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The resurgence of conflicts in Afghanistan, especially from 2004 onwards, have noticeably reduced, if not 
suspended, the possibility for international teams to carry out long-term projects such as archaeological 
excavations and the associated procedures of documentation, conservation, restoration and musealisation, 
which are inseparable from a correct practice of archaeology. Besides the unsafe security conditions, the 
general weakness of the national network of infrastructures, and of logistics systems related to the cultural 
heritage in particular, further aggravates the problem.

At present, archaeological excavations in Afghanistan are restricted to a limited number of sites, 
including the Buddhist sites of Tepe Narenj and Qol-i Tut in the area of Kabul (excavations directed by Zafar 
Paiman), and the major scale site of Mes Aynak, in Logar (40 km southeast of Kabul), where excavations are 
being carried out at a number of interrelated settlements both of religious and civil nature.

Conducting research in conflict settings is not only difficult in practice, but it also poses a range of 
methodological and ethical challenges, which foreign agencies cannot avoid considering when they plan 
their activities. In most cases, in the face of the palpable conditions of uncertainty, international cultural 
organisations either leave the country or try alternative forms of proximity. The Italian Archaeological 
Mission in Afghanistan has chosen to follow the second option, which is the less vulnerable to the adverse 
circumstances of the present and more effective than an intermittent or sporadic engagement. In the 
frame of a specific agreement with the Archaeology Institute of Afghanistan, the Italian Archaeological 
Mission is lending support to the excavations at Tepe Narenj and Qol-i Tut (in the area of Kabul), directed 
by Zafar Paiman (Fig. 1). The collaboration (which also includes the numismatic expertise provided by 
Michael Alram) aims at promoting an effective exchange between different research units which may help 
to establish significant correlations between the available data and to outline new research plans. 

New Data, Unclear Issues
Due to the limited access to information and the dearth of scientific reports, the key site of Mes Aynak, 
which is being dug in the framework of a problematic ‘rescue excavation’, is only indirectly involved. 

Mes Aynak is a typical case of conflict between cultural value and economic interest. The area contains 
what is surely one of the world’s most important concentrations of archaeological sites ever discovered, 
but at the same time is also the world’s second largest copper deposit, which is to be mined by the China 
Metallurgical Group Corporation on a 30-year lease. The exploitation of the copper deposit in ancient 
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times was most probably the reason for the implantation in the area of different kinds of settlements: civil, 
religious, and industrial. The compactness and connectivity of the settlement system appear to revolve 
around the several Buddhist sacred areas. During the wait for a comprehensive (and much desired) 
publication, hypotheses can only be based on intuition, and it seems most likely that Buddhist monastic 
communities owned mining rights or were somehow involved in the mining business. Be that as it may, 
circumstances have created a unique cultural landscape worthy of valuation and protection in its entirety. 
However, Afghanistan has still to face enormous social, economic and political problems, a fact that 
obviously gives the economic interest of the site, either real or presumed, priority over environmental and 
cultural arguments. 

Moreover, the difficult situation in Afghanistan has noticeably blurred the lines between academic and 
vocational streams. The need for immediate returns in terms of visibility pushes international organisations 
to funnel huge financial resources into technology-based projects, which, much better than the slow and 
less glamorous humanities research, capture wider attention from the media and, through media coverage, 
from policy makers who decide or influence investments in cultural fields. This creates a vicious circle. 

Figure 1: The Buddhist site of Qol-i Tut, view from NE; photograph courtesy of Zafar Paiman.



Anna Filigenzi 225

However, the ambiguous neutrality of technology 
and its dissociation from rigorous scientific strategies 
risk producing another cookbook of culturally biased 
notions and anachronistic historical constructions. 
A striking case in point is the persistent invisibility 
of the Hunas despite their crucial role in Afghan 
history, the accumulated evidence of which is often 
overlooked, while the mainstream narratives linger on 
conventional ideas about imperial grandeur, mainly 
or exclusively focus on Kushans and Sasanians.

The claimed discovery of one or more Zoroastrian 
fire temples at Mes Aynak is likely to have been 
derived from such a distorted frame of reference. 
Although no relevant publication has so far been 
made available – apart from news circulating on 
the web – one can reasonably infer that what they 
found at Mes Aynak is another piece of evidence 
of a still enigmatic Buddhist structure that was first 
unearthed at Tapa Sardar (Ghazni), in the 1970s, and 
more recently brought to light at Tepe Narenj. With 
the exception of the ground plan, square at Tapa 
Sardar, circular at Tepe Narenj, the layout is the same: 
a relatively secluded room with restricted access, 
devoid of any decoration or additional structure 
except an octagonal, star-shaped fireplace and a 
bench (Figs 2-3).1 Evidence from Mes Aynak, if any, 
would thus be crucial to understanding the nature 
and function of what we can start considering a 
specific typology of Buddhist architecture. 

Mes Aynak has revealed other interesting points 
of contact with Tapa Sardar. At Tapa Sardar, a colossal 
image of Durgā trampling on a decapitated buffalo 
was found in one of the chapels of the Late Period 
(approximately dated to the 7th/8th century) (Fig. 4). 
Such an emphatic presence of Durgā (or a Durgā-like 
goddess) in a Buddhist context remained an isolated evidence until an extraordinary equivalent came to 
light at Mes Aynak. This would have nonetheless passed completely unnoticed without cross-case analysis, 
since the only remains in situ were a rectangular socle placed against the wall opposite to the entrance, whose 
unusual size and shape were perfectly compatible with the body of a crouching buffalo (Fig. 5). Sculptural 
fragments found in the chapel, among them a finger and an animal ear of colossal size, not only support 
the hypothesis of a lost Durgā group, they also show cogent affinity with the Late Period of Tapa Sardar.2 
That Mes Aynak and Tapa Sardar shared, at some point(s?) in their history, an identical set of ideological 
and artistic notions is also proved by the striking similarity of decorative patterns. One case is particularly 

Figure 2: Tapa Sardar: Room 87, with fire altar; © ISMEO 
Italian Archaeological Mission in Afghanistan.

Figure 3: Tepe Narenj: Circular Room, with fire altar; 
photograph courtesy of Zafar Paiman.
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revelatory, namely a type of ornamental plaque in 
the form of an Okeanos masque. The uncommon 
subject and the almost identical features suggest that 
the specimens from both Tapa Sardar and Mes Aynak 
were produced from the same mould or at least from 
moulds (of first or second generation) derived from 
the same patrix.3  

A site like Mes Aynak could no doubt open a much 
larger window into crucial issues for the art history 
of pre-Islamic Afghanistan, such as the system of art-
making in the circuit of Buddhist establishments, the 
circulation of artistic models and the mobilisation of 
artisans. What is more, it could offer an invaluable 
occasion to archaeologically assess the intertwining 
of Buddhism with the social, political and economic 
fabric of the territory. Unfortunately, however, 
excavations at Mes Aynak have produced, at least 
so far, an unsystematic and purposeless store of 
information which is only randomly made available. 
The interesting prospects opened by chance 
observations are paradoxically discouraging, insofar 
as they subsume the alarming loss of critical data 
which inevitably results from a lack of methodical 
procedures.

The Physicality of Icons: New 
Perspectives in Research  
The exceptional preservation of organic materials, 
paint finishes and gilding at Mes Aynak (due to the fungicidal properties of copper?) is in itself a circumstance 
worth being studied in terms of environmental conditions. Moreover, the rare occurrence of a plain visibility 
of the original polychromy, unrecognisable to the naked eye in a great many other cases, makes it possible to 
appreciate important details that had so far gone unnoticed, thus stimulating new approaches to the study 
of the treatment of the surfaces. 

No doubt, colours and gilding were conceived as an essential component of the artistic production, 
not only for the purpose of beautification, but for their magical and symbolic character as well. This is 
a promising yet difficult research avenue, requiring a dedicated, long-term strategy of careful inspection 
of the materials, correctly designed sampling plans for chemical analyses, and a thorough comparative 
methodology that remains, for the time being, in the list of desiderata. 

Preliminary observations with regard to colours and the physicality of sacred icons can nonetheless be 
derived from naked-eye examination of the newly available materials.

In Indian Buddhist literature the perfect beauty of the Buddha is presented as a somatic consequence 
of inner virtues and good actions which the public can inspect. However, the Buddha’s physicality not only 

Figure 4: Tapa Sardar: Chapel 23, with the remains in 
situ of a Durgā group; © ISMEO Italian Archaeological 
Mission in Afghanistan.

Figure 5: Mes Aynak: the oblong socle possibly pertaining 
to a Durgā group, Area 42; photo by the author.
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testifies to his attainments, it also acts as a powerful means to promote virtue in the world, by converting 
and inspiring others to emulation.4 

Such a visual grammar of mimetic beauty not only explains the physical anomalies of the superior 
beings but also provides the key to detecting and understanding iconographic inventions that can only 
indirectly be related to textual evidence. The little extant evidence of Gandharan mural painting and gilded 
and polychrome schist sculpture does not allow significant comparisons with the Buddhist clay sculpture 
in Afghanistan.5 Nevertheless, we may reasonably assume that the latter, though indebted to Gandharan 
models, marked a substantial redefinition of the visual communication principles. New ways were explored 
to produce stunning figurative works, thanks to the highly performative qualities of clay, especially with 
relation to size and colour. In particular, extraordinary physical marks found their best means of translation 
in the clay sculpture and its finishing layers. Such is the case, for instance, of the ‘golden skin’ (a prevailing 
marker of inner beauty in Indian literature) plainly evoked by the gilded surfaces of the images, which could 
produce, especially when associated with colossal size, a tremendous effect of supernatural brilliancy. The 
extant traces of gilding on the gigantic foot of a seated Maitreya Buddha and on the face of the colossal 
Durgā image at Tapa Sardar still conjure up, despite the partial preservation of the sculptures, an idea of 
how impressive they must have looked in their original state.6  

Cross-checks between the old data and the newly available evidence provide other interesting insights 
into the way the artistic production in stucco and clay, in the period approximately coincident with the mid-
first millennium CE, started exploiting in a different way the iconographic tropes of the holy or sanctified 
body, thus further expanding the traditional visual repertory. 

First and foremost among the novelties introduced – or widely diffused – at this time is the blue paint for 
the hair and the contour of the eyes. Decisive inputs were provided by Mes Aynak, where the unusually well-
preserved surface finish of the sculptural materials 
makes it possible to get a clear idea of the details of 
the original polychromy. 

Particularly striking is the blue contour of the 
eyes of some Buddha heads and at least two figures 
of devotees, although a dedicated inspection of 
the rich sculptural assemblage from the site could 
probably reveal many other similar cases (Fig. 
6).7 The conspicuous evidence from Mes Aynak 
prompted a specific research question of whether 
and to what extent this occurrence was a distinctive 
feature of a true perceptual aesthetics rather than 
an occasional decorative oddity. Inspection was thus 
extended to other sites of the Kabul area and it was 
found that, besides Mes Aynak, the blue contour 
of the eyes is prominently attested in the newly 
excavated sites of Tepe Narenj and Qol-i Tut (Fig. 7), 
but the same feature also characterises the famous 
bodhisattva from Tepe Maranjan now in the Kabul 
Museum.8 Out of the Kabul area, the blue contour of 
the eyes was found at Haḍḍa. No traces of blue in the 
eye contour were found among the sculptures from 

Figure 6: Mes Aynak: A figure of a devotee with the blue 
contour of the eyes; after Mes Aynak, New Excavations in 
Afghanistan, fig. on p. 38.
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Fondukistan (or at least they are not visible to the 
naked eye), where instead the use of blue for the hair 
is conspicuously attested. 

This preliminary survey confirms the existence of 
a consistent ‘grammar’ of unrealistic colours, which 
appears to signal specific functions and meanings 
relating to particular parts of the body. 

The perception of and reactions to colours has 
been a matter of scientific investigation, as well as 
of visual art theories, since ancient times. However, 
increasing attention is being drawn towards this 
issue, especially for therapeutic application of 
colour science. Also, interesting debate swirls around 
whether and how linguistic colour categories do 
affect colour perception.9 In the Indian context, a 
case in point could be represented by the fluctuation 
of the terms indicating the blue colour, which in the 
Śilpas seem to cover a wide range of dark colours.10 
As for Buddhist literature, it is worth noticing that, 
in the list of the Buddha’s physical marks provided 
by the pāli literature, the Buddha’s hair and eyes are 
described as nīla. The term can be translated as black, 
dark, or blue, thus allowing for different exploitations 
of metaphoric meanings. 

The ongoing research in colour perception and 
colour stimuli can be expected to offer valuable new 
insights into the use of colours in ancient visual art, 
provided that parallel developments and crossover between field archaeology and art historical studies 
enable us to refine our tools and broaden our research perspectives to include the complex interactions 
encapsulated in colour perceptual categories and codes. 

The emotional and intellectual response to colours’ stimuli depends on a mixture of subjective, cultural, 
associative, psychological and physiological factors that cannot be directly and unambiguously perceived, 
and yet the intentional choices regarding the use of colours in artistic expressions constitute such a 
fundamental part of visuality that they cannot be ignored by art historical investigation. The reasons which 
dictate the choices also depend on whether or not, or to what extent, visual art mimics life, and this is first 
and foremost a matter of context. 

Indian treatises contain references to the symbolic use of colours, which can be considered a common 
paradigm in the Indic cultural zone. However, if the concept frame appears to be firmly established, the 
specific contents and prescriptions are subject to variation over time and across different regions, also in 
connection with the availability of pigments.

As for blue, in the Indic cultural sphere this colour may have a polysemic value. It can be used to denote 
supernatural status or erotic sentiments but also, especially when used as a flesh tint, to express divine anger, 
dreadful actions and demoniac characters.11 The contextual meaning of the Afghan Buddhist sculpture, 

Figure 7: Tepe Narenj: A Buddha head with the blue 
contour of the eyes; photograph courtesy of Zafar Paiman.
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however, clearly points to the calm-inducing 
properties which are almost universally attributed 
to the blue colour.12 Also possibly on account of its 
association with sky and water (the cool aspects of 
nature), blue is generally associated with peace, 
eternity and infinity. Additionally, pure blue is not 
a natural colour for food and is extremely rare in 
plants and flowers. Many of the plants described as 
blue not only are actually tinged with other colours 
but also need cool seasons and climates. Delicacy, 
rarity and remoteness from daily experience most 
probably further contribute to make the blue colour 
a suitable symbol of transcendence, and as such 
Buddhist iconography might have transferred it, by a 
felicitous intuition, to hair and eyes. Whether or not 
this outstanding iconographic invention appeared 
for the first time in Afghanistan, no doubt the wide 
application of the latter in the region can also be attributed to the local availability of lapis lazuli, which 
was held, along with the blue colour obtained from it, as a most precious substance for both economic and 
symbolic reasons. 

That the hair encloses the power and strength of a man is a widespread notion in Indian culture. As for 
the Buddha, in particular, the hair is allied with the uṣṇīṣa, the foremost physical evidence of his supreme 
wisdom. No wonder that it may have attracted special attention. However, even more imaginative is the 
blue contour of the eyes, which can be interpreted as epitomic of the transformative power of the darśan, 
that is, the direct eye contact between the devotee and the image of a deity. The darśan which emanates 
from the divine figure reverberates in the devotees’ eyes, as a sign of their being spiritually renewed by the 
vision.

Possibly to be listed among the innovations introduced in Afghanistan is also the so-called ‘Venus foot’ 
(the second toe being the longest of all), which appears to have been given particular prominence at Tepe 
Narenj (Fig. 8). This anatomical detail might also prove symptomatic in assessing relative chronologies, 
since it seems to be absent or much less pronounced in the earlier phases. Moreover, it accompanies other 
features that are also typical of relatively late productions, such as the extremely long and slender fingers 
and toes, and the pliant hands and feet, which all together make the Buddha’s extremities more faithful to 
the textual descriptions. 

The above-mentioned cases clearly illustrate how the Afghan artistic ateliers, after the initial dependence 
on Gandharan models, were able to develop their own autonomous language and aesthetics and to work 
out a new and more perceptive visuality of established canons, especially by exploring the potential of clay 
in order to surpass the limits of stone. 

Ancient Techniques, Modern Forgeries: New Insights and Open Questions

The sculptural assemblages from the new excavations can also dramatically broaden the grounds for specific 
investigations into materials and relevant techniques. This is the case, for instance, with the red clay, which 
seems to replace or conspicuously overlap with the yellowish clay of the earlier sculpture. The usage of red 

Figure 8: Tepe Narenj: a cult image showing a pronounced 
‘Venus foot’; photograph courtesy of Zafar Paiman.
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clay, already observed at Fondukistan and Tapa Sardar in productions dating from the 7th century onwards, 
is largely attested at Tepe Narenj and at Qol-i Tut; a (minor?) production in red clay is also known from 
Haḍḍa. 

Experiments made at Tepe Narenj for restoration purposes have shown that, in comparison with yellow 
clay, red clay is more difficult to work because of a lesser degree of plasticity. This means that from a certain 
point in time the sculptors started valuing the colour more than the physical properties of the material. To 
understand the reasons that lay behind this choice, minero-petrographic analyses are being carried out on 
samples of red clay sculptures from both Tapa Sardar and Tepe Narenj. They aim to determine whether any 
organic adhesive was intentionally added to the red clay in order to increase its plasticity and cohesiveness. 
However, the scientific enquiry also addresses the question whether the choice of the red clay might have 
been influenced by a better performance of the paint and gilt coating on it. 

At present, only preliminary results are available for the sample from Tapa Sardar with regard to the first 
issue. The Gas Chromatography-Mass Spectometry analysis (GC-MS) has revealed the presence in both the 
constitutive core material and the greyish outer layer (a residue of polychromy?) the presence of organic 
adhesives, namely saccharide material and proteinaceous material.

However, the possibility that the use of red clay in ancient Afghanistan could aim at imitating terracotta 
should be also considered and evaluated. This calls for a re-examination of the long-debated question 
about the existence of a true terracotta school of art in the Indian Subcontinent. In recent years a spate of 
monstrous fakes has flooded the international art market. A web query such as ‘Gandhara terracotta heads’ 
will give an idea of the phenomenon. However, not only ‘Gandharan terracotta’ heads, but also terracotta 
sculptures of big size attributed to the Shahi period and in nearly perfect state of preservation, reportedly 
from Hund, have entered museums’ collections and dissemination works, thus producing a disastrous 
impact on the historical and aesthetic perception of ancient South Asian art.13  

To a large extent, this new art forgery is based on misinterpretation of the red clay sculpture from 
Afghanistan. However, the possibility that modern forgeries partly depend on an inane reinvention of 
original productions cannot be ruled out. First, Hund should be scientifically explored. Then, we should 
more attentively analyse the real extent, implications and influence of genuine terracotta productions, such 
as those documented at Mirpur Khas and Devni Mori, and try to definitely assess authenticity in order to 
scientifically stigmatise forgery. In parallel, thorough investigations should be carried out on the terracotta 
sculptures documented in the past and on those recently excavated at Taxila and Mes Aynak, in order to 
ascertain whether they were originally produced as such or they were incidentally turned into terracotta 
by a fire.14 This was most probably the case with the sculptures discovered in 1934 by C. Mahayodin Khan 
among the ruins of Tapa Khazana, but incontrovertible archaeological evidence of such an occurrence was 
collected at Tapa Sardar, where, at the end of the 1960s, a filling layer resulting from the clearing of the 
debris of the earliest phase started being excavated. The sculptural fragments, all uniformly baked, that were 
recovered from the filling were interpreted at first as terracotta. However, as the digging progressed, other 
fragments were unearthed which showed different degrees of firing. Further evidence clearly demonstrated 
that the Early Period of the site was put to an end by a violent fire, which was also responsible for those 
‘false’ terracotta sculptures.15 The experience made in the past at Tapa Sardar aptly exemplifies how difficult 
it can be, under particular circumstances, to distinguish between real and accidental terracotta sculptures. 
Especially for Mes Aynak, doubts can be raised about the ‘terracotta’ sculptures analysed on the occasion of 
a recent exhibition held in Prague, since their archaeological context is not documented.16 Similarly to Tapa 
Sardar, they might come from buildings destroyed by a fire, signs of which were clearly visible in at least one 
of the chapels I visited, namely the Durgā chapel.
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Archaeology and Numismatics:  
New Prospects

Lastly, speaking of resilience and perspectives, 
mention must be made of the invaluable archaeo-
logical framework that Mes Aynak, Tepe Narenj and 
Qol-i Tut have offered to numismatic studies after 
more than thirty years of illegal excavations and 
chance finds. Copious evidence from the Kushan, 
Sasanian, Hunnic, Turkic and Islamic periods, of 
ascertained stratigraphic provenance, provides an 
insight into the regional and supra-regional monetary 
circulation of the area and, contextually, the underlying dynamics of political hegemonies. The coin 
assemblage includes Kushano-Sasanian and Kidarite dinars from Balkh, the first Sasanian coin from Sind 
ever found in an archaeological context, early Nezak drachms from Zabulistan (Fig. 9), and a unique type of 
drachm struck by the Arab governor ʽUbaid Allāh. The ongoing study, which is constantly being enriched by 
new finds, is expected to produce substantial advancements in the numismatic and political history of the 
region and, at the same time, to provide precious diachronic references for archaeological stratigraphies. 

It is hoped that these few notes may have at least demonstrated how the challenge for archaeology, in 
such times of crisis, is not only to carry out new excavations, but also to avoid dispersion and manipulation 
of knowledge, scientifically detect and unmask forgeries, and prevent South Asian art history from falling 
back into obsolete interpretive models. 

For all these reasons, and in spite of difficulties and activity limitations, Afghanistan must remain a key 
focus for South Asian studies. 
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