omar, it represented a carefully 

implemented political statement made in reaction to international political pressures bearing 

down upon his regime (Rashid 218).  
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Because the Taliban lacked a deep connection to the Buddhas, Kabul Museum statues, 

and other artifacts from their cultural heritage, the Buddhas were included in their arsenal of 

available tools used to further their cause. However, they were aware of the monuments’ 

importance to the rest of the world, an awareness that was assured by UNESCO’s frantic reaction 

to the March edict. The Taliban recognized the power of art, and understood that this made art a 

means to put pressure on the people intent on saving it. 

When the edict from Kandahar was announced in March, UNESCO immediately issued 

an institutional appeal to the Taliban, which was carried by international press. The next day, a 

more urgent appeal including the personal comments of the UNESCO Director-General was 

distributed by the international press. A day later, the Director-General sent a personal letter to 

Mullah Omar via the ambassador in Islamabad. Three more appeals were published over the 

following weeks, all widely circulated among media networks (Manhart 2). 

The Taliban response to these efforts was negligible; they were not willing to back down 

on their ideology or their destructive intent. UNESCO began establishing contact throughout the 

Middle East to halt the oncoming iconoclasm. On March 1, 2001, a representative from 

UNESCO named Lafrance flew to Islamabad, where discussions were held between the 

Pakistani government, a Taliban ambassador, and respected Muslim leaders. Lafrance met on 

March 4th with a Taliban Foreign Minister in Kandahar, and on March 11th met with the Taliban 

Minister of Culture in Kabul. The UNESCO Director-General continued his personal 

involvement by contacting the Presidents of Egypt and Pakistan. He hoped to increase the 

political pressure on the Taliban to force their hand away from the Bamiyan Valley. The 

Director-General worked in collaboration with a delegation of eleven Muslim leaders outside the 

Taliban government who traveled to Kandahar to convince Mullah Omar that the Koran has no 
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strict prescription on the destruction of "unholy" statues (2). This complex collaborative effort of 

international officials and representatives was enacted with remarkable speed and had high 

media attention throughout the world, bolstered by interviews, letters, and an online petition. 

The decision of the Taliban to go through with their bombing of the Bamiyan Buddhas 

must therefore be regarded as not just one of religious fervor, but as an act of defiance amid 

widespread international pleas. In March, 2001, the two enormous statues of Buddha framed 

within a mountain in northern Afghanistan's Bamiyan Valley, were destroyed with missiles and 

dynamite by Taliban forces on live broadcast. These bombs were placed within the Buddhas by 

Bamiyan locals under Taliban gunpoint, a matter of suffering that led many of the same men to 

later volunteer with the preservation and excavation teams that would arrive in the coming years 

(Barrat). 

The international community was shocked and horrified. It was the first time in history a 

government had directly and consciously carried out destruction of its own cultural heritage. The 

loss could not even be called an inevitable casualty of civil conflict. It was intentional. The 

executive board of UNESCO held an emergency meeting from May 28th to June 13th. A draft 

resolution was adopted, proposing immediate action opposing the destruction of cultural heritage 

and art, and condemning the destructive acts of the Taliban as a crime against the common 

heritage of humanity. UNESCO’s top priority was to identify a means to better ensure the safety 

of these heritage items, through the use of new mechanisms within the existing framework of 

international conventions. Agreements were made with various nongovernmental organizations 

to move into Afghanistan as soon as possible in order to save what could be saved and search for 

stolen art and treasure. These organizations included the Hirayama Foundation in Japan, the 

Swiss Afghanistan Museum in Bubendorf, and the Guimet Museum in Paris (Manhart 3). 
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An opportunity for mass international aid in Afghanistan came within the year, after the 

September 11, 2001, bombing of the World Trade Center in New York. The attack prompted 

United States involvement in Afghanistan and included bombings of Taliban structures. This 

"war on terror" would shift the UN perspective in the coming years with regard to international 

efforts against extremists. With the new tone came a decisive agreement to provide not only 

political support, but cultural resources towards Afghanistan's new installation government with 

Hamid Karzai as president (UN Hearing). The Taliban, subdued and thrown out of power, fled to 

Pakistan to regroup. Resurgent and extremist pressure remained heavy threats to Afghanistan 

throughout its struggle to reconstruct. 

2002 and 2003 saw an Afghanistan opened up to the world for the first time in decades. 

During this period, scholars, archaeologists, journalists and artists produced an array of materials 

documenting the re-discovery of the region's suppressed culture. Afghanistan's new government 

began work to repair the damaged nation, but they were limited by " . . . an almost 

unprecedented situation where [the] Administration has no immediate source of revenue" (qtd. in 

Martin). Thus, the main resources with regard to art and culture did not come from national 

sources, but from international aid and local, individual determination. 

In February 2002, the National Gallery of Kabul was reopened with President Karzai 

presiding. Dr. Asefi, a curator of the gallery, revealed earlier that year that he had tampered with 

many paintings in order to save them. He, working with another staff member, had covered many 

of the human figures depicted in oil paintings with watercolors, concealing their "offensiveness" 

from Taliban patrols. Using a wet cloth, Asefi simply washed away the watercolor to reveal the 

undamaged figures beneath (Barrat). 

The efforts made by Afghan natives to save the art and heritage of their country are found 
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in every facet of their culture. Secret works were performed right under Taliban watch. One of 

the most famous examples is the National Film Archive, in which a small group of employees 

constructed a hidden room to secretly store 6,000 reels of film. The employees were threatened 

with death if any films were found when the building was searched after the initial burning of 

irreplaceable negatives (Istalifi 1). Heroic acts of this sort were mimicked on a smaller scale 

throughout the region. Musicians broke and hid their instrument so that they would not be burned 

and could be repaired later. Shir Mohammed Khara ran an underground poetry movement to 

continue the long and intrinsic tradition of oral poetry. Calligraphers copied passages of the 

Koran to avoid having their tools destroyed. When the Afghanistan Union of Artists quietly 

reopened in December 2001, it immediately attracted 3000 members, 200 of which were women. 

Andrew Solomon, a journalist who visited the area in 2002, reported an "acute sense of cultural 

responsibility among artisans" (Solomon 2-3).  

2002 also saw the International Seminar on the Rehabilitation on Afghanistan's Cultural 

Heritage. This dialogue was held between UNESCO and Afghan authorities, in which a 

comprehensive plan was produced with regard to the recent iconoclasm. The International 

Coordination Committee was created as a forum to permanently engage the international 

community, and it was given a set of tasks: rehabilitate museums, emergency conservation of 

cultural monuments and sites, the prevention of illegal excavation of sites, revival of traditional 

music, and the rehabilitation of libraries (Haxthausen and William 3).  

In the years immediately following the Taliban expulsion by U.S. armed forces, the 

struggle to restore Afghanistan arts and artistic institutions became the focus of UNESCO. 

Museums under the Taliban had been destructively invaded, and their structure as well as 

contents smashed. In the hole left by Taliban reign, thieves and looters pillaged Afghan art and 
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cultural treasure. Legal excavations by international teams fought off the invaders. Afghan 

heritage and artifacts, saved by international teams, were triumphantly presented in exhibits 

outside Afghanistan (Starkey 1).  

In 2003, the coalition government with Hamid Karzai was fully installed. UNESCO 

declared the Bamiyan ruins to be a World Heritage Site, and the valley became an archeological 

sanctuary in which teams worked to map, excavate, and analyze the ancient Buddhist art of the 

area (Gall 1-2). Around this time, Omara Khan Massoudi, the Director of the National Museum 

of Afghanistan in Kabul, revealed his hand in keeping Afghanistan's heritage safe. In 1988, when 

the post-Soviet Afghanistan gave way to civil war, Massoudi and his staff hid a great cache of 

ancient treasure, including the Bactrian Hoard. This collection of 20,600 treasures, dating from 

100 B.C.E. to 100 C.E., composed mostly of gold and ivory pieces (Figures 26, 27, 28, 29), lay 

hidden throughout the tumultuous decades of Taliban rise and iconoclasm (Zorich 1).  The 

continued existence and preservation of these priceless artifacts astounded the archaeological 

community, and in early 2004 the crates containing them were opened and carefully documented 

(Figure 25). These pieces are of particular importance to Afghanistan's history because they 

reflect in their style and construction the multitudes of cultures meeting on the region’s Silk 

Road. Found in the burial tomb of royal merchant nomads, pieces like Figure 28 reveal historical 

global trade. The central Buddhist image has a face influenced by Greek art, with Chinese 

dragons are on each side.  

Around this time, archaeologist Zemaryalai Tarzi began his search for a third Buddha in 

Bamiyan valley, thought to be a reclining "Nirvana Buddha". All three Buddhas were described 

in a 1400 year old document by Xuan Zang, a traveling Chinese monk, who precisely noted the 

existence of monasteries and Buddhist structures (Figure 31). Tarzi returns to his native 
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Afghanistan each excavation season probing for a third Buddha, thought to be one thousand feet 

long. He has been living and working in France for over 20 years. His work, while supported by 

Afghan officials and peers, is actually funded by the French government and the National 

Geographic Society (Barratt). This fact serves as a reminder that while Bamiyan Valley may be 

experiencing a period of calm, allowing new anthropological opportunities, Tarzi and others’ 

work ultimately depends on the stability of the region and relationships with foreign 

governments, and could deteriorate as quickly as they arose (Hammer 1-4; Barrat).  

By March 2006, archaeological work in Bamiyan Valley was under extensive 

development. The caverns left by the Buddha statues were explored to reveal layers of 

monasteries that were previously hidden in the mountainside. Buddhist murals and art were still 

intact on the inner walls (Figure 30). As Kasaku Maeda, a Japanese historian heavily involved in 

restoration said, "The history of Bamiyan is beginning to be revealed, in a concrete sense, for the 

first time through works of conservation and excavations of archaeological remains" (Gall 1-2). 

The irony is not lost on Maede or any of the other workers in the valley. By collecting and 

preserving the rubble of the colossal Buddhas, new insight has been gained into their 

construction and into the artistic power of the region.  

The decision of whether or not to actually rebuild the Buddhas hinges on financial and 

ethical challenges. Scientists and UNESCO officials have had both the privilege and the 

difficulty of deciding whether to allocate resources towards cultural restoration, while Afghans 

struggle with poverty and with rebuilding their lives after decades of oppressive occupation. 

Many Afghan people were still relying on outside aid for their daily living while the international 

community discussed reconstructing the Buddhas. It would take a multi-million dollar effort, 

modestly estimated at $9 million, to rebuild the statues, and it appeared for the first time to not 
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only be an unrealistic goal, but a morally wrong one considering the state of the nation (1-2). 

At the end of 2006, an exhibition of treasures retrieved from the Kabul National Museum 

and other sites, including the Bactrian Hoard, began to circulate to national galleries throughout 

the world. In 2009, the Afghan Exhibit entered the United States. Massoudi, the organizer behind 

these exhibitions, said, "The history of Afghanistan is one of receiving the arts of others, and 

then turning them into our own way of expression" (Atwood 3). His hope is that by presenting 

the beauty and creative narrative of Afghanistan's history, the rest of the world will be 

encouraged to overlook the recent past of intolerance and oppression and embrace Afghanistan's 

open, cosmopolitan spirit. On a more practical level, Kabul was and is not yet secure enough for 

priceless items of this kind. Even as intensive construction work is underway rebuilding the 

National Museum and securing artistic artifacts, continued military violence, looters, and 

extremism threaten security. In 2008, suicide bombers came dangerously close to destroying the 

museum, underlining the importance of temporarily removing Afghanistan's history from the 

country (Starkey 2; Atwood 7). 

As the 21st century develops, the military and political situation in Afghanistan remains 

unstable. The Taliban and other extremist groups maintain a foothold and challenge the ideology 

and the military power of the Afghan government. Nevertheless, a plethora of new historical 

information has changed our understanding of Buddhism on the Silk Road and the role of 

multiple cultures in forming the heritage of the Middle East. From the local people, a restorative 

artistic movement has contributed to a new "Afghan" identity beyond regional and religious 

ethnicity. New art may serve as a crucial base for united identity and culture in post-Taliban 

Afghanistan (Hammer 1). In the post-expulsion period, cultural movements worked quietly in the 

context of an uncertain future. Treasures meant to be shown in museums were immediately sent 
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abroad. The threat of a Taliban resurgence is ever-present, despite the progress of the nation. In 

2010, in Bamiyan Valley, a scientist was killed by Taliban hands for the first time since the start 

of the war. While many international teams halted their work, Tarzi staunchly continued his 

search for the reclining Buddha and made a remarkable discovery uncovering a 62-foot Buddha. 

While not of the size of the one he was looking for, this find solidified his team's enormous 

archaeological impact, along with the seven monasteries and the immeasurable wealth of relics 

and artifacts also discovered (1). 

In 2011, the rebuilding of the Bamiyan Buddhas was officially rejected. Instead, an open-

air museum would preserve the site and serve as homage to both the destruction and the power of 

the empty cavern that the statues once occupied. At the same time, a conflict arose around 

another archaeological site: the Mes Aynak Monastery. Two hundred kilometers south of 

Bamiyan Valley, the enormous monastery mounds sit on the world's second largest deposit of 

copper, a mining site that had just been sold to a Chinese mining company. A conflict arose 

between a new government desperate for national resources and the need for heritage 

preservation. In order to avoid embarrassment, it was agreed to delay mining operations, 

allowing archaeologists to sprint to uncover and preserve the monastery. The mining contract 

was for $3.5 billion, while the three-year excavation is estimated to require $45 million, with 

money flowing in from various governments and national banks (Lawler 1-2). 

As work continues on Mes Aynak, Afghanistan stands as a flourishing source of art and 

culture, stemming from both the trove of ancient heritage and the surge of new work created by 

contemporary artists and authors. The political and economic situation, however, remains 

unsteady. The withdrawal of United States' troops leaves the door open for more political 

turbulence. The Taliban, who took refuge in Pakistan pose a huge threat to the new artistic 
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movement, as no doubt their ideological hammer would fall upon new Afghan art.  

Outside this uneasy limbo, Islamic extremism continues to produce both devastating 

iconoclasm and local heroic actions regarding preservation of ancient treasures. In early 2013, it 

was thought that Al-Qaeda extremists had burned 30,000 manuscripts written in the 13th century 

and earlier, in Timbuktu, Mali. The burning went on for eight days, and was another case of 

specific cultural oppression in direct resistance to UNESCO. However, in February it was 

revealed that acting library director Cisse and Abba Alhadi, a 72 year old illiterate man, had 

secretly squirreled away the documents. Only 2,000 of the burned documents were genuine. 

After French troops fought Al-Qaeda out of the city, Cisse admitted the preservation of 95% of 

the manuscripts (Callimachi 1). 

 In the case of Afghanistan, and Timbuktu, the threat of iconoclasm prompted heroic 

actions. Afghan citizens risked their lives to protect musical instruments, sculptures, paintings 

and artifacts from destruction by the Taliban. In the context of Afghanistan’s precarious political 

and economic situation, it is a marvel that ordinary citizens, already facing the perils of war, 

would endanger themselves to save art when they are already struggling to survive. At the 

beginning of this research project, we understood that art had power. With the research 

investigation, we came to realize the strength of the relationship between a nation and its artistic 

heritage. Particularly for Afghanistan, a nation fragmented by war, tribal traditions, political, 

ideological, and economic upheaval, the artistic remains of a common heritage offer an 

opportunity for reconciliation in the future. As National Museum Director Omara Massoudi 

stated, "A culture that has no art, has no history" Figure 32 (qtd. in Barrat). 

 

 



Campbell, Mand, Rausch 30 

Artworks and Images 

 

 

Figure 1: Kushano-Sassanian coin with portrait of “Varhran of Gandhara” (circa 340 AD) Silver 
Drachma. Mid-4th century. Diameter: 2.9 cm. Weight: 3.84 grams (“Virtual Art Exhibit - 
Zoroastrianism”). 
 

 

Figure 2: This symbol, carved on a structure in Persepolis, depicts a guardian angel. The bust of 
the man shows the connection to mankind, and is possibly a depiction of the god Ashur 
(“Faravahar”). 
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Figure 3: This sculpture was made during the short-lived Shahi kingdom (7th to 9th centuries) of 
eastern Afghanistan, which produced a small number of extraordinary sculptures. They were 
carved in a distinctive white marble and their style derived from sculptural traditions of northern 
India and Kashmir (Linga with one face). 
 
 

 

Figure 4: A 5th century marble Ganesha found in Gardez, Afghanistan, now at Dargah Pir Rattan 
Nath, Kabul. The inscription says that this “great and beautiful image of Mahāvināyaka” was 
consecrated by the Shahi King Khingala (Wikipedia). 
 



Campbell, Mand, Rausch 32 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Greek and Aramaic bilingual inscription by King Ashoka, Kandahar, stolen as of 1998 
(Kabul Museum).  
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 6: The main stupa of the architecturally outstanding monastery complex outside Kabul 
(Ball, 107). 
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Figure 7: Footprint of the Buddha. 1st century Gandhara. Zenyōmitsu-ji Temple, Setagaya, 
Tokyo. Personal photograph, 2005. Released in the Public Domain (Wikipedia). 
 
 
 

 

Figure 8: Gandhara Buddha. 1st to 2nd century C.E. Tokyo National Museum. Personal 
photograph by World Imaging, 2004. Wikipedia. 
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Figure 9: Dionysian scene. Gandhara relief. B. Rowland Collection, Cambridge, MA (Rowland 
30). 
 

 

Figure 10: Nirvana. Gandhara relief. Indian Museum, Calcutta (Rowland 31). 
 

 

Figure 11: The smaller 38-meter Buddha, the scene of an extensive program of conservation and 
restoration carried out by the Indian government in the 1970s (Ball 169). 
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Figure 12: The taller Buddha of Bamiyan before (left) and after destruction (right). To 
distinguish between the 55-meter and 37-meter statues, consider the form of the niches. The 
niche of the taller Buddha is much more precise (UNESCO/A Lezine, Wikipedia). 
 

 

 

Figure 13: The 16-meter Buddha at Kakrak. This was not destroyed by the Taliban and remains 
largely undamaged (Ball 173). 
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Figure 14: The altar in the centre of the shrine complex, possibly a fire altar relating to 
Zoroastrian practice. Note the Hellenistic column bases at the corners that were originally for a 
canopy (Ball 268). 
 

 

 

Figure 15: The monumental brick and masonry staircase, flanked by four massive terraces, 
leading to the Kushan dynastic shrine on top of the hill (Ball 268). 
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Figure 16: Kanishka coin with Greek lettering “BODDO” (Buddha)  
(“File:Kanishkal.jpg”).  
 

 

Figure 17: Obverse (left) and reverse (right) of a dinar from the reign of Abd al-Malik, with 
figurative image, c. 691-93. Gold, 2cm diameter. Khalili Collection (Irwin 89). 
 

 

Figure 18: Umayyad aniconic coin, 705. Gold. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford (Irwin 89). 
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Figure 19: Bold geometric designs were typical patterns used by Muslim artists. This tile mosaic 
was created in Samarkand, Uzbekistan (Sheila Blair). 
 

 

 

Figure 20: Ceramic architectural detail from the Nasli M. Heeramaneck Collection (7 7/8 by 16 
inches) (Los Angeles County Museum of Art).  
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Figure 21: Miniature of the building of Khawarnaq castle from a copy of Nizami’s Khamsa 
(Quintet), 1494-95. Illuminated manuscript, 7 x 5½ in (17.5 x 13.5 cm). British Library, London. 
Bihzad was a master of genre scenes. Although this purports to show the construction of a pre-
Islamic palace, in fact it illustrates building practices in Bihzad’s own time (Irwin 94). 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 22: Reused capital with face removed, probably at the time of construction, late 12th or 
early 13th century. Chaurasi Khamba Mosque, Kaman, Rajasthan (Flood 649). 
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Figure 23: Miniature from a copy of the Maqamat of al-Hariri (1054-1122), showing a Bedouin 
encampment and figures, 13th century. Illuminated manuscript, 10½ x 8½” (26.5 x 21.5 cm). 
State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg (Irwin 81). 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 24: Persian miniature of a princely fête champêtre from a copy of Nizami’s Khamsa, 
1574-75. Illuminated manuscript, whole page 9¾ x 6” (25 x 15.5 cm). India Office, London 
(Irwin 82). 
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Figure 25: International archaeological team opening the crate containing the Bactrian Hoard 
(Garrett). 
 
 

 

Figure 26: Piece of the Bactrian Hoard, gold and ivory (Barnes). 
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Figure 27: Collapsible gold crown belonging to a nomadic princess (Thierry). 

 
 

 

Figure 28: Buddhist piece of Bactrian Hoard with Chinese influence (Thierry).  
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Figure 29: Royal necklace (Starkey).  

 

 

Figure 30: Ancient Buddhist art within a monastery in Bamiyan Valley (Huntington). 
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Figure 31:  Zemaryalai Tarzi cleaning off the head of a recovered Buddhist artifact (Bloch). 
 
 

 

 Figure 32: Massoudi, Director of the National Museum of Afghanistan in Kabul (Starkey). 
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