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ABSTRACT 
 

The collateral damage and long-term effects of decades of war in Afghanistan have left 
the National Museum without a complete or secure inventory of its priceless and unique 
holdings. Over the past three years the collaborative project between the National 
Museum and the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago has been creating a full 
digital inventory of the museum’s artifacts. Of equal importance, the project has 
endeavored to establish a sustainable system for the ongoing data capture, data revision, 
and digital maintenance necessary for long-term protection of, and access to, a 
comprehensive record of the artifactual heritage of Afghanistan. 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Conflict, conflagration, and limitations of time and resource had robbed and prevented 
the National Museum of Afghanistan from having a complete record of its outstanding 
archaeological and ethnographic collections.  The fires that spread through the building in 
the early 1990s burned approximately 90% of the museum’s original catalog, leaving 
little information behind as to what it originally contained (Fig. 1; Stein 2012: 123).  
Efforts to inventory the museum since then have been largely paper-based (Fig. 2) or 
limited to specific subsets of the collections.  Thus, one of the many cultural heritage 
preservation needs recognized by the US Embassy in Kabul was a complete and digital 
inventory of the holdings.  Upon receiving a three-year grant from the Embassy of the 
United States, Kabul, Afghanistan, the Oriental Institute, under the direction of Gil Stein, 
set out to design a partnership with the National Museum of Afghanistan that would 
accomplish several clearly defined goals in the areas of inventory, systemization, 
preservation, and training. 
 

RECENT HISTORY OF THE KABUL MUSEUM ARCHIVES 
  
In the late 1990s the staff of the National Museum and the Society for the Preservation of 
Afghan Cultural Heritage (SPACH) made a record of the surviving artifacts, then counted 
at roughly 7,000 (Grissman 2009). In 2003, with the Ministry of Information and 
Culture’s reopening and reconstruction of the museum, the US Government, National 
Geographic, the National Endownment for the Humanities, UNESCO, and other 
organizations assisted the staff in conducting a partial, paper inventory of its remaining 
holdings. This inventory counted approximately 12,000 of the objects inside of the 
museum and all 22,300 pieces held in the secret vaults beneath the Presidential Palace 
(Lovgren 2004). 
  
The recognized need for a computer database to house digitized versions of these 
inventories led to several efforts that laid the groundwork for future database projects.  
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The first was developed for the National Museum in 2006 and held 600 object records 
before minor technical issues, irresolvable without extensive computer coding language 
skills, inhibited its use (Ajmal Yar, pers. comm.).  In 2010 the Austrian Academy of 
Sciences designed a new, very sophisticated relational database that used Oracle software 
as a backend and that could be accessed via URL over a wireless network.  In order to 
meet the demand for a bilingual inventory in Dari and English, the database could use 
Google Translate, over the internet, to convert Farsi terms into English or vice versa. 
  
While these efforts were in some ways groundbreaking, neither database ended up 
holding more than a few thousand records and both fell into disuse.  It appeared that the 
complexity of using, accessing, and maintaining the Oracle database was too challenging 
for non IT-specialists. Furthermore, the necessity of internet connectivity for translation 
and access was problematic in terms of both its inability to capture the Dari terminology 
correctly and as a security issue. The results of these early attempts at creating an 
advanced digital repository for National Museum’s collections indicated that an entirely 
different approach toward digital recording was warranted if it was to gain staff 
participation and have sustainability in Afghanistan. 
 

MUSEUM PARTNERSHIP PROJECT: DESIGN & IMPLEMENTATION 
  
In a 2002 article, Nancy Hatch Dupree outlined a series of actions necessary to protect 
cultural heritage in Afghanistan. These included “building training components into 
every project;” “employing information technology as a tool for research;” “maintaining 
a database” of cultural heritage properties; discovering sustainable internal and external 
funding sources; and incorporating communities (2002: 986-987). Clearly, the impact of 
war on cultural heritage goes beyond destruction and loss—it can break down the 
elements within a society that cultivate and promote cultural heritage (ibid.: 984). While 
the NMA-OI Partnership’s inventory project cannot target that problem directly, it is 
possible to use Mrs. Dupree’s mandates to ensure that the combined efforts of the 
international and Afghan communities create a more sustainable and valuable 
contribution than simply a digital “product” (see Lowenthal 1989). 
  
And so, the five main goals of the partnership between the Oriental Institute of the 
University of Chicago and the National Museum of Afghanistan are to:  

 
1. Develop a secure and user-friendly Dari and English computer 
database while integrating previous inventories and digital data sets;  
 
2. Create the first complete digital inventory of the estimated 40,000 
objects remaining in the museum;  
 
3. Make preliminary conservation assessments of the objects as part of 
the inventory process;  
 
4. Re-house the objects in acid-free, archival-quality containers for 
longer-term storage and preservation; and  
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5. Train the museum staff in international standards of database, 
recording, and artifact-management procedures. 

  
The first efforts by the OI team after arriving in Kabul in May, 2012, focused on 
soliciting the opinions of the Museum staff by holding workshops, training seminars, and 
brain-storming sessions nearly every day for several weeks (Fig. 3). After that initial 
period, the Partnership went to work finishing the design of the database and 
inventorying system using a combination of input received, international museological 
standards such as the Getty Museum Object Identification System, and a recurrent 
feedback system.  
    
Once the OI staff came to understand the concerns of the Museum personnel and the 
issues that existed, the second step was to integrate the work that had been done in 
previous years.  In adapting the old data for inclusion in the new database, the OI team 
learned much about the recent history of museology at the museum and the various 
overlapping systems that different projects and organizations had employed in the 
administration and curation of the collections. Understanding how these systems fit 
together, or failed to, in some cases, was crucial for the OI team, the Museology 
Department, and the curatorial staff in working together to create a viable, single system 
of recording that still reflected the original, pre-war system of the 1950s, 60s, and 70s.  
  
Another challenge to creating a fully digital recording system included wireless 
connectivity due to the size, cement construction, and limited electrical capabilities of the 
building.  Many older institutions, such as the Kabul Museum, that are forced to operate 
without advanced internal wiring have addressed this kind of problem by creating a series 
of independent networks, each separately accessible in different locales within the 
building. While this solution is sufficient to provide universal internet access, populating 
a singular off-line database, which is necessary in Kabul for security reasons, requires a 
unified inventorying system and, thus, a single network capable of covering the entire 
museum.  
 
To that end, the Partnership developed a system of movable WiFi units complete with 
voltage regulators, uninterruptable power supply batteries (UPSes), and WiFi signal 
extenders (Fig. 5). Because they are mobile, these units enable wireless access even in the 
deepest parts of the museum’s storage areas, where a substantial part of the inventory had 
to occur. The enclosed UPSes allow the network to remain functional even during the 
frequent power-outages, providing fewer interruptions to the work and decreasing data 
loss.  To improve the range of the wireless network, which needs only electricity and the 
right physical configuration, the museum’s electrician worked in tandem with the 
inventory team to repair old or add new electrical sockets where needed. 
  
While developing the database, building the wireless network, and beginning to inventory 
the storerooms, the Partnership also began training sessions meant to engage and 
empower the curatorial and conservation staff members. The topics have ranged from 
basic computer usage and data entry, to workshops covering a full range of practical and 
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academic topics relevant to Afghanistan. These topics have included the historical and 
archaeological background of various periods, artifact and material identification, 
computer usage, and safe handling and repacking of artifacts. The Partnership also 
provides specialist lectures on subjects such as the dissemenation of Buddhist art and 
iconography, political history, pottery traditions, ancient stone tool technology, and 
numismatic analysis.   
 
Finally, basic training on programming and maintenance of the FileMaker Pro relational 
database has been important for ensuring both the sustainability of the inventorying 
system and the scalability of the museum’s new digital approach to artifact management. 
With strong programming skills, staff will be able to continually upgrade not only the 
software, but also the structural design of the database to meet new digital needs as the 
recovery of the Kabul Museum continues to progress. 
 
Working with the curatorial, museological, and conservation staff beyond the basics of an 
inventory has been one of the keys to gaining the general participation of the museum 
staff.  As Stein has noted, one of the strongest elements of the project has been the 
genuine engagement by the staff, nearly as a whole. Eliminating “knowledge monopolies” 
helps to ensure that the museum will continue to grow and function at an institutional 
level (Stein 2013). Furthermore, leaders have emerged internally to help design and 
promote the practices of the project, which is a critical component of a sustainable system.   
  
In terms of information technology, the database is designed to meet needs specific to the 
Kabul Museum (Fig. 6). These include instant translation from Dari to English or English 
to Dari (“translinguality”), the FileMaker Pro off-the-shelf, easy-to-program platform 
(simplicity), and analogy to the various paper recording systems used there in the past 
(familiarity). The translation feature is based on bilingual thesauri meticulously built by 
the Dari-speaking museum staff within a classification framework designed by the OI 
team (with reference to international standards such as the Getty Museum Object 
Identification System). Thus, it reflects the Dari-language terminology commonly used in 
the museum, ensuring that it is meaningful to the heaviest users.  However, it also merges 
that lexicon with broader international classification conventions to meet the purposes of 
researchers and specialists both in Afghanistan and from around the world.   
 
The database’s latest IT innovation features pop-up windows that display fully integrated 
tools for identification of artifact attributes such as geological composition, standard 
pottery type, or numismatic identification. The intended effects are to instantly provide 
relevant specialized information that is difficult to find in Afghanistan, where access to 
libraries and internet are somewhat limited, and to help bolster the institutional capacity 
of the museum for maintaining and transmitting knowledge.  To that end, the Partnership 
also produces hard copies of key reference materials, where necessary, and provides them 
for the museum staff. 
 

MUSEUM PARTNERSHIP PROJECT: RESULTS 
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Over three years into the project, the Partnership has inventoried over 39,000 objects, 
likely more than 95% of the entire collection (minus the objects housed elsewhere1), in 
both Dari and English. At least one curatorial member and one project member 
collaborated on the recording of every artifact. Each object record is complete with 
categorization, description, photography, conservation assessment, and location history.  
Alongside the inventory the Partnership has also reorganized the storerooms, outfitting 
them with new shelving structures, and it has re-packaged the artifacts using acid-free, 
archival-quality materials to safe-guard every object for medium- and longer-term storage 
(Fig. 8).   
 
The reorganization of storerooms, in conjunction with the database’s location system, has 
not only made the objects safer and more accessible, but it has also accomplished the 
collateral achievement of transitioning entire storerooms from being under the external 
control of the so-called tawildar system to being under direct curatorial control. The 
tawildar system, which places the artifacts in each storage area under the responsibility of 
an individual otherwise external to the museum, had been mostly effective at 
safeguarding storerooms of objects for the many decades leading up to the civil war. 
However, it is an older system that in today’s world inhibits many basic museological, 
curatorial, and conservation functions (see Latify et al., this volume). Thus, the transition 
to curator-controlled storage facilitates new levels of access to and management and 
preservation of the collections. 
  
Another area where the Partnership has endeavored to expand the capacity of the 
museum is in its research capabilities, as the database features substantial querying power. 
An example of its utility is the reconstitution of one of the more complex artifacts held in 
the Museum, the SK 4A inscription from the reign of Huvishka in the Kushan dynastic 
temple at Sorkh Kotal (Fig. 9). It was written in the rarely attested Bactrian language and 
inscribed in a modified Greek script, describing achievements in construction and 
restoration of the site’s dynastic shrine. The digital inventory enabled the registrars to 
track down all of the inventoried blocks that this ancient inscription comprises, though 
they had been spread throughout the museum in the midst of the disorganization created 
by the civil war (Sims-Williams 2012: 78). 
 
Furthermore, Fisher and Stein (n.d.) see the query capabilities of the database as a means 
for not only for scholarly research, but also public education. It helps in this area by 
improving curatorial ability to develop new exhibitions, public programs, and 
international collaboration. For example, the National Museum of Afghanistan 
collaborated on the 2015 loan-based exhibition in Prague, Czech Republic, showcasing 
artifacts from the Afghan site of Mes Aynak; the curatorial staff used the database to 
select the objects and then locate them in their storage areas. Regarding public education, 
the database aided the curators in producing photos for pamphlets and posters to be 
distributed to school children. Finally, newly changed object labels in select display cases 

                                                        
1  22,300 artifacts, including the precious-metal funerary objects discovered by the Soviet-Afghan 
expedition to Tillya Tepe (see Sarianidi 1980), ivory statues from Begram, and nearly 2,000 ancient coins, 
are housed in bank vaults beneath the Presidential Palace (Lovgren 2004). The Museum Partnership Project 
has integrated the records from these collections with the records of objects in the Kabul Museum database. 
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are based on the descriptions and images stored in the database (Noor Agha Noori, pers. 
comm.). Functions such as these, which can inform and engage the public, are 
particularly important in Afghanistan after decades of war and civil strife have 
substantially impacted the bond between the population and its cultural heritage (see 
Dupree 2002 and “Time for Action,” this volume).  
 
Another way that the digital inventory has contributed to the preservation of cultural 
heritage in Afghanistan has been not just determining what is present in the museum, but 
also what is missing. In 2007 the Museology Department was tasked with detailing 
exactly what looters had stolen during the civil war of the 1990s. Without a complete 
inventory they were still able to compile a mini-catalog of missing objects. Over the 
course of the current inventory project, the Partnership has been able to locate dozens of 
the purportedly looted objects. Furthermore, it has confirmed either the theft or 
destruction of hundreds of irreplacable artifacts including several marquis pieces. 
Creating a database of what is missing is an important collateral function of an inventory; 
now the museum can inform local and international authorities as to what can possibly be 
recovered. Additionally, this effort to identify what had been stolen is supporting the 
development process for a bilateral ban on the importation and trade of antiquities 
between the US and Afghan governments (for further information see Stein, this volume). 
 
One of the more noteworthy objects that the Partnership “rediscovered” during the 
inventory process was a fragment of a cuneiform tablet originally excavated from Old 
Kandahar in 1977 (Fig. 10; Fisher & Stolper 2015; Helms 1997).  The staff of the 
National Museum was able to immediately identify the cuneiform document as an artifact 
of significance for Afghanistan that would fit quite well within the intellectual purview of 
the Oriental Institute. Matthew Stolper at the OI was then able to identify it as one of the 
pieces excavated by Sven Helms in the 1970s, and Stolper then proceeded with analysis 
of the Elamite inscription based on the digital photographs created by the inventory 
project.  This work resulted in producing the first scientific report of the tablet fragment, 
and considered it within the context of the Achaemenid Empire’s bureaucratic millieu.    
  
The epigraphic structure and contents of the tablet, the paper argues, support the 
likelihood that a fortification archive, in the same mode if not the same scope as the 
Persepolis Fortification Archive, existed within or near the  citadel of Old Kandahar, and 
that Kandahar was likely ancient Kandaraš and the adminstrative seat of Arachosia 
(Fisher & Stolper 2015: 19ff.).  One way that this work is significant is that it is some of 
the only research currently being conducted on the archaeology and history of Kandahar.  
Thus, it exemplifies that through processes such as digitization and preservation such 
research can occur and reach the world, even during the ongoing war in Afghanistan. 

 
PARTNERSHIP SUMMARY 

  
As shown above, the National Museum of Afghanistan-Oriental Institute of the 
University of Chicago Partnership has aided in improving multiple and varied aspects of 
the functionality of the Kabul Museum, and yet all of these activities share core 
principles. As Mrs. Dupree has identified, war and exile have disrupted the continuity of 
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the local culture in Afghanistan; however, by providing continuity of practice, the NMA-
OI Partnerhsip is reinforcing processes and approaches that can continue to serve the 
Museum long after the project concludes. Through systemization of not just inventory 
procedures but also meta procedures, the Partnership aims to establish a stronger 
institutional memory and sustainable set of museum practices and policies that can help 
prepare the museum, and digitally safeguard its collection, for future generations both 
inside of Afghanistan and around the world. 
 

POSSIBILITIES FOR THE FUTURE 
 
Though outside of the mandates of the NMA-OI Partnership grant, there are several 
logical extensions of the basic work that the Partnership has so far accomplished in the 
Kabul Museum. The first would be to integrate the digital inventories of provincial 
museum collections (e.g., for Ghazni; see Filigenzi, this volume, p. 4) and then to digitize 
and integrate the paper inventories of the remaining museums (e.g., for Herat; see 
Shaikhzada, this volume). Where no inventories have been made, or where the 
collections are only partially recorded, teams can start the digital recording of artifacts 
from scratch in accordance with NMA-OI procedures. Because engagement with 
populations, collections, and professionals located in the provinces is a primary 
component of a healthy national cultural heritage environment (Dupree 2002), the 
analysis, recording, conservation, and digitization processes for provincial collections are 
as important as those for the capital. 
 
Furthermore, integration of the nation’s various artifact datasets would be a relatively 
unprecedented but hugely facilitative achievement. However, there should not be a grand 
digital repository that is just restricted to the country’s museum inventories. Ideally, the 
cultural heritage community should strive to create a single, multi-disciplinary database 
that incorporates all “cultural heritage assets and properties” (ibid.: 986; see also Dupree, 
“Time for Action,” this volume, p. 1) across multiple data platforms and types.  
 
For instance, ongoing efforts to create a detailed heritage site map of Afghanistan are 
working to produce integrated landscape, archaeological, monument, preservation-status, 
and economic-development datasets (see H.E. President Ghani, this volume; Bendezu et 
al., this volume; Stein 2015). To recombine these with the ethnographic and 
archaeological collections, photo archives, reference materials, and historical sources that 
contextualize such landscapes and architectural remains would be an astounding 
achievement that could lend layers of meaning to otherwise isolated and somewhat 
sterilized data.  
 
It is one important goal to discover the architectural remains of ancient societies, to 
recover their material evidence of human life from within, and to preserve each 
seperately to modern standards in appropriate storage environments. However, it is 
another level of accomplishment entirely to be able to create a digital structure and 
system of management and analysis that can demonstrate and preserve the humanity that 
exists in the otherwise immaterial relationships between the different types of material 
correlates of human society. The technology currently exists to embark on such a worthy 
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endeavor (Schloen 2013; Schloen & Schloen 2014), and so creating a unified database 
that includes and prioritizes all facets of Afghan cultural heritage equally, but which also 
enables their mutual engagement, should be the paramount goal for cultural heritage 
collaboration going forward. 
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FIGURES 
 
Fig. 1. Burning and destruction of the museum archives.  Photo courtesy of Jolyon Leslie 
and the National Musem of Afghanistan 
 
Fig. 2.  Blank paper form from the 2004-2005 inventory. 
 
Fig. 3.  Project Conservator Natalie Firnhaber conducts a workshop with NMA staff. 
 
Fig. 4.  Project Field Director Michael Fisher and Project Director Gil Stein discuss 
preservation issues with NMA conservation staff. 
 
Fig. 5.  Movable WiFi unit outside of a storeroom. 
 
Figs. 6a & 6b.  View of the Dari and English digital inventory consoles. 
 
Fig. 7.  Project Registrar inventories artifacts with NMA staff. 
 
Fig. 8.  NMA staff rehousing artifacts with acid-free materials on the new shelving units 
provided by the Partnership Project. 
 
Fig. 9.  Composite digital reconstruction of the SK 4A inscription that was written in the 
Bactrian language.  The missing blocks come from the center; fragments chipped off 
during the civil war are highlighted in red. 
 
Fig. 10.  Fragment of an Achaemenid administrative tablet written in the Elamite 
language using cuneiform script. 
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