By ROGER ATWOOD
Photographs by RICHARD BARNES

Concealed from invading Soviets, later from the Taliban, and
feared lost, a trove of precious antiquities reveals the rich
cultures that came together at one of history’s great crossroads.
For a country shattered by decades of war, evidence of a
glorious past inspires a renewed sense of national pride.
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A glded sllver plats fram the Greak colomy of Al Khanum unites classical deties
and local desigre. Watched by the Gresk sun god Hallos in hile crown of rays,
Cybeala and Mike rida In a Cantral Asia-styls chariot pulled by lona. The plate's
creation followed Alexander the Great's fourth-century 8.c. march into Asla
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ofnata carvings Intusk and bone wera found at ¥
nesa lacquer, Egyptian | and othar ax 5 that establish
Afghanistan as a Wibrant commerdal certar inthe anclent world.
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Officlals from Kaebul guard a crate of artifects exhibited in Parls, Turln, and
Amsterdarn befora haading to LLS. mussums. “These are national treasuras”
gays curator Fredrik Hisbert. “Thay're not golng arywhera without tha
Afghanz” Tha collection Includas a minlature mask of a Greak god {top Aght).

Omara Khan Massoudi knows how to keep a secret.
Massoudi is director of the National Museum of Afghanistan in Kabul Like

the French citizens during World War II who hid works of art in the coun-

tryside to prevent them from falling into Nazi hands, Massoudi and a few

trusted tahilwidars—key holders—secretly packed away Afghanistan’s ancient

treasures when they saw their country descend
into an earthly hell

First came the Soviet invasion in 1979, fol-
lowed about ten years later by a furious civil war
that reduced much of Kabul to ruins. As Afghan
warlords battled for control of the city, fight-
ers pillaged the national museum, selling the
choicest artifacts on the black market and using
musenm records to kindle campfires. In 1994
the building was shelled, destroying its roof and
top floor. The final assault came in 2001, when
teams of hammer-wielding Taliban zealots came
to smash works of art they deemed idolatrous.
When they finished, more than 2,000 artifacts
lay in smithereens.

Throughout those dark years, Massoudi and
a handful of other museum officials kept quiet
about the hoard of museum artifacts—among
them the crown jewels of Afghanistan, the
famed Bactrian gold—that they had hidden in
vaults under the presidential palace in 1988,
as the Soviet occupation gave way to civil war.
Researchers the world over despaired of ever
seeing the objects again, thinking they'd been
sold piecemeal into the illicit antiguities trade
or destroyed by the Taliban in their final, icono-
clastic fremzy.

Roger Atvwood is the aeathor of Stealing History, e
investigmtion of the anfiqerties irade. Richard Barmest
Tatest project looks ar the role of musewms in sociefy
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By October 2003 —maore than two years after
1.5 .-led forces toppled the Taliban regime—
mostof the key holders had disappeared or had
fled Afghanistan. Massoudi felt it was time to
see if the objects had survived the war. When a
team of locksmiths wrenched open the safes that
momnth, every last piece of the Bactrian gold was
there, trussed in the same tissue paper in which
the musenm staff had wrapped it. Five months
later, researchers opened a set of footlockers
stashed in the same underground vanlt and made
another jaw-dropping discovery: priceless 2,000-
year-old ivory carvings and glassware that had
been excavated in the 1930s from a site kmown
as Begram and given up for lost. Massoudi’s statf
had cloistered those away too, and they were
remarkably well preserved.

“If we had not hidden them. the treasures
of Afghanistan would have been lost. Thatisa
fact. Those who knew the truth kept silent” says
Massoudi, sipping ginger tea in his spartanly
furnished office. His museum— Afghanistan’s
musenm—has been rebuilt with help from
uresco and other international donors, and it
hums with activity now. Exhibit planners stroll
from gallery to gallery, taking measurements
for future installations; teachers lecture in Doari
to groups of schoolgirls in head scarves. At the
door, policemen in gray-flannel uniforms keep
a close watch. Visitor numbers have inched up
to about 6,000 ayear Storerooms are flling with
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“If we had not
hidden them,

the treasures of
Afghanistan would
have been lost.
That 1s a fact. Those
who knew the
rruth kepr silent.”™

— {Omara Khan Massoudi
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looted artifacts intercepted by customs agents
around the world and restituted to Afghani-
stan, including some 5,000 confiscated artifacts
returned from Switzerland and Denmark. More
than four tons of loot seized by British police sit
in a warehouse in London’s Heathrow Airport
awaiting repatriation.

In the museum lobby, Massoudi demonstrates
what it means to rebuild heritage. Standing in a
display case is a life-size statue of a bodhisattva,
a type of Buddhist deity, dating from the third
century a.n., an era when Afghanistan was a
predominantly Buddhist land. Taliban ham-
mers had shattered the fired-clay statue, and
musewm conservators recently finished reassem-
bling the fragments. A jigsaw of cracks is still
visible, but the statue’s face again glows with
rapturous piety.

"As we finish the restoration of pieces, we
bring them out to show the public, one by one.
We will be doing this for many years.” says
Massoudi. Yet the choicest artifacts—the ones
heand his staff concealed for so long—won't be
on display in Kabul for some time to come. The
musenm lacks an adequate security system and
remains short on staff, while a series of suicide
bombings around Eabul have underlined the
continuing risks.

Faced with these problems. Afghans have
gathered their ancient treasures into a daz-
zling exhibition and sent it on an international
tour. The Afghan government asked MNational
Geographic to inventory the artifacts and help
organize the exhibition, which is carrently at the
Mational Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C.,
after a two-year spell in Europe. In addition to

116 HATIONAL GEGGRAPHIC « JUNE 2008

safeguarding the treasures, the Afghans hope the
exhibit will elevate the image of their country

“The history of Afghanistan is one of receiv-
ing the arts of others, and then turning them
into our own way of expression,” says Massoudi.
He believes the exhibit will help people see
beyond his country’s recent history of intoler-
ance and isolation to the open, cosmopolitan
spirit that long characterized this creative melt-
ing pot and hub of the Silk Road trade.

Walk through the bazaars in Kabul or Mazar-e
Sharif and you'll see why, for more than two
millermia, people have been calling Afghanistan
the crossroads of Asia. One face looks Mediter-
ranean, another Arab—aor Indian, or Chinese, or
eastern European. Eyes range from pea green
to chestnut brown to something approaching
orange. Successive invasions and influences wove
a tapestry of ethnicities and left behind what
the exhibition curator, Fredrik Hiebert of the
Mational Geographic Society, calls "some of
the most remarkable archaeological finds in
all of Central Asia”

THE ANCIENT CITY of Begram supplied many
of the lnminous objects. Today Soviet-era land
mines litter its grassy landscape, and American
fighter jets from a nearby air base howl over-
head. But 2,000 years ago this was the opulent
summer capital of the great Kushan Empire,
which stretched as far as northern India. Trad-
ers brought ivories and art from all corners of
Asia. Courtiers stuffed themselves on local figs,
pomegranates, and grapes against the majestic
scrim of the snowy Hindu Fush.

When French archaeologists cut into the site
in the late 19308, they found a cache of luxury
gonds suggesting a vibrant, trade-based econ-
omy that flourished while Rome crumbled.
Buried under layers of soil were bronze scalp-
tures from Italy, lacquer boxes from China,
plaster medallions of muscular Greek youths,
and a group of exquisitely painted Egyptian
glass vessels depicting, among other things, the
Alexandria lighthouse, an African leopard hunt,
and a scene from the fiiad. Most strilingly, the
diggers found stacks upon stacks of carved

‘Wharse trading communitles once prospsarad, ressarchars know much remalns to b
dizszowarad—and thisves do too. Nadir Rassoull, director of the Afghan instituts of
Amhasology, Inspacts a looter's hole near Paghman with sorme of the 500 national
pollce recanty assignad to protact mora than 1,500 andent stas.
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Foralgn hoeories pasaad through Afghantstan on thalr wey to othar places,
whils loca artists produced covatad things of baauty as well. The handla of
A daggear {laft) from a nomad's bural at Tiya Teps—with maginary baasts on
thia ahaft and & Slberan bear at the top—was likely mads fram ratve gold
and turmquolss. A plester madalllon of a youth, Wweawad hare though an exhilbi
windiow, was uncoverad at Begram along with other Greak-styla Nguras. All
miay hava aen usad to damonstrats what a crefteman could creats in meatsl.
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Storerooms are filling
with looted artifacts
intercepted by customs
agents around the
world. More than four
tons of loot sit in a
warchouse in London’s
Heathrow Airport
awaiting repatriation.

ivory and bone sculptures, more than a thou-
sand in all, featuring placidly smiling women
and mythical river creatures associated with the
art of India.

Someone left this impossibly eclectic mix
inside two rooms that, around a.p. 200, were
bricked shut and abandoned. Dazzled by the
find, archaeologists compared it to the discovery
of King Tut’s tomb 15 years earlier, believing it to
be the remains of a royal residence. Researchers
now think the structure may have been a ware-
house for luxury goods being transported
across Asia on the Silk Road or marketed to
local elites.

Like Begram, the site of Tillya Tepe ("golden
hill™) in Afghanistan’s northwestern corner
vielded treasures—most famously the Bactrian
gn:du:l—whn:-se legend was only heightened when
they disappeared from view, Found by Russian
archaeologist Viktor Sarianidi in the 1970s,
the hoard tells a uniquely Afghan story of how
nomads rode off the Central Asian steppes
around the time of Christ, crossed the Amu Darya
River, and created a civilization whose art reflects
an amalgam of East and West, transience and
settled life. From the wilds of Siberia come the
animals, such as a bear depicted on a knife han-
dle, dancing and holding a grapevine in its
mouth. Greek and Hindu influences merge in
a golden Aphrodite with wings and an Indian-
style circle on her forehead.

Many objects show a strikingly Western nat-
uralism, such as a ram sculpted in gold that
decorated a nomad noblemans headdress. Only
under a magnifying glass can the masterpiece’s
splendid workmanship be fully appreciated. And

142 HATIOHAL SEGGRAPHIC « JUNE 2oal

a delicate. golden crown tells of a refined culture
that had not given up its steppes roots. The crown
can be disassembled into six pieces for easy
transport, perhaps in a leather satchel on a two-
humped Bactrian camel—a perfect accessory for
a nomadic princess.

ARCHAEOLOGY IS SLOWLY returning to Af-
ghanistan, promising more discoveries and
deeper knowledge. New sites are being exca-
vated. and well-known ones are being mapped
for reexploration. In the past, American or
European researchers played key roles; these
days, Afghan archaeologists often lead projects
on their own.

On a steep hillside outside Kabul, at a well-
preserved Buddhist site from about a.p. 400
called Tepe Maranjan, Afghan researchers found
the remains of 16 clay bodhisattvas arranged in
a circle. Only their feet and the bottom of their
robes were intact, and the Buddha statue theyd
omce surmounded was gone, probably demolished
in the first Islamic invasions a few centuries later.
Also gome, except for its bare feet, was a 20-foot-
tall upright Buddha that had towered over the
site, beckoning the monks to prayer. Perched
on an arid hilltop, overlooking the plains where
today the city of Kabul stands, the site gives a
rich sense of the Buddhist ideals of quiet con-
templation and remonve.

“If this had been discovered during the Tal-
iban’s day, it might well have been destroyed.”
says archaeologist Majib Sedeqi. A few guards
keep a close eye on the site with cooperation
from neighbors.

Every periodin the country’s history is opening
up to exploration. Afghan and French archaenl-
ogists will soon start excavating one of the oldest
Inown mosques in Afghanistan, the Mo Gonbad
{"nine domes"), which stands outside Balkh amid
fields of flourishing marijuana plants. With its
mighty columns and thick walls, now half-buried
in soil and debris, the mosque expresses power
and permanence. When Islam came to Afghani-
stan, it clearly came to stay.

Diespite the progress, huge challenges remain.
Crime, looting, and the threat posed by Taliban
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My=tary in bronzs: Carefully packad for travel bstwaen exhibifions, a hurran-
headad rocetar igure puzzies axparts. Was It a welght usad on marcharts
scalas? What does the figure rapresent? Investigating such questions has
bean Impozsibls In the dacadas of violence that have wrackad Afghaniztan.

insurgents could snuff out Afghanistans nascent
cultural revival at any moment. At Tillya Tepe
villagers looking for antiquities and building
material have practically leveled the “golden hill”
At Ai Khanum, where Alexander the Great built
a city on the banks of the Amu Darya, archaeol-
ogists found baths, Hellenic lettering, and other
traces of an outpost of Greek culture on the
doorstep of China. Since then, unemployed
fighters for local warlords have started to pillage
the site, tuming it into a hunar landscape of pits
and tunnels. At Begram, looters who were once
moonlight scavengers have become bolder and
better equipped.

"Wie were patrolling the site one evening
when we heard a gunshot, and then [ realized
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that we were the target.” said Aynadin Sodeqi.
the mustachioed commander of the Begram
unit of a new police force charged with protect-
ing Afghan archaeological sites.

He and his men had stumbled uwpon a group
of looters who were digging treasures to sell
in the antiquities trade. The looters escaped.,
but Sodegi and his men found at least part of
their stash: 28 ancient coins and a stone tablet
decorated with lotus flowers. Sodeqi also found
a piece of equipment that the looters presum-
ably planned to use that evening, What kind of
equipment? He answered with a pantomime,
holding out his fists and vibrating them up and
down: a jackhammer.

"The looters know the value of the things
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