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Chapter One: “the ruins of a town called Shahr-i-Jam”

1.1 Introduction

The successful nomination of Djām as Afghanistan’s first World Heritage site in June 2002 
drew the world’s attention to a remarkable minaret standing in a remote mountain valley in 
central Asia (Fig. 1:1).  The minaret is located at what is thought to be Fīrūzkūh, the summer 
capital of the little known Ghūrid dynasty (543-612 AH / 1148-1215 CE).  The nomination 
document, which encompasses the surrounding archaeological remains as well as the 
iconic minaret, concludes by hoping that the inscription of the site on the World Heritage 
List and the List of World Heritage in Danger will result in the mobilization of financial 
and technical support to assist with the conservation, presentation and development of 
the site, capacity building of Afghan conservation and management expertise, and the 
development of a comprehensive management plan (World Heritage Nomination [anon], 
hereafter WHN 2002: 12).

The first stage of the international response occurred a year later, in the form of an 
archaeological impact assessment of the proposed route of a road close to the minaret.  
As the field director of this project, I gained a first-hand insight into the well-preserved 
archaeological remains that lie just beneath the surface at Djām, the gaps in our knowledge 

1:1 The World Heritage Site of Djām (photo: Thomas, MJAP 2005, looking west); note Ḳaṣr 
Zarafshān on the crest at the west end of the heavily looted North Bank of the Hari Rud (NBHR)
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about the site and its occupants, and the damage that looters have caused.1  The short 
field season also confirmed the archaeological significance of Djām and the urgent need 
for further research, both at the site and on the Ghūrids.2

Several of the major interrelated questions that arose during our fieldwork in 2003 form 
the core of this thesis and will be discussed below.  The rest of the chapter places the 
thesis in context, by outlining the history of the discovery of the site, and its significance 
and that of the Ghūrids in the Early Islamic (622-1220 CE – Ball 2008: 88-94) history of 
central Asia.  It also introduces the principal strands of archaeological theory which are 
relevant to the investigation of pre-modern empires and have influenced my research, and 
the new sources of data I have utilised.  The chapter concludes by providing a précis of the 
structure of the thesis.

1.2 The core themes of the thesis

The primary research aims of my research relate to the historical identification of Djām, 
the characteristics of the site and how they pertain to Ghūrid society, the heterogeneous 
identities of the Early Islamic inhabitants of the region, and the implications my methodology 
and results have for the cultural heritage management of Djām and other archaeological 
sites in the region.  Central to the research is the integration of data from the historical 
sources, archaeological fieldwork and high resolution satellite images.

1.2.1 The identification of Djām as Early Islamic Fīrūzkūh

Scholars have debated whether Djām is Early Islamic Fīrūzkūh since the site was re-
discovered in 1957 (Habibi 1980; Kohzad 1957; Maricq & Wiet 1958: 117; Maricq 1959c).  
Although the evidence tends towards the affirmative (Pinder-Wilson 2001: 166-7; Vercellin 
1976; contra Herberg 1982: 84; Herberg & Davary 1976: 68; Leshnik 1968-69), the 
apparent lack of a major settlement around the minaret contrasts with references in the 
contemporary historical sources to the “capital city of Fīrūzkoh” (Ṭabaḳāt-i Nāṣiri, hereafter 

1  The looting of the site was well-known (WHN 2002: 15; see also Stewart 2002), but the scale of 
the destruction had not previously been assessed.

2  I am using the term loosely here to refer to the multi-ethnic inhabitants of central Afghanistan, who 
were ruled by the Shansabānīd dynasty.
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ṬN, tr. Raverty 1970 [1881] I: 396).3  Warwick Ball, however, notes that “[m]uch of the 
problem of locating Firuzkuh with Jam has centred around looking for a capital city” (Ball 
2002: 43, italics in the original).  If, as Paul Wheatley (2001: 228) argues, “the structure 
of the city can be said to epitomize the pattern of the larger society of which it is a part”, 
then the reflexive relationship between Djām, its inhabitants and the broader, seasonally 
nomadic Ghūrid society is fundamental to understanding both the site itself and ‘the 
Ghūrids’ as a whole.4

1.2.2 The Ghūrid ‘nomad-urban continuum’

Ethno-archaeological studies (Cribb 2004; Hole 1978; Khazanov 1984; Barnard & Wendrich 
2008; inter alia) have moved away from what Abbas Mohammed (1973: 97) refers to 
as the “polar opposition” of ‘the desert and the sown’ (Bell 1985 [1907]), nomads and 
sedentists, rural and urban.  Such studies recognize the wide range of variable behavioural 
strategies which are often misleadingly grouped together under the labels ‘nomadic’ and 
‘semi-nomadic’.  They also provide an important counterbalance to the majority of the 
historical and archaeological data currently available, which are primarily derived from 
urban perspectives and centres.5

The clashes between invading nomads and sedentary urban societies are often 
portrayed as pivotal moments in medieval history, although gradual movements of people 
and the development of symbiotic relationships between nomads and sedentists were 
more common.  Türkmen nomads, for example, penetrated deep into Anatolia in the fifth-
sixth / eleventh-twelfth centuries and played a crucial role in the shrinking of the Byzantine 
empire (Bosworth 2000b; Vryonis 1975).6  Although David Morgan (1994: 202) argues that 
the fifth / eleventh century Saldjūḳ invasions of Persia were “not especially destructive”, the 
same cannot be said of the repeated Ghuzz invasions of Khurāsān in the mid-sixth / twelfth 
century and those accompanying the Mongol invasions of the early seventh /  thirteenth 

3  It is notable that al-Djūzdjānī, author of the Ṭabaḳāt-i Nāṣiri, makes no reference to the minaret.  
Judi Moline, however, points out that al-Djūzdjānī also does not mention the two towers at Ghazna 
and suggests that this is because “these minarets were nothing out of the ordinary” prior to the 
destructions of Mongol invasions (Moline 1973-74: 146-7).

4  See also Yacobi (2008) on the role the built environment has played in the construction of a 
modern national identity.

5  See, however, the research on nomad societies by the SFB (Collaborative Research Center) 586 
of the universities of Halle and Leipzig: http://www.nomadsed.de/en/home/ [accessed 16/05/2011].

6  See also Bosworth (1973; 2007a & b) on earlier Turk influxes.
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century.

The Saldjūḳid sultan Sandjar’s capture and imprisonment by Ghuzz nomads in 
548 / 1153 illustrates the transformations that occur in both nomad and sedentary societies 
through prolonged contact and the acquisition of an empire.  The Ghuzz invasions caused 
similar problems for the ascendant Ghūrids, whose elite, and presumably many of their 
subjects, practiced a seasonally nomadic lifestyle, moving between summer and winter 
capitals to avoid the region’s climatic extremes (ṬN, tr. Raverty 1970 [1881] I: 386; Ball 
2002: 42; 2008: 94).  The dilemma facing the Ghūrids (and other elites) is evident in the 
composition of their armies – nomad desertions had contributed to the Ghūrids’ defeat 
at the hands of sultan Sandjar at the battle of Nāb in 547  / 1152 (ṬN, tr. Raverty 1970 
[1881] I: 359), but their presence in the Ghazna region in the following decades provided 
useful recruits and horses for the subsequent Ghūrid campaigns in the northern Indian 
sub-continent (Wink 1991: 137).

1.2.3 Ghūrid identities

The multi-ethnic composition of the Ghūrids’ armies mirrors that of their predecessors, 
the Ghaznawids, and highlights the fact that Early Islamic central Asian society was more 
heterodox than the dynastic toponyms imply (Flood 2009a: 3 ff; Patel 2004b: 39).  The 
Ghaznawid elite were Turk in origin, but ruled over a largely Persian population.  Their 
army, like many of those of their contemporaries, was based around a multi-ethnic corps of 
ghulāms or slave soldiers, many of whom were nomads from the steppe (Bosworth 2001: 
153, 162-70).  The Ghaznawid armies also included large numbers of Hindu soldiers, 
following Mascūd’s campaigns in the northern Indian sub-continent (Bosworth 1962a: 53-
4; Flood 2009a: 78).

The Ghūrids, by contrast, are thought to have been Tādjīks, indigenous mountain 
people who spoke a dialect of Persian sufficiently different from their neighbours for sultan 
Mascūd to require local interpreters (Bosworth 1961: 118; see Chapter 4.3.2).  Like the 
Ghaznawids, however, the Ghūrids’ expanding ‘empire’ incorporated a range of ethno-
linguistic groups who practiced a variety of sedentary and nomadic lifestyles.  It is also 
worth noting that the Ghūrid elite comprised two rival clans, the Shansabānīds and the 
Shīsānids, and thus cannot either be labelled as a homogenous, unified group (see 
Chapter 4.3.2).

Myriad faiths and religious sects add further complexity to the diverse tapestry of 
central Asian society.  The Buddhas and monks’ caves of Bāmiyān (Godard et al. 1928; 
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Hackin & Carl 1933; Higuichi & Barnes 1995; inter alia) and stupas at sites such as Hadda 
(Barthoux 1933; Tarzi 1976; inter alia) provide evidence of the strong Buddhist influence 
in Afghanistan during the first millennium CE, while the Arab armies bringing Islam to the 
region encountered stiff resistance from the Hindu Oḍ Shāhi kingdom of Kābul until the late 
fourth / tenth century (Rahman 2005).  Significant communities of Jacobite and Nestorian 
Christians were found in central Asia down to the seventh  /  thirteenth century (Hunter 
1992) and Jewish communities were widespread in urban centres until recently (Aizenman 
2005; Byron 1981 [1937]: 203-4; Lowenthal 1961; inter alia).  The Hebrew inscription at 
Tang-i Azau (Henning 1957; Rapp 1967) and the discovery of numerous tombstones with 
Judaeo-Persian inscriptions at Djām (Fischel 1965; Gnoli 1964; Hunter 2010; Lintz 2008; 
2009; Rapp 1971; inter alia) also point to the presence of a sizeable Jewish community in 
the Ghūrid heartland.7

Pre-modern Islam was also far from an ideological monolith as is indicated by the 
Ghaznawid and Ghūrid campaigns against Ismācīlī ‘heretics’ (Flood 2009a: 96), the intra-
Muslim conflict at Nīshāpūr (Bulliet 1973), and the rioting between Ismācīlīs and other 
Shīca in the Ḳuṭb mosque in Dilhī in 634 / 1236 (al-Djūzdjānī, cited in Flood 2005b: 289).  
Despite its geographical isolation and relatively recent conversion to Islam, Ghūr had a 
similarly “dynamic religious life” (Flood 2005b: 263) which culminated in major rioting in 
595 / 1199 when Ghiyāth al-Dīn abandoned the Karrāmiyya sect in favour of the Shāficī 
tenet of Islam (Flood 2005a: 540).  This largely pragmatic act, an attempt to broaden the 
Ghūrids’ appeal to their less parochial subjects in Khurāsān according to Ibn al-Athīr (cited 
in Bosworth 1961: 130), is indicative of the contested transformations which territorial 
expansion brought to Ghūrid society.

1.2.4 Archaeology and cultural heritage management at World Heritage sites

The limited knowledge about the nature, characteristics and extent of the site at Djām 
impinges upon its cultural heritage management, as well as historical and archaeological 
assessments of the Ghūrids.  The fact that the nomination of Djām as a World Heritage 
Site was successful, despite the rushed and incomplete nature of the application, also has 
significant implications for the broader World Heritage movement (Walworth 2008).

Part of the research presented in this thesis (see Chapter 7.5 in particular) is a 
significant contribution towards rectifying some of the technical deficiencies nomination in 

7  Given this diverse heritage, it is not surprising that modern “Afghanistan is not a self-contained 
ethnic unit, and its national culture is not uniform” (Dupree 1983: 495).
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the document, which the State Party (the Afghan authorities) was due to have addressed 
by 1st February 2011.8  It provides the most accurate currently available spatial data for the 
site, which could form the basis for the development of a monitoring program and cultural 
heritage management plan for the site.

The thesis also investigates the possibility of utilizing robber holes as a means of gaining 
insights into an archaeological site.  The robber holes can be thought of as scattered 
test-pits, whose sections in particular provide cross-sections of the site’s stratigraphy 
and access to deposits which can yield samples for scientific analysis.  Although such 
analysis is not ideal, the assumption that the looting has irrevocably compromised the 
archaeological remains to the point that they are no longer worth studying runs the risk of 
compounding the damage that has been done to the site.

1.3 Hundreds of years of solitude

Near Kaminj, on the right bank of the river, are the ruins of a town called Shahr-i-
Jam…  It is said to be built of large burnt bricks, and to contain one or more minars 
half as high again as those of the Masalla at Herat.  There is also a report that a 
tunnel once existed under the river at this place.  Unfortunately, Captain Talbot was 
unable to visit it (Holdich 1887: 3).

This tantalizingly brief description of Djām, and its minaret, largely passed unnoticed amidst 
the achievements of the Afghan Boundary Commission in the 1880s.  Robert Byron, the 
renowned connoisseur of Islamic architecture, would probably have attempted to visit the 
minaret when he was Harāt in 1933-34, had he been aware of Talbot’s report.  A decade 
earlier, gorges on the Harī Rūd downstream of Djām caused the German geologist Emil 
Trinkler unwittingly to detour around the site during his journey on horseback through the 
centre of Afghanistan.

Warwick Ball’s Archaeological gazetteer of Afghanistan lists the next reference to the 
minaret as an article in Fārsī by Khalil Afghan in 1930 (Ball 1982 I: 133), although Afghan 
is vague about the minaret’s location, describing it as being near Kāsh9 and attributing 

8  WHC-10/34.COM/20: 44, available from: http://whc.unesco.org/en/sessions/34COM/documents/ 
[accessed 8/05/2011]. The latest communique further extends the deadline for addressing the 
deficiencies to 1st February 2011 (WHC-11/35.COM/20: 35, available from http://whc.unesco.org/
archive/2011/whc11-35com-20e.pdf [accessed 21/8/2011]).

9  Kāsh is actually 238 km to the south-east of Djām in Oruzgān province.
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its construction to Ḥusayn Bayḳara, the Tīmūrid sultan of Harāt (r. 875-911 / 1469-1506).  
The first reliable account of the minaret was recorded by Ahmad Ali Kohzad, president of 
the Society for Afghan History.  In the journal Anis in 1944, Kohzad records a conversation 
with Abdullah Khan Malikyare, the governor of Harāt province, who describes the minaret 
as being very tall.  Kohzad adds that the minaret is reputedly “a pillar like those of the 
‘Musalla” [sic] of Herat with glaze work and decorations” (1954b: 16)10 although he too was 
unable to verify this in person.

Kohzad passed the information about the minaret at Djām on to André Maricq, a 
Belgian member of the Délégation Archéologique Française en Afghanistan (DAFA), who 
was planning a trip to the area to study the medieval Judaeo-Persian inscription at Tang-i 
Azau.11  Maricq was more fortunate that Richard Frye and Roman Ghirshman, who had 
ventured to Tang-i Azau five years previously.  They heard stories of a minaret “of great 
size and imposing beauty” (Frye 1959: 345), but were unable to obtain any further details 
as to its location, despite the site being only 40 km to the north-east.  On returning to 
Kābul, Maricq excitedly reported to Kohzad that he had found “le monument ghoride le 
plus important d’Afghanistan a [sic] Djam” (Kohzad 1957: 33).  With Maricq’s permission, 
Kohzad goes on to describe the minaret as being sixty-five metres high, built entirely out of 
baked brick and being covered in kufic inscriptions.

The first images of the minaret appeared the following year (Fig. 1:2).  Maricq announced 
the discovery of the minaret in Paris on 28th March 1958 (Maricq & Wiet 1958), but it was 
not until he published an article in the Illustrated London News (Maricq 1959a), followed 
by a monograph, co-authored with the art historian Gaston Wiet (Maricq & Wiet 1959), that 
the public really became aware of the minaret of Djām.12

Maricq’s Illustrated London News article captured the imagination of the public and 
scholars alike, and inspired four students from Cambridge University to drive to Afghanistan 
during their long vacation the following summer (Owen 1960).  Not to be outdone, students 
from Oxford University, led by Georgina Herrmann, called in at the site during their 

10  Note that this reference erroneously appears as being on page 6 in Ball 1982 I: 133 and Ball 
2002: 21, fn. 5.

11  The Tang-i Azau inscription was discovered in 1886 by the same Captain Talbot who reported the 
story of the minaret at Djām (Talbot, in Talbot et al. 1886: 329).

12  Warwick Ball (2002: 21, fn. 5) notes that Malikyare and Kohzad do not receive due recognition for 
their central role in the discovery.  Similarly, Western scholars have tended to overlook Kohzad’s 
contribution to the debate as to whether Djām is Fīrūzkūh.  Seyrig (1961: 353) credits Maricq with 
the identification, as does Jackson (2000a: 207), Leshnik (1968-69: 37) and Vercellin (1975: 337).
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expedition to the lapis lazuli mines of Badakhshān in 1964 (Herrmann 1964; 1965) – Djām 
had gone from being unknown to an intrepid tourists’ destination in less than a decade.

1.4 The Ghūrids

Following his brief description of the minaret, Kohzad (1957: 34) proposes that Djām 
is Early Islamic Fīrūzkūh, the lost summer capital of the Ghūrid dynasty.  The Ghūrids 
rose to prominence in the mid-sixth / twelfth century, but few other than scholars of Early 
Islamic central Asia have heard of them.  They do not merit an entry in the four volume 
Encyclopaedia of Asian History (Embree 1988), nor even a passing reference in Svat 
Soucek’s A history of Inner Asia (2000).  Considering the dynasty’s relatively short duration, 
remote heartland and the rapid rotation of other localized dynasties during the period, this 
would be unsurprising were it not for the dynasty’s achievements.

1:2 The first image of the minaret, a drawing by Y. Kohzad, on the front cover of Afghanistan, 1958 
XIII (1)
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The Ghūrids emerged from relative obscurity in 545  /  1150-51, when cAlā’ al-Dīn 

Ḥusayn attacked Ghazna, summer capital of the eponymous Ghaznawid dynasty.  The 
city reputedly burned for seven days as a result of which cAlā’ al-Dīn became known as 
Djahān-sūz, the World Incendiary.  The other major Ghaznawid centre, Lashkar-i Bāzār, 
suffered a similar fate.  Over the next two decades, the Ghūrids forced the dwindling 
Ghaznawid dynasty out of what is now Afghanistan into the northern Indian sub-continent 
and challenged the dominion of the Ghaznawids’ overlords, the Saldjūḳs, whose capital 
was at Marw (near Mary in modern Turkmenistan).

The Ghūrid sultanate flourished under Ghiyāth al-Dīn b. Sām, a nephew of cAlā’ al-Dīn, 
in the last quarter of the sixth / twelfth century.  Ghiyāth al-Dīn expanded Ghūrid territory 
to the west and north, winning important victories against the Khwārazm-Shāh and Ḳarā 
Khiṭāy (see Chapter 4.3.2; Appendix Two).  In an unusual display of sibling cooperation 
and pragmatism, Ghiyāth al-Dīn placed Mucizz al-Dīn, his younger brother, in control of 
Ghazna.  Mucizz al-Dīn continued the Ghaznawid precedent of using Ghazna as a base for 
a series of highly lucrative campaigns into the northern Indian sub-continent.  Although the 
motivation for these raids, like those of the Ghaznawids, was ostensibly pious – to spread 
the word of Islam and punish heathens and perceived heretics – they also generated 
considerable amounts of revenue in the form of loot, tribute and, later, taxes.

The proceeds from these military campaigns were used to embellish established urban 
centres such as Harāt, Ghazna and Lashkar-i Bāzār, as well as Fīrūzkūh.  The Ghūrid 
chronicler al-Djūzdjānī, writing half a century later, documents both the caravans of booty 
returning to the Ghūrid centres from the northern Indian sub-continent and the concomitant 
major construction projects, of which the minaret of Djām is the best preserved.  These 
complementary strands of evidence illustrate the Shansabānīd sultans’ grand urban vision, 
despite their “part-nomadic” lifestyle (Ball 2002: 43).

At its peak, the Ghūrid ‘empire’, or perhaps more accurately the region across which its 
armies campaigned, briefly stretched for over 3,000 km from east to west – from Nīshāpūr 
in eastern Iran to Benares and Bengal – and from the foothills of the Himalaya south 
to Sind (Fig. 1:3; Flood 2005a: 537).13  The Ghūrids’ fortunes, however, soon started to 
decline, particularly after the death of Ghiyāth al-Dīn in 599 / 1203 and the assassination of 
Mucizz al-Dīn in 602 / 1206.  Their successors reverted to myopic, internecine struggles at 
a time when neighbouring, nascent powers threatened Ghūrid territory.  Following a series 
of defeats, the Ghūrids became suzerains of the Khwārazm-Shāh, a militaristic dynasty 

13  See Patel (2004a: 12-13) on the Ghūrids’ two short incursions in Gudjarāt.
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to the north, and surrendered control of Fīrūzkūh to them in 612 / 1215.14  The Ghūrids 
rebelled when the Mongols attacked the Khwārazm-Shāh, but opportunism could not save 
their summer capital – Fīrūzkūh was twice besieged by Mongol armies under Ögedey, son 
of Čingiz Khān, eventually falling in 617 / 1222.

Although the Shansabānīd dynasty disintegrated after sixty-five years, their influence 
on the region persisted beyond their demise: Mucizz al-Dīn’s ghulām generals founded the 
Mamluk Delhi Sultanate, which ruled the northern Indian sub-continent until 689 / 1290, 
while the Kart dynasty in Harāt (643-791 / 1245-1389) sought to legitimize their position 
as clients of the Mongols by tracing their ancestry back to the Ghūrids.  More recently, in 
the 1990s the Pakistani military named a long-range missile Ghauri after Mucizz al-Dīn, 
while some candidates in the 2005 election in Afghanistan sought to gain legitimacy by 
positioning themselves as heirs to this first Muslim Afghan dynasty (Fig. 1:4).

Having outlined the historical context of my research, I will now discuss some of the 
theoretical debates which are relevant to the Ghūrid polity and this thesis.

14  See, in particular, Jackson (2000a) on the fall of the Shansabānīd dynasty.

1:4 Election poster at Djām; the central drawing is reputedly Ghiyāth al-Dīn Muḥammad, although 
no known contemporary portraits exist (photo: Thomas, MJAP 2005)
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1.5 Empires, archipelagic landscapes and the Annales School

The rapid expansion and even more abrupt collapse of the Ghūrid sultanate are typical of 
other short-lived empires.  Developing on Rein Taagepera’s comparative study (1978), Carla 
Sinopoli (1994: 163 ff) argues that the ‘boom and bust’ life-cycle of these transitory dynasties 
was due to a failure to combine territorial expansion with processes of consolidation.  Roger 
Matthews (2003: 129-31, Table 5.1) has since sought to ease the process of identifying, 
comparing and interpreting empires’ varying life-cycles and signatures in the landscape 
and material record by articulating a set of anthropological (political, economic, social and 
ideological) characteristics, and their archaeological and textual correlates.  Matthews’ 
approach emphasizes the value of multi-disciplinary research and attempts to reduce the 
potentially subjective and idiosyncratic nature of such comparative analyses.

Adam T. Smith (2003) adopts a less normative approach in his investigation of how pre-
modern elites have sought to generate and perpetuate authority, and embed themselves 
in the physical and cognitive landscapes of their dominions.  Drawing on the work of 
Alexander Solzhenitsyn, Smith (2003: 110) develops the concept of an “archipelagic 
landscape” in which elites attempt to extend their political and ideological control of 
their dominions from isolated centres of power.  The paradigm can be extended to other 
scholars’ efforts to generalize about Early Islamic central Asia, based on scattered islands 
of archaeological and historical data.  Although Smith primarily focuses on early complex 
societies in Mesopotamia, Mesoamerica and Armenia, his case studies highlight the need 
to recognise the incomplete and patchy nature of the available data, and to consider the 
Ghūrid sultanate within the broader context of the contested geo-political and historical 
landscape of central Asia (see Chapter 4.5).

Comparative studies of Early Islamic dynasties in central Asia are inherently regi-centric 
and urban-centric – even Richard Bulliet’s study of genealogies in Nīshāpūr (1972) focuses 
on the patricians rather than the plebeians.  The prominence given to these historical data 
also reflects the paucity and imperfect nature of comparative archaeological data from the 
period, as will be discussed in more detail below.  Even where good quality archaeological 
data, historical information and reliable textual sources exist, it is often difficult to correlate 
all three, as Matthews (2003: 131-2) recognises.

My re-assessment of the Ghūrid sultanate is inspired, in part, by the Annales School 
of history (see Chapter 2.5).  This paradigm incorporates a variety of approaches and 
perspectives, but is primarily associated with the work of Fernand Braudel.  Braudel argues 
that scholars often become mired in the minutiae of short-term historical and political 
events (such as those outlined above), which are “often only momentary outbursts, surface 
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manifestations of… larger movements and explicable only in terms of them” (Braudel 
1972: 21).  Instead, Braudel places much greater emphasis on la longue durée, long-term 
structures such as geomorphology and climate which change almost imperceptibly over 
time but have a significant influence on the potential and trajectory of society.  Archaeology, 
with its “need for vast chronological expanses” (Braudel 1980: 29) is well suited to an 
Annales approach, although more recently Charles Redman and others have argued 
that resilience theory provides a more versatile explanatory framework (Redman 2005; 
Redman & Kinzig 2003).  The Ghūrid sultanate, with its combination of anthropological, 
archaeological, architectural and textual data, provides particularly fertile ground for, and 
indeed requires, these forms of multi-disciplinary research and analysis.

1.6 Previous research into the Ghūrids

The demise of the Ghūrids at the hands of the Khwārazm-Shāh and then the Mongols 
was such that recent histories of Afghanistan devote little attention to their wide-ranging 
conquests and achievements.15  Despite this dearth of coverage in general histories 
of Afghanistan, the Ghūrids have been the topic of several important historical studies 
(Bosworth 1961; Kieffer 1961; 1962a & b; Jackson 2000a; Nizami 1998; inter alia).

The Ghūrids’ architectural legacy has received more attention (Hillenbrand 2000), in 
part due to its magnificence, and the dearth of other remains from the period (see Chapter 
Five).  In addition to travelogues by the likes of Freya Stark (1970) and Rory Stewart (2004), 
scholarly studies of the minaret of Djām by Charles Kieffer (1960), Judi Moline (1973-74), 
Ralph Pinder-Wilson (2001) and Janine Sourdel-Thomine (2004, largely publishing Marc 
Le Berre’s fieldwork from 1960) stand out, while Andrea Bruno (1962; 1979; 1983; 2003) 
has assumed a central role in efforts to consolidate the leaning minaret.

Other architectural masterpieces dating to what C.E. Bosworth (1968: 166) terms the 
“Ghūrid interlude” have also been re-discovered since World War II: Michael Casimir and 
Bernt Glatzer (1971; Glatzer 1973) happened upon the Shāh-i Mashhad madrasa 85 km 
to the north-west of Djām in 1970 and Gianroberto Scarcia and Maurizio Taddei (1973) 
surveyed the little known Masdjid-i Sangī in Larwand, 140 km to the south-south-west of 

15  See Ewans (2002: 23) and Tanner (2002: 77-78), for example.  Hussain (1997) affords them more 
attention, ostensibly because of her principal interest in the Islamic period, and the significant 
impact the Ghūrids had on the northern Indian sub-continent.
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Djām.16  The Ghūrid architectural remains incorporated in the Great Mosque in Harāt have 
also been considered in detail by A.S. Melikian Chirvani (1970), Glatzer (1980) and Robert 
Hillenbrand (2002).  Hillenbrand (2000), Sheila Blair (1985) and Finbarr Flood (2005c; 
2009a) have also considered Ghūrid art and architecture in their regional context.  Despite 
the historical references in al-Djūzdjānī to numerous Ghūrid campaigns in the northern 
Indian sub-continent, however, scholars have only recently started to detail the Ghūrids’ 
relationship with the ‘East’ (Flood 2001; 2002; 2005c; 2009a & b; Jackson 1999; Kumar 
2007; 2008; Patel 2004b; 2009b & c; 2011).

1.7 The available archaeological data

… it is hardly likely that any major site has been overlooked by either the French 
Mission, travellers, or the later surveys in these geographically difficult areas 
(Fairservis 1953: 146)

The fallacy of Walter Fairservis Jr’s post-war assessment of the archaeology of Afghanistan 
was demonstrated within four years by the re-discovery of Djām / Fīrūzkūh.  New discoveries 
continue to come to light (Ball 2006: 42-3; Grenet et al. 2007; Lee & Grenet 1998), despite 
the dearth of widespread, systematic fieldwork since the Soviet invasion.

The syntheses of the numerous archaeological studies scattered through the literature 
illustrate the splendour and diversity of Afghanistan’s archaeological remains,17 while 
Warwick Ball’s Archaeological Gazetteer of Afghanistan (1982) collates much of the 
available information on individual sites.  The thoroughness of the research undertaken by 
Ball, and his collaborator Jean-Claude Gardin, and the limited fieldwork opportunities over 
the past three decades mean that the gazetteer is still the primary starting point for most 
studies of Afghan archaeology.18

As in other countries, the quantity and quality of the archaeological remains have not 
always been matched by the standard of fieldwork and publications.  These failings and 
the problematic nature of much of the data as a whole hamper detailed diachronic and 
spatial analyses.  Ball’s gazetteer lists nearly 1300 archaeological sites or groups of sites; 
over three hundred and twenty of these have ‘Early Islamic’ remains, while seventy-four 

16  This remarkable structure was first described by Kohzad (1954: 42-3); Ball (1990) and Flood 
(2009a: 204-18) provide further discussion of the distinct Hindu and Jain influences in its 
architecture.

17  See, for example, Allchin & Hammond (1978a), Ball (2008) and Knobloch (2002).
18  An updated version of the gazetteer is in preparation (Ball, pers. comm. 23/01/2008).
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are listed as dating to the Ghūrid period (Fig. 1:5).19  Ball, however, cautions that the 
uneven nature of exploration and often imprecise dating renders spatial analyses of the 
sites’ distributions meaningless (Ball 1982 I: 21).

While recognising the importance of Ball’s gazetteer, Mehrdad Shokoohy (1984: 
572) notes “the comparative lack of information” for many of its sites, a large number of 
which were identified in the pre-modern era.  Other sites have only been documented 
superficially by passing travellers rather than as part of systematic archaeological surveys.20  
French survey work in Bāmiyān province to the east of Ghūr (Le Berre 1987) records 
numerous important medieval sites, many of which appear to pre-date the arrival of Islam.  
Unfortunately, the limited archaeological and ceramic analyses reduce the usefulness 

19  Note: Lee and Wannell attribute a further seventeen sites in Ball’s gazetteer to the Ghūrid period, 
hence the ninety-one sites analysed in Chapter Five.  In a recent interview, Abdul Wasey Ferozi, 
former General Director of the National Afghan Institute of Archaeology, stated that up to “1981, 
we had more than 2,800 archaeological sites and historical monuments” (Meharry 2011).

20  See, for example, Kohzad’s six reports between 1951-54 Along the Koh-i-Baba and Hari-rud; 
Kluyver (2000) and Wannell (2002).

1:5 Distribution of Ghūrid period sites (Ball 1982 II: 491, Map 75)
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of this publication which primarily records known sites in the major valleys, rather than 
surveying the whole of the region.  A few other areas, such as Bactria, have received more 
sustained archaeological study (Dagens et al. 1964; Gardin 1957; 1998; Gentelle 1989; 
Lyonnet 1997), but much of this important fieldwork, like that of Le Berre, focuses on the 
investigation of pre-Islamic sites.  Klaus Fischer’s exploration of the deserts of Sīstān, 
however, is a notable example of both intensive and extensive survey fieldwork of Islamic 
period sites (Fischer et al. 1974-76; inter alia; see also Fairservis 1961, Hackin et al. 1959 
and Hammond 1970).  Unfortunately, detailed published studies remain the exception 
rather than the norm, despite the progress that has been made publishing the backlog of 
fieldwork since 1979 (Ball 2006: 43).21

At the analytical rather than descriptive level, Ball’s thought-provoking study of Ghūrid 
defences (2002) is one of the few studies to go beyond reporting short seasons of fieldwork 
and isolated finds.  Ball’s research, however, along with that of many other scholars, was 
interrupted by both the Islamic Revolution in Iran and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan 
(Ball 2002: 25, fn. 9) – his field-notes in the British Institute in Tehran were inaccessible 
until 1992 and his photographic archive was lost following the closure of the British Institute 
in Kābul in 1982.

The collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 raised the possibility of cross-border and 
regional studies, building on extensive archaeological fieldwork conducted by Soviet 
scholars.22  Civil war (in Tajikistan), insurrections (in the Farghāna Valley of Uzbekistan), 
and the often repressive regimes that have filled the post-Soviet void, however, have 
hampered multi-national and multi-disciplinary studies in these neighbouring countries 
too; notable exceptions include work in and around Marw (Bader et al. 1998; Herrmann 
et al. 2002; Puschnigg 2006; Williams 2002; 2007; inter alia), on-going French work at 
Samarḳand (in Uzbekistan – Grenet 2004) and German fieldwork in Tajikistan.23

Major excavations of early Islamic period sites in Iran include the Metropolitan Museum’s 
inter-war fieldwork at Nīshāpūr (Dimand & Wilkinson 1937; Dimand et al. 1938; Upton & 
Wilkinson 1936; Wilkinson 1973) and British work at the port of Sirāf (Whitehouse et al. 
2009).  Italian work in Iran continues, including analysis of the assemblages collected 

21  See Chapter 5:4 for a more detailed discussion of the five major sites in Afghanistan with levels 
dating to the fourth-sixth / tenth-twelfth centuries.

22  Frumkin (1970) and Fedorov-Davydov (1983) provide English summaries.
23  See http://www.nomadsed.de/projekte/projekte-2004-2008/teilprojekt-d6/ [accessed 21/8/2011]; 

Stark (2005; 2006a & b; 2008).
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during the excavation of the Great Mosque at Iṣfahān in the 1970s (Genito 2007).24

The situation in Pakistan is to a certain degree comparable to that in Afghanistan 
– large parts of the North West Frontier Province are beyond the reach of the Pakistan 
military, let alone archaeologists, although significant work was undertaken prior to 9/11 at 
Bannū (Petrie 2002; 2005; inter alia) and in the Cholistan desert (Mughal 1997).  Across 
the modern border in India, excavations at Tughluḳābād provide important data from an 
early Delhi Sultanate site (Shokoohy & Shokoohy 1994; 1999; 2003).

The deficiencies of some of the archaeological exploration in Afghanistan (and its 
neighbours) are understandable.25  Archaeological work in isolated regions inevitably 
requires some compromises between ideals and practicalities, as is evident from our own 
fieldwork at Djām.  The effects and legacy of three decades of external military intervention 
and the subsequent turmoil were severe and are on-going – Afghan archaeologists, 
museums and archaeological institutions have suffered along with the population as a 
whole (Grissmann 2006).  The academic world has also been robbed of several leading 
Western scholars several of whom died prior to publishing their fieldwork in full.  These 
include Giuseppe Tucci, Alessio Bombaci, Umberto Scerrato and Dinu Adamesteanu, who 
oversaw the Italian excavations at Ghazni from 1957-66 (Giunta 2005) and André Maricq, 
who died aged just thirty-four (Seyrig 1961: 353).  Daniel Schlumberger requested before 
he died that no other team member amend the draft text of his excavations at Lashkar-i 
Bāzār (Bernard, in Schlumberger 1978: vi), while Tony McNicoll’s excavations at Ḳandahār 
and Marc Le Berre’s survey work in Bāmiyān province have appeared posthumously 
(McNicoll & Ball 1996; Le Berre 1987; Le Berre et al. 1987).

As Raymond Allchin and Norman Hammond commented over thirty years ago (1978c: 
414): “What has been accomplished in elucidating the archaeology of Afghanistan is 
still dwarfed by the magnitude of what remains to be done...”  Little has changed in the 
intervening three decades; if anything, the destruction and turmoil, and the widespread 
looting of sites have reinforced the need for further research, both on the ground and 
in the archives of unpublished projects.  Unfortunately, the patchy exploration described 
above is unlikely to become more comprehensive in the foreseeable future – large parts 
of the country continue to be too dangerous for archaeologists to work in, either due to 

24  http://www.isiao.it/en/attivita-istituzionali/attivita-di-ricerca/centro-scavi-e-ricerche-
archeologiche/iran-isfahan [accessed 12/05/2011].

25  The observations in this section of the thesis should not necessarily be interpreted as criticism 
of previous research, much of which is impressive considering the conditions under which it took 
place.
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the on-going insurgency and banditry or the indiscriminately scattered landmines.  For the 
moment, therefore, archaeologists need to find alternative sources of data if they wish to 
expand their knowledge of the Early Islamic period among others.

1.8 New data sources

In addition to new forms of scientific analyses, the increasing availability, quality and 
affordability of satellite images has provided archaeologists with a valuable new resource.  
Although the archaeological use of satellite images dates back to the 1980s, the launch 
of the ‘virtual globe’ Google Earth in 2005 has facilitated these desktop studies of specific 
sites and whole regions by providing free, geo-referenced, high resolution images of large 
parts of the world.  The importance of these images is likely to increase, given the difficulties 
and dangers of accessing many archaeological sites and regions of Afghanistan, and as 
more archived images become available.

The Archaeological Sites of Afghanistan in Google Earth (ASAGE) project, which 
forms part of my research (see Chapter 7.6; Thomas, Kidd et al. 2008; inter alia), is an 
attempt to expand both our knowledge of known archaeological sites and unexplored parts 
of Afghanistan, through the detailed study of images available through Google Earth.  This 
innovative research has garnered important new information about a sample of Early 
Islamic sites across the country, many of which lack even rudimentary site plans.  The 
detailed study of the images available through Google Earth has also enabled us to add 
detail to the existing plans of sites such as the Ghaznawid winter capital, Bust / Lashkar-i 
Bāzār, which have only been partly excavated and surveyed (Thomas & Zipfel 2008).

The most promising aspect of this research, however, is the ability to survey 
systematically large areas of Afghanistan, and other countries, which have previously 
been under-explored or ignored.  By selecting three regions close to major Ghūrid centres, 
in a range of environments traditionally exploited by nomads, I hope to provide new 
insights into how marginal areas (in an agrarian sense) were utilized in the past, and thus 
counterbalance the urban-centric fieldwork that dominates the archaeology of central Asia.

1.9 Outline of the thesis

To conclude, Chapter One has identified the key themes and research aims that will be 
addressed in this thesis.  It has demonstrated that the Ghūrid sultanate established a short-
lived but important empire in Early Islamic central Asia, which has been understudied in 
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comparison to contemporary empires.  The recent fieldwork at Djām and analysis of high 
resolution satellite images have yielded a wealth of new information, which necessitates a 
re-assessment of what is known about the Ghūrids.  This combined approach to the study 
of archaeological sites in Afghanistan is urgently required given the damage that has been, 
and continues to be, caused by looting.

The major themes of the thesis include an analysis of the characteristics of the 
Ghūrids’ summer capital and polity, and their respective life-cycles, the dichotomy between 
predominantly urban archaeological evidence and seasonally nomadic societies, and the 
integration of historical, archaeological and satellite image data.  Each of these datasets 
has its own strengths and weaknesses; some of the deficiencies can be overcome by 
combining their various insights in a mutually beneficial and reflexive way.

The theoretical basis of the study is discussed in Chapter Two.  The different approaches 
to studying the archaeology of empires, nomads and Islamic urban centres are considered, 
as are the merits and limitations of the Annales School view of history.  This chapter also 
addresses issues relating to the use of the historical sources, and the generation and 
interpretation of past political landscapes from fragmentary nodes of data.

Chapter Three presents the geographical and environmental setting of the study, while 
Chapter Four places the research in its historical context.  These chapters set the spatial 
and diachronic limits of the study and provide the necessary background information, 
before focusing on the most relevant regions and events.  Chapter Three draws on a 
combination of pre-modern geographies and more recent studies to analyse the mountain 
environments of central Afghanistan, the Hilmand valley and deserts around Lashkar-i 
Bāzār  / Bust, and the steppe landscape close to Harāt.  It concludes by assessing the 
influence these different environments had on Early Islamic dynasties and the lives of their 
subjects.

The attention devoted to événements in Chapter Four might seem incongruous given 
the stated theoretical influence of the Annales School, but it is essential to establish the 
historical framework within which the current study rests.  Where possible, the chapter 
concentrates on broad historical trends rather than the specific individuals and events.

Chapter Five reviews the archaeological fieldwork at Ghūrid sites across Afghanistan 
and major architectural monuments of the period, while Chapter Six profiles the site of 
Djām, particularly in the light of the survey and excavation data from the MJAP fieldwork, 
and subsequent scientific analyses.  These chapters aim to increase our understanding of 
the Ghūrids by providing the first detailed archaeological analysis of their sites.

The results of the satellite image studies, which complement the existing archaeological 
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data, are presented in Chapter Seven.  These studies are important both from a 
methodological point of view, and for the insights they offer into the different uses of the 
contrasting environments, mainly by nomads.  They define the problems resulting from the 
lack of a detailed topographic survey at Djām and provide the most accurate spatial data 
for the site which is currently available.  The broader investigation of the ten Study Areas 
highlights the fact that blank areas on site distribution maps are often the result of a lack of 
systematic investigation, rather than past exploitation.

Chapter Eight, the concluding chapter, re-assesses the Ghūrids.  In particular, it focuses 
on the questions of Ghūrid identities and ideology, the dynasty’s geographic isolation, the 
unsustainable nature of its summer capital, and polity as a whole, and the prospects for the 
cultural heritage management of Djām and other Ghūrid sites.




