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NOH GUMBAD MOSQUE, BALKH 
Built between the early eight century and 
the first half of the ninth century CE, the 
Noh Gumbad mosque (Haji Pyada’s 
shrine) is believed to be one of the oldest 
early Islamic-era buildings in Afghanistan 
and possibly in the wider region. The 
stucco decorations that remain on the 
columns and arches are exquisite works 
of early Abbasid art that echo the plaster-
work in Samarra’s houses, located in 
what is now present day Iraq. With all 
nine domes collapsed, the four standing 
columns and two arches constitute the 
architectural and artistic core of the site. 
Badly damaged by long term environ-
mental factors and general neglect, the 
risk of structural failure of the arches in 
the event of an earthquake is extremely 
high. 
In late 2010 AKTC completed a pilot 
study, with support from the US Ambas-
sadors Fund for Cultural Preservation, 
testing an innovative technique for the 
structural stabilization of the damaged 
arches. The proposal involved retro-fitting 
the extrados (the exterior curve) of a full-
sized replica arch with a light and unob-
trusive Carbon Fibre Reinforced Polymer, 

tied to the arch through the use of fibre-
glass mesh inserted between bricks and 
special gypsum mortar. The retrofitted 
replica arch offered outstanding static per-
formance when subjected to severe stress 
tests, without compromising the stucco 
plaster applied to its surface. Following 
extensive consultations and agreement 
from technical and non-technical partners 
that the retrofitting technique presented 
the most suitable solution for protecting 
the structure, AKTC secured additional 
funding for the works from the US Em-
bassy in Kabul. Works have now com-
menced on the structural consolidation of 
the damaged arches based on techniques 
tested during the pilot study. Additional 
activities include modest investments in 
rehabilitating the surrounding landscape 
and a documentary film on the project.  
Technical assistance has been provided 
by project partners including the Déléga-
tion Archéologique Française en Afghani-
stan (DAFA) and the University of Flor-
ence. Further support for the project was 
also provided during initial phase of the pi-
lot study in 2010 by the Associazione Gio-
vanni Secco Suardo through a grant pro-
vided by the World Monuments Fund.  

Above: View of structure after first phase of consolidation of the plaster decoration. Right from top: Installation of structural 
supports enabling the removal of ad-hock brick support. Cleaning and facing of the plaster decoration. Monitoring move-
ment in the structure. Removal of backfill material covering the arch in preparation structural intervention. 



RESTORATION WORKS AT THE 15th 
CENTURY SHRINE OF KHWAJA 
PARSA, BALKH 
As part of AKTC’s focus on cultural heri-
tage preservation in the Northern prov-
inces of Afghanistan, work has recently 
begun on the structural consolidation and 
restoration of the shrine of Khwaja Abu 
Nasar Parsa in Balkh. A known and re-
spected spiritual leader of the 
Naqshbandi order and a theological 
leader in Herat, historians believe that an 
unmarked tombstone in front of the 
monument marks his grave. Constructed 
between 1460 and1598, the shrine once 
formed part of a complex of madrasa in 
the area and represents an important 
example of surviving Timurid / Uzbek 
architecture from that period. Destroyed 
extensively towards the end of the 19th 
century, believed to have been caused by 
an earthquake, and partially restored on 
several occasions, the most recent of 
which was undertaken by the Ministry of 
Religious Affairs, the site represents one 
of the most important monuments in the 
centre of Balkh. 
Funded by the German Government and 
following extensive consultation with rep-
resentatives of the local community and 
governmental counterparts, a project 
team has been mobilized and preliminary 
enabling works have commenced on-site. 
These include the erection of a secure 
scaffolding structure adjacent to the main 
façade and around the upper dome, re-
quired in order to provide safe access for 
craftsmen and laborers. Further meas-
ures have been taken in order to provide 
secure access to the site for both pedes-
trians and the community, whilst a tempo-
rary ablution facility has been constructed 
to ensure that the structure continues to 
be used for worship.  
Over the coming months the conservation 
team will systematically undertake struc-
tural repairs and consolidate remaining 
areas of painted and tile decoration. 

Above, right: The Shrine of Abu Nasar Parsa photographed in 1916 by Oskar von Niedermayer. Above, left: Scaffolding 
erected to enable access for repair of the dome. Below, left: Fallen Timurid tiles are collected and sorted. Below, right: 
Removal of concrete paving reveals tiling on the exterior of the building. Below: Excavation below the main entrance arch 
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THE SHRINE OF NASIR KHUSRAW, 
YAMGAN 
Work continues on the shrine of Nasir 
Khusraw located in the remote province 
of Yamgan in southern Badakhshan as 
part of a two-year conservation pro-
gramme focusing on stabilization and 
restoration of the monument and its envi-
rons. Based on extensive geotechnical 
analysis of the 15-meter high loose con-
glomerate outcrop on which the shrine is 
built, project measures in the first half of 
2012 focused on the structural repair and 
consolidation of the mound. Large cracks 
which had formed on the surface of the 
conglomerate material and extensive 
erosion at the base of the outcrop posed 
serious risks to the structural integrity of 
the shrine itself.  

During the course of the year, a breast-
wall constructed from smaller pieces of 
the conglomerate material was erected 
at the base of the mound using hydraulic 
lime mortar. Large cavities and cracks 
had formed higher up on the mound 
where the conglomerate material had 
detached itself in large sections. There 
areas were filled with the composite ma-
terial and hydraulic lime was injected into 
cracks in order to stabilize the outcrop 
and prevent further erosion or collapse in 
the future. 
The consolidation of the outcrop has 
paved the way for repair works to com-
mence on the shrine itself. More than 
50cm of loose debris has been removed 
from the roof of the shrine and minor 
structural repair works are being under-

PHOTOGRAPHIC-REPRODUCTION 
OF THE 15TH CENTURY QUR’ANIC 
MANUSCRIPT FROM THE SHRINE OF 
NASIR KHUSRAW  
As part of the ongoing conservation pro-
gramme at the shrine of Nasir Khusraw 
in Yamgan, Badakhshan, two specialists 
from AKTC, in conjunction with represen-
tatives from the National Archives, began 
the process of high resolution digital pho-
tography of the 1051 page manuscript. 
Writing in the Nastaliq style, with Dari 
translations in red, the manuscript was 
removed from the NK shrine in 1965 
where it had been in the keeping of the 
Said’s (caretakers of the shrine) for cen-
turies. Initially through lost, the manu-
script was discovered in the National 
Archives in 2012 and with the agreement 
of its director a project was undertaken 
to document the book. 
Both the handling and the photography 

of the manuscript conformed to interna-
tional standards for such procedures. 
The images were taken as high resolu-
tion RAW files then digitally edited to 
provide accurate colour representation 
of the manuscript. Once this process is 
completed, a high quality facsimile will 
be produced and presented to the 
keepers of the shrine, with a further 
copy kept in Kabul at the archives. 
The rarity and historical significance of 
this manuscript is such that it will re-
main in the National Archives for the 
public to see. However, in consultation 
with the Ministry of Information and 
Culture and representatives from the 
community of Hazrat Sayyid where the 
Nasir Khusraw shrine is located, it has 
been decided that it would be appropri-
ate for a high quality copy to reside in 
Hazrat Sayyid for the community and 
pilgrims. 

taken to the external walls of the struc-
ture. Once external structural repair 
works are completed, the focus of the 
conservation will turn to the richly deco-
rated interior of the shrine - where the 
main activities will include careful clean-
ing of the wooden structure and limited 
repair of the plaster decoration.  
Other works ongoing include the rehabili-
tation of the small public garden sur-
rounding the shrine complex, regularly 
used by the local community, and the 
provision of limited facilities for pilgrims, 
built in traditional materials and designed 
to blend with the surrounding environ-
ment. The restoration progamme is ex-
pected to be completed by mid-2013 and 
is co-funded  by the Government of Nor-
way.  

Above, left: Temporary protective structure enabled works on the roof to continue unhindered. Above, right: Masons clear multiple layers of plaster in order to undertake structural repairs. 
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REGISTERED HISTORIC MONUMENTS 
PLAQUES 
As part of AKTC’s cultural heritage sup-
port programme and its work to help build 
local technical capacity, a joint pro-
gramme was undertaken with the Depart-
ment of Historic Monuments to produce 
distinctive plaques marking registered 
historic monuments and sites, with the 
objective of raising public awareness and 
helping to safeguard the built heritage of 
Afghanistan.  
The project, funded by the US Embassy 
in Kabul, initially required the develop-
ment of a comprehensive data base con-
taining registration and background infor-
mation unique to each monument, both 
as text and imagery. As part of the pro-
ject it was also necessary to design and 
produced a new Ministry sanctioned logo 
for historic monuments, based on design 
ideas presented during a brainstorming 
session with students of the architecture 
department at Kabul University. High 
quality stainless steel plaques, mounted 
in a timber and aluminium were designed 
in a manner that can be easily and se-
curely attached on or near registered 
monuments. Each individual plaque is 

(828), issued by Presidential decree in 
2004. The text has been carefully en-
graved in both Pashtu and Dari, and also 
in English for a limited number of major 
sites that may be visited by foreign tour-
ists, such as Baghe Babur, the Timur 
Shah Mausoleum and the historic city 
walls of Kabul.  
Staff from the Department of Historic 
Monuments have received extensive on-
site training on the installation of the 
plaques and to date 40 out of 150  
plaques have been successfully installed 
in Kabul, whilst a further 50 out of 230 
were installed at registered historic sites 
in Herat. It is envisaged that after the ini-
tial training sessions have been com-
pleted, representatives from the Depart-
ment of Historic Monuments will continue 
with the programme and incrementally 
install the plaques throughout 30 of the 
country’s provinces, at sites that are cur-
rently officially registered as historic 
monuments with the Ministry of Informa-
tion and Culture. 

THE STOR PALACE, KABUL 
A tripartite agreement was signed in 
July between the Aga Khan Develop-
ment Network, the Government of Af-
ghanistan and the Government of India 
for the comprehensive restoration of the 
Stor Palace, located on the grounds of 
the Afghan Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
Initially built as a one-story pavilion dur-
ing the reign of Amir Abdur Rahman 
Khan, the Stor Palace (also know as 
Qasre-stor) was expanded on at least 
two occasions in the 20th century. In 
1919, one of the rooms in the Palace 
was the setting for the signing of the 
Rawalpindi agreement, by which Af-

ghanistan became an independent sov-
ereign state. Part of the building was 
subsequently used by the renowned 
intellectual and reformer, Mahmoud 
Tarzi, as an office. It housed offices of 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs until 
1965, when most functions were then 
re-located to a newly constructed build-
ing to the east. 
Once completed, the restored building 
will provide high-quality spaces used for 
official functions and offices by the Min-
istry, with a small permanent exhibit on 
the history and significance of the build-
ing located in the restored office of 
Mahmoud Tarzi. 

For more information about AKTC’s programme in 

Afghanistan, contact us at aktc.afg@akdn.org 

Stor Palace, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Kabul. From the postcard collection ‘Souvenir d’Afghanistan, published in 1925. 

engraved with the name of the monu-
ment, a unique identification number and 
a statement confirming the status of the 
monuments protection under Article 12 of 
the law on the preservation of historical 
and cultural monuments in Afghanistan 

Above: Installation of Historic Monuments plaques in the Old City of Kabul. Below: Plaque for the Timur Shah Mausoleum. 
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