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his publication outlines the documentation and conservation of the stupa complex

at Shewaki, undertaken by ACHCO, with financial support from Aliph Foundation,

between January 2020 and November 2022. The project is one of a number of initiatives
implemented by ACHCO that aim to safeguard Afghanistan’s built heritage. It follows work on
two other Buddhist sites, Topdara (Parwan) and Tepe Maranjan in Kabul, between 2016 and
2020 that is described in a separate publication.

Drawing on previous scholarship about the Buddhist era, as well as ACHCO’s recent
documentation at Topdara and other sites, the aim here is to contribute to an understanding of a
significant period in the history of the region. Given that the primary aim of activities at Shewaki
was conservation of the surviving fabric, the focus here is on the construction techniques and
architectural language employed between 3" and 5" centuries, when it is believed that the stupa
and associated structures were constructed or altered. The reasoning behind decisions made
during the various stages of the project upon discovery of long-buried sections of the original
masonry of the anda (platform) is also addressed. The scale of the vihara (monastic centre) that
has emerged during the work at Shewaki suggests that the cluster of other Buddhist sites that
have been identified in an area that lay along an important trade and pilgrimage route at the

time, merit further investigation and safeguarding.

Today, the stupa is part of a landscape that is intimately familiar to the villagers of Shewaki,
who recognize the intrinsic value of an important monument in their midst. The sense of local
‘ownership’ by the community, many of whose members took part in the conservation work, is
at odds with outside perceptions that Afghanistan’s cultural heritage, and in particular Buddhist
sites, are somehow vulnerable. The investment at Shewaki was made in the belief that the

community will, to the best of their ability, safeguard the site, as they have for generations.

In addition to the residents of the area, many of whom were employed on the project, the
conservation at Shewaki would not have been possible without the contribution of staff from the
Afghan Institute of Archaeology led by Azizuddin Wafa (Mohammad Jan Zahidi, Muhammad
Salem Dadguster, Mohammad Younis Faieq, Ali Jawid Baktash, Muhammad Asem Samemi,
Mohammad Nasim Nuzhat, Abdul Hamid Faizi, Mustafa Salehi, Naimatullah Mohammadi,
Ehsanullah Rahimi, Shah Mohammad, Mohammad Atiq Abasi and Feda Mohammad) and the
department for Safeguarding of Historic Monuments of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan
(Shafiullah Wahedi) and (after August 2021) the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan.

CONSERVATION OF BUDDHIST-ERA BUILT HERITAGE



The ACHCO project team comprised Eng. Habib Noori, Eng. Jalil Rayan, Eng Behzad Paya,
Farhad Soroush, Eng Zuhra Ghani, and Eng Fatima Fardukht with administrative support from
Wahid Ahmad Sakhi and Masood Shah Gulabzai and technical inputs from Jolyon Leslie.

General view from north west of the stupa and outer platform 2022
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Geographic and Historic Context

ituated some 20 kilometres to the south-east of Kabul and at an altitude of 1925 metres

above sea-level, the site takes its name from the nearby settlement of Shewaki'. The stupa

is the best-preserved of dozens of Buddhist historic remains that have been identified
along the foothills of the Monaray Ghar mountains, south of the Kabul river valley. It was along
this wide valley that an important trade and pilgrimage route ran, and which may account for
this cluster of sites listed below, prepared by staff of the Afghan Institute of Archaeology.
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t has been suggested that Buddhist vihara were widespread in the region, wherever a
population and resources could sustain them". Relatively little is known as yet, however,
about the social context in which these complexes were planned, constructed and managed,

or indeed the livelihoods or pattern of settlement of those who lived near them™.

The basic architectural form of the main stupa at Shewaki is similar to that on other examples
that survive in the region, although they differ significantly in scale. It is clear that a high degree
of physical conformity, at least in terms of shape and proportions, was important to those who
commissioned and worshipped at the stupas. Given that many of the buildings are thought to
have been built between 3" and 5™ centuries, some continuity in technical skills required for

their design and construction must have existed in the region over many generations™.

For all their similarities however, the stupas in the Kabul region differ in one important
aspect; orientation. Rather than in relation to a fixed cardinal points, they tend to be located
and oriented in a manner to ensure visibility, and thereby attract passing pilgrims*. The main
axis at Shewaki, defined by the stair that leads to the anda (platform), is oriented to the north,
from where worshippers would have approached the complex from the Kabul river plain. By
contrast, the orientation of Topdara is to the east, facing a pilgrimage route that skirted the Koh-e
Daman plain, while at Guldara it is to the south, from where pilgrims would have approached
the complex. The visibility of most, if not all, stupas was would have been enhanced by an
external finish of plaster and paint, as well as umbrella-like structures (chatra) and banners on
the apex of the dome"' . Shewaki is unusual in having retained areas of lime plaster on both the

dome and drum"i.

While this is not evident
at Shewaki today, proximity
to a source of water is
something common to most
large monastic sites in the
region. There are a number of
springs in mountain gulleys
nearby and an underground
karez runs just to the south
of the stupa, flowing in a
westward direction; together

these might have provided a
North side of stupa 1972 (Mizuno) reliable supply of water for
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inhabitants of the vihara and pilgrims. Excavations during the conservation work revealed
layers of sediment and rock that over time transformed the topography on the site, as material
was washed down from the mountain slopes during seasonal flash-floods. Remains of masonry
walls that are likely to have been part of residential quarters to the east of the main stupa lie 3
metres below the current ground level, so it is possible that an earlier source of surface water

was disturbed or diverted over time.

ased on a comparison with architectural characteristics elsewhere in the region, the
stupa at Shewaki is likely to have been built in several phases between 3" and 5"
century CE, possibly around an earlier structure dating from 1%t or 2" centuryi, Unlike
many other stupas of the period, much of the articulation around the drum and the lower levels
of the anda at Shewaki survives™. Applied decoration that might originally have been attached
to the structure has however long since disappeared. Finds elsewhere suggest that this may have
been in the form of schist panels or plaster elements, fixed to the masonry. These would have
portrayed key figures or episodes from the life of the Buddha and, along with sculpture set in
niches in the anda and the axial niche on the north side of the dome, these elements would have

been intended to edify lay worshippers, many of whom may at the time been illiterate.

INSERT PHOTO OF REMAINS OF STUCCO SCULPTURE?

Ongoing conservation of remains of stucco sculpture on outer platform 2022
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Fragments of clay and stucco figures excavated in what are likely to have been chapels
on the outer platform at Shewaki were probably endowed over time by donors. Construction
on this scale would have required considerable resources and, at a period when trade and
commerce generated significant wealth among a mercantile class, one or more of whom may
have commissioned the stupa itself. Donations from pilgrims doubtless contributed to meeting
a proportion of the expenses of monastic orders, but it is likely that they also had land holdings

that would have generated additional income.

Aerial view of excavation of settlement at Mes Aynak, Logar province 2015 (Brent E. Huffman)
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Lay members of monastic orders are thought to have also participated directly in commercial
activity. The remains of small primitive forges, along with scattered deposits of copper slag,
excavated on the outer platform at Shewaki provide are evidence of artisanal working of copper.
The mining and smelting of copper on an industrial scale at Mes Aynak, 30 km to the south,
bears out the significant contribution of minerals to the economy of the region since ancient
times. The wealth that this evidently generated makes it probable likely that larger monastic

Buddhist orders were also centres of political power at the time*.
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here are not known to be any con-

temporary written references specif-

ically to Shewaki, although its size
suggests that it must have attracted signifi-
cant numbers of pilgrims. Europeans first
became aware of the existence of Buddhist
remains of Afghanistan in the 1820s, initial-
ly along the main route between Peshawar
and Kabul through the Khyber Pass, where
British travelers William Moorcroft and
George Trebeck reported on a number of ar-

chaeological sites.

The stupa at Shewaki was subsequent-
ly mentioned in the context of its looting
by Martin Honigberger, as European doctor
who in 1832 had local workers dig into the
apex of the stupa dome in search of relics.
Unable to penetrate huge stone slabs around
a reliquary chamber, a lateral tunnel was
then dug at the level of the drum to reach a
circular construction within the stupa’s ma-
sonry core. Among the objects reportedly re-
moved were a lathe-turned steatite container
in which had been deposited gold and silver
objects, pearls, coral, semi-precious stones
and a fragment of birch-bark with Kharo-
shthi scriptX.

Drawing of Honigberger’s finds at Shewaki 1836

(from Errington).
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The British adventurer Charles Masson
subsequently visited and prepared drawings
of Shewaki and noted Honigberger’s finds
in his journal. Between 1832 and 1835,
Masson documented and retrieved relics
from more than 100 Buddhist sites in and
around Kabul, Jalalbad and Wardak, while
amassing a significant sizeable collection
of objects, especially coins. Masson’s His
documentation and analysis was invaluable
in establishing the significance of Buddhist
sitesand material inthe history oftheregion. "
The site at Shewaki was subsequently visited
or surveyed by Foucher (1942), Mizuno
(1965) and Fussman (1972 & 2008)x.

Judging from his description of the area
in 1832, Masson understood the significance
of the cluster of Buddhist sites of which
Shewaki is part:

Charles Masson’s drawing of Shewaki stupa 1842

The plain which lies to the east of Kabul is bounded on the south by a ridge
of mountains extending for about 10 miles. Its western extremity, called Shakh
Baranta, is of fair altitude, and about 5 miles south of the city. On the northern
base of this ridge, along its skirts, are dispensed some eleven or twelve topes,
two or three of them only of considerable magnitude: they occur as it were in

three groups, the first and nearest from Kabul overlooking that portion of the
plain called Shevaki. Amongst these is the principal monument of the kind,

with five or six inferior structures, seated in the recesses of the hills adjacent
to it. Below or east of this group, south of the village of Kamari, are two other
topes, one of them a large one; and still farther to the east are three topes,

called from their number Seh Topan. The whole of these edifices were opened
by M. Honigberger, and only two yielded results to him...x",
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Process of Conservation 2020-22

Dome and Drum

he damaged dome and drum were the only elements of the stupa at Shewaki that were

visible during initial surveys in 2020. As on other stupa sites elsewhere, the remains

stood on a mound made up mainly of material that had over time fallen from the
original fabric. The apex of the dome had largely disintegrated, due in part to damage caused
by Honigberger and also what appeared to be artillery impacts sustained during conflict in the
area after 1979 (and which are apparent in photos from the early 1970s).

North-west side of Shewaki stupa 1970 (Thewalt)
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Like other stupas, Shewaki is constructed entirely of locally-quarried stone laid in mud
mortar, using a variety of masonry techniques. The core of the structure is made up of rubble
stone, with the external elevations faced with courses of flat schist pieces into which are set at
intervals larger flat stones in a technique known as diaper masonry, that results in a chequer-
like pattern. The purpose of this may be to ensure a bond between the schist facing and the
masonry core. It is evident that considerable skill and effort went into shaping and laying the
schist pieces that form the elevation of the stupa even though these would have subsequently
been concealed by a layer of lime plaster. Masson described the construction of the stupas he

surveyed thus:

These monuments are substantially constructed of layers of large stones,
cemented with well-prepared and beaten earth. In some the stones employed
internally appear to have been rudely fashioned; in others they seem to have
been selected from the skirts of the surrounding hills. While the interiors of
topes are immense masses of stones and earth, regularly however disposed, the
exterior surfaces have been objects of particular care. On the upper portions
of a great number of them, from the lower lines of mouldings, concentric lines
of fashioned stones, with due intervals between them, have been continued
to the summit. ... As the space between these concentric circles is filled up
with dark slate, in the most curiously neat manner, topes, or at least many of
them, present a very singular and striking appearance, from the chequered
arrangement of their upper surfaces. The mouldings, pilasters, arches, and
other embellishments stand in relief, and are all formed with slate-stones in
the same peculiar neat style [and] utilize the plentiful supply of local, and
easily worked slate, of a fine dark colour. ... Originally a surface or covering
of white cement overspread the superior portions of the topes, including
the circumferent mouldings and decorative belts, also, probably, the lower

portions, although from the injuries of time this is not so apparent®.
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EXISTING STONE MASONRY
DAMAGE AREA

10m

Section through dome prior to conservation

In 2020, in order to record the condition of the stupa prior to any intervention, scaffolding was
erected around the drum, enabling measurements to be taken and detailed drawings prepared.
This revealed how over time intrusions by looters, natural erosion and conflict had resulted in
damage to the dome. At the centre of the masonry core were the remains of a reliquary chamber
(measuring 2.7m square and 3.6 m in height) with internal walls faced with well-executed diaper
masonry. This is likely to have been the space that in 1832 Honigbeger failed to access in search
of relics, but that had subsequently been broken open. At the time of surveys it was partly filled
with soil and rubble and no objects or relics were found (photo below).
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Following discussions within the project team, it was resolved to reconstruct the dome in
order to ensure the stability of the structure as a whole*". Unstable sections of masonry in the
core of the dome were therefore stabilized by removal of loose material and application of a
lime slurry, before the cavities were backfilled with rubble stone (much of it retrieved from the
mound around the stupa) set in mud mortar, as in the original fabric. The damaged reliquary was

repaired and closed off during the course of this work.

Dome reconstruction, Shewaki
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Surviving sections of the dome provided a reference for the profile used in reconstruction
of its damaged sections, whose outer surface is faced with coursed schist elements with areas
of diaper masonry, laid in lime mortar (comprising 1:4 lime putty: sand: water.) Reconstructed
sections of masonry were laid with a 25-30mm projection from the original surface to distinguish
them from the original fabric. Fissures in the original masonry were filled in a similar manner.
The outer edges of the surviving areas of the original lime plaster on the dome were pointed

with lime mortar to limit further damage from the elements.

Section and partial elevation of upper string course and
niches around the drum

CONSERVATION OF BUDDHIST-ERA BUILT HERITAGE



Reconstruction of the north niche on the stupa drum 2021

As in other examples in the region, the stupa at Shewaki has a prominent niche set into the
lower drum that is aligned with the main stair to the anda — in this case which is oriented to
the north. Although badly-damaged, it was possible to identify the dimensions of a deep niche
(measuring 1.5m wide, 2.2m high and 80cm deep) flanked by two shallow half-niches, all of
which were reconstructed. It is likely that the central niche housed a figure of the Buddha,

perhaps with decorative panels fixed on either side.
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Upon completion of work on the dome, the focus turned to
the 15m diameter stupa drum. The initial stage entailed repair of
damaged sections of a projecting string course above the niches,

and that serves both a protective and a decorative purpose.

Below this string course is a band of 56 blank niches (each
measuring 58cm wide and 40cm high) separated by engaged
pilasters that have been described as ‘Indo-Corinthian’ and
resemble those on other stupas in the Kabul region. The pilasters
support semi-circular arches (with a small peak at the apex)
between which project spindle-like elements. Of the 56 niches,
8 required total reconstruction, 22 were partially damaged and
needed repairs, and 26 were found to be intact. Extensive repairs
were also carried out to a string course that separated this zone
from the lower drum.

Section through north niche

North niche and arcade prior to restoration 2020 North niche and arcade after restoration 2021
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No trace was found during surveys of the original architectural
treatment of the lower drum, which on some other stupas (for
example Guldara) is faced with diaper masonry that is articulated
with pilasters. In the absence of evidence of such elements at
Shewaki, it was resolved to simply stabilise the rough stone
masonry to indicate the condition of this and other damaged

parts of the fabric prior to conservation.

Excavation below this area revealed remains of a narrow
ambulatory around the drum (80cm wide and with a paved surface
90 cm above the level of the anda) with articulated with pilasters
at 1.30m centres. This would have been used by worshippers to
circumambulate around the drum, and is accessed from the north
by ashortflight of steps (1.2m wide) from the level of the anda and

aligned with the upper niche set into the dome described above.

Section through drum, platform and plinth of Shewaki stupa

1 - Dome

2 - Arcade band

3 - Lower drum @
4 - Circular plinth

5 - Platform (anda)

6 - Platform niche

7 - Plinth

—2m




Platform (anda) & Stair

Ongoing excavation of the stupa platform 2021

ollowing removal of the scaffolding around the drum, excavation of the mound around
the stupa revealed sections of masonry that formed part of a square anda measuring
22.5m across. From these remains it was possible to determine details of the original
articulation of the lower part, around which a narrow plinth extends 1m from the external
walls of the anda, and is 90cm above a band of stone paving. The elevations of this plinth
have pilasters at 1.5m centres, topped with sandstone capitals bearing a double-spiral motif.
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Section and partial elevation of stupa platform and plinth 0 1 m

The upper surface of the anda is 5.3m above ground, although excavation on the north-west
corner indicates that its dressed masonry extends for around 1.2m below current ground level,
where earlier stone paving was also found. This confirms that additions and alterations were
made to the structure at Shewaki during the period of its use, with the plinth having been added

subsequently.
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n the north side of the anda, remains were found of a stair that is approximately 6m
in width and extends almost 12m towards an outer platform. Excavations in this area
revealed evidence that the lower part of the stair was altered at some stage, with the
addition of a landing and an additional short flight of steps to the north. The flanking walls of
this stair retained, on the east-facing side, remains of inclined articulation of a type not recorded
on other stupas in the region. Based on dimensions taken from several of the original steps
that were excavated, both the stair and flanking walls were subsequently reconstructed. In the
absence of any indication of the treatment of the parapets of the flanking walls, these were left

unfinished.

Ongoing conservation at the base of main stair 2022
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xcavation of the area north of the stupa revealed

numerous masonry structures, including the bases of

8 secondary stupas. Between these are remains of a
number of clay kilns or furnaces that seem to have been used
to smelt iron or copper, judging by the slag and ash found
close by. On the east side, remains of figurative sculpture
were found, including large head of Boddhisatva in red clay
and traces of the feet of what must have been standing plaster
figures set in what appear to have been chapels. These are
likely to have been housed in niches or protective structures

that may have been part of a wider sacred area around the stupa. Clay Buddhistva head

North part of outer platform from the east with conserved perimeter walls and secondary stupas 2022
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Elevation Section A-A

Isometric view

Plan, section and isometric view
of a secondary stupa

Plan A

hese structures are located on an outer platform measuring some 78m by 55m overall
and that appears to have been constructed in several stages. Along its northern and
western edges, where the natural ground level falls away, excavation revealed substantial
stone masonry walls with semi-circular bastions that appear to have had a defensive purpose.
Inside the north-west corner of the outer platform, traces of a lower space were found during
excavation, along with enclosed corridors running parallel to its western edge. After repairs to

these walls, a strip of stone paving was laid along the parapets as a protective measure.

In the centre of the north side of the outer platform, aligned with the main axis of the stupa,
excavation revealed traces of a stair leading up to the platform from lower ground outside.
Although subsequently blocked, this stair seems to have been at some stage the primary route

by which worshippers accessed the site.
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he wall along the north side of the outer platform extends some distance to the east, and
possibly enclosed a vihara or monastery. Excavation of a number of trial trenches in
this area revealed sections of stone masonry walling, parts of which are superimposed
and vary significantly in quality of workmanship, suggesting different phases of construction or

repair over time. Resources did not allow for a more systematic excavation in this area.

Aerial view of stupa and outer platform (left), trial trenches (centre) and secondary stupa (right) during conservation 2022

Some 120 metres to the east of the stupa stands the remains of an unusual structure that was
only partially visible at the time of initial surveys. Excavation of this revealed remains of a
circular stupa plinth (measuring 5.45m in diameter) around which is a 2,75m wide ambulatory
enclosed within a square stone structure that measures 10.75m across.) There are 4 deep niches
set into the outer edge of masonry. Access to the ambulatory is from the west, in the direction
of the main stupa below. It was possible, as a result of the excavation, to determine the details
of articulation around both the central stupa plinth and on the outer elevation of the enclosing
structure, and this formed the basis for conservation and partial reconstruction. To the north-
east of the structure are the remains of more recent rubble stone construction that has been
retained and stabilised.
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Isometric view of eastern secondary stupa.

A short section of dressed stone wall was also identified on the west-facing side of a spur

north-east of the main stupa, where there is a 3m high stele that appears to have been hewn from

an outcrop of natural schist.

1. The coordinates of the stupa at Shewaki are 34°26’N 69°17°E
ii. Fussman, Monuments Bouddhiques, 8.

1. Ball, “From Kushans to Shahis”. 352.

iv. Lezine, “Trois Stupa”, 9-10. Describes similarities in proportions of the stupa and

certain decorative details at Guldara and other sites.

v.  This does not however explain the location of Shakh Baranta, south-west of Shewaki,

where remains of several stupas are in a narrow mountain defile not readily visible from the

plain.
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vi. Excavations in 2015 at Tepe Maranjan revealed traces of red and gold pigment on

fragments of lime plaster still attached to the stupa platform.

vii. Comprising a base layer of lime plaster containing aggregate of crushed schist, covered

by a finer lime/sand skim-coat.

viii. Honigberger reported a ‘circular construction’ deep within the core of the stupa, with
a reliquary containing items likely to date from 1st or early 2nd century. There is evidence
elsewhere (for example Bimaran and Kamari) of early stupas subsequently being enlarged and

re-modelled. Errington, Charles Masson, 36.

ix. Errington identifies 8 possible variations in the details of architectural orders used on

arcades around the drum of verious stupas in the region. Charles Masson, 30.
x. Klimburg-Salter, “Corridors of Communication”, 175
xi. Errington, Charles Masson, 73.
xil. Errington, Charles Masson, 18.
xii1. Ball, Archaeological Gazeteer, 353.
xiv. Masson, Topes, 60-61.
xv. Masson, Topes, 55-6.

xvi. Judicious reconstruction was deemed to be justifiable in order to ensure the overall
stability of the monument and its durability in a context where regular maintenance is unlikely
in the future. This was informed by provisions of the Venice Charter (1964) of which Article 9
states ““... The process of restoration....aim(s) to preserve and reveal the aesthetic and historic
value of the monument and is based on respect for original material and authentic documents.
It must stop at the point where conjecture begins, and in this case moreover any extra work
which is indispensable must be distinct from the architectural composition and must bear a

contemporary stamp.”
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North elevation of Shewaki stupa, prior to (2020) and after conservation (2022). FoPP) 9 (FeT ) Cao o jl 32y 9 S8 ety giunl  Jlods (slod




General view from the west, prior to (2020) and after conservation (2022). APePP) 9 (Mol e) Cuopo jl 3wy 9 JuB e p2 Chomw (0908 (Slod
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Isometric view of Shewaki stupa following conservation
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Plan view of stupa and platform prior to (above) at 25m and after OB 3hasy 9 (YB) L6 31 S Slol s 5 dygial Oy
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Horizontal section through stupa drum prior to (above) and after O 3l a9 (Y0) LS 3 U dygral WS (a8 5N
conservation (below) at 8.5m above post-conservation ground level. Caays 31 9y e gk 31 3YL Re AO ()
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View of stupa and platform from south-east prior to (above) and after conservation (below). L0Ph) oo po jl 325 9 (VL) S8 g gl (B 0 90> slos




View of stupa and outer platform from north-east prior to (above) and after conservation (below). () e pe il 3y 5 (VL) Ju ey gitanl (5 s Sl (5Los
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