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Conservation in Afghanistan 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Restoration, the precursor to the science-based profession of conservation, has a long and 
honourable tradition in Afghanistan. Conservation, a relative newcomer to the field of cultural 
heritage, established a foothold in Afghanistan in 2003 when international missions were able 
to resume contact with their cultural heritage counterparts for the first time in over a decade.  
The International Council of Museums – Committee for Conservation (ICOM-CC) defines 
conservation as “all measures and actions aimed at safeguarding tangible cultural heritage 
while ensuring its accessibility to present and future generations.  Conservation embraces 
preventive conservation, remedial conservation and restoration.  All measures and actions 
should respect the significance and the physical properties of the cultural heritage.”   This joint 
paper will provide a more detailed explanation of the factors affecting the preservation of 
physical heritage and focus on conservation efforts in Afghanistan since 2003.  
 

ARTIFACTS AND THE ENVIRONMENT 
 

The state of preservation of an artifact depends on two major factors: the materials from which 
the artifact is made and the environment to which the artifact has been subjected during its 
lifetime. Artifacts, according to the types of materials, can be divided into two broad groups: 
organic and inorganic. While organic compounds originate from animals and plants or 
biological systems, inorganic compounds are synthesised from geological systems.  All natural 
materials inevitably deteriorate.  Organic materials are particularly susceptible to 
environmental conditions and, as a result, they tend to deteriorate more readily than inorganic 
compounds.  
 

FACTORS AFFECTING DETERIORATION 
 

There are many factors responsible for the physical and chemical deterioration of materials.  
Environmental conditions such as relative humidity and temperature have significant effects 
on the stability of each artifact.  Relative humidity, often abbreviated as RH, indicates the 
percentage of moisture in the air relative to the amount of moisture that the air can hold at a 
given temperature. Oxygen, found in the air that we breathe, contributes to many of the 
processes that cause deterioration.  Heat and the energy from ultraviolet radiation and visible 
light can also damage artifacts.  These factors often contribute to the rapid deterioration that 
recently excavated artifacts may undergo once they are removed from the more stable, 
protected burial environment. These same factors also affect the long-term preservation of 
artifacts in museums in addition to air pollution, pests, human negligence, incorrect handling, 
improper packaging and transportation. Collections are also subject to more wide-scale damage 
and destruction from natural disasters, such as earthquakes, and man-made disasters, such as 
terrorism and armed conflicts. 
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DOCUMENTATION AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE 
 

It is very important that the custodians of historical and archaeological artifacts, including 
conservators and curators, are aware of the potential risks to their collections. Any collection 
is at risk of damage, whether it is natural or man-made in nature, but none more so than those 
in an area of armed conflict.  The need to have emergency response plans in place to prevent 
or at least minimize the potential damage arising from the conflict is a very high priority.  This 
is one of the reasons that it is so critical that museum collections are properly documented, 
including adequate photography.  In the event of damage or looting, these records and images 
may be all that remain of an object.  This information can be used in multiple ways.  It may 
represent the only evidence for the existence of the object after its destruction and preserve its 
cultural and historical information.  If looted, the documentation will serve as evidence of 
ownership in the event that the object is recovered (see Fisher, this volume, p. 6). 
 

THE ROLE OF THE CONSERVATOR IN THE MUSEUM 
 

The role of the conservator at the museum includes the followings:  
 To examine and inspect the condition of artifacts on display and storage 
 To ensure the suitability of materials used for treatment and storage by considering their 

long-term effects on museum objects 
 Provide advice for museum personnel regarding general care of collections such as 

appropriate handling, packing and transport 
 
The focus of modern conservation is the practice of preventive conservation. This entails 
maintaining the collections in a stable environment that helps to slow down their inevitable 
deterioration and minimizes the need for conservation intervention. It is the responsibility of 
conservators to store the collections in a safe and appropriate manner using inert packing 
materials and maintain the storage areas in terms of good housekeeping. When conservation 
treatments are necessary because the artifact is unstable or information on the surface of the 
object is hidden by corrosion or dirt, the conservation treatments should be fully recorded.  This 
is important to ensure that future generations of conservators and researchers understand how 
the artifact may have been altered or changed since the artifact was originally created.  The 
introduction of chemicals to the artifact may interfere with future analysis so it is important 
that the conservation treatment record is complete. For artifacts that are intended for display, 
minimal intervention and limited use of modern materials are preferred that improve the 
stability of the object and its aesthetics without compromising its integrity.  
 

CONSERVATION ISSUES 
 

At the National Museum of Afghanistan, there are a number of major issues affecting the 
collections. The extremely dusty conditions inside the museum, particularly in the storerooms, 
is a major challenge affecting the proper care of the museum’s collections. Lack of heat in the 
winter, other than that provided by small portable heaters, and no air conditioning in the 
summer, lead to extreme fluctuations in relative humidity and temperature over the course of 
the year.  The necessity for open windows in the summer permits entry of the particulate dust 
and dirt as well as air pollution from the heavy traffic in Kabul.  
In addition, difficulties in having access to clean water on a regular basis and periodic lack of 
a working distillation apparatus in the labs causes difficulties in undertaking the conservation 
treatments for which distilled water is essential, such as desalination and the use of chemicals.  
A variety of foreign missions have purchased equipment for this purpose but each device has 
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had a very short life under the harsh conditions in Kabul. The source of water in Kabul is from 
wells and the water is heavily contaminated with particulates, including a high concentration 
of chlorides. This high concentration of particulates and the dusty conditions within the 
museum make it difficult to maintain the equipment in good working condition.  
 
BRIEF HISTORY OF CONSERVATION TRAINING FOR AFGHAN CONSERVATORS 

CONSERVATION TRAINING IN AFGHANISTAN 
 

The more formal conservation of the museum collections in Afghanistan began in 2003.   
Despite a significant lack of conservation materials, tools, and equipment, a large number of 
artifacts that had been in storerooms for many years have been surveyed and conserved (figs. 
1 & 2).  Since 2003, Afghanistan has received conservation supplies and equipment from the 
international cultural heritage community, including the U.K. (the British Museum), Japan 
(MRICP), France, Italy, Germany, and the U.S. (The Oriental Institute of the University of 
Chicago and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York). A short description of these 
missions follows. 
 
In 2003, two conservators from France and one conservator from Japan came to Afghanistan 
to assist in conservation projects. The French team focused on limestone and earthen/clay 
artifacts. The Japanese conservator worked on terra cotta objects and paintings. They provided 
conservation training for the staff and donated needed equipment and materials to the 
conservation department.   
 
In 2004, Italians worked with Afghan conservators on earthen and clay objects and wall 
paintings. They also provided training as well as materials and equipment.  In 2005, French 
conservators returned and provided training on ceramics and metal conservation. They also 
provided advice as well as training in relation to the care and preservation of collections in 
storerooms.  
 
From 2005 - 2013, Japanese conservators assisted Afghan conservators on treatments of wall 
paintings from Bamiyan. A French conservator returned to the NMA in 2011 and provided 
training on earthen and clay artifacts (fig. 3). 
 
From 2006 – 2009, Italian conservators worked with Afghans and provided training on the 
treatment of stone and earthen and clay artifacts (fig. 4). They resumed their collaboration in 
2012, which continues to the present time. 
 
From 2012-2015, the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago (OI), with funding from 
the U.S. Embassy Kabul, has been able to provide a more focused, long-term advisory role as 
part of an inventory, registration, and rehousing project at the NMA (see Fisher, this volume). 
Laptops, printers, archival rehousing supplies, and shelving for the storerooms were donated 
to the NMA in support of this project.  Modest laboratory upgrades included the installation of 
sinks and a fumehood in the main restoration laboratory, as well as various small equipment 
such as binocular microscopes, for the conservation staff. An international team of conservators 
provided conservation advice and training, with an emphasis on rehousing techniques and 
preventive conservation for the first three years of the project. Basic conservation training was 
offered to the newest members of conservation staff, with an emphasis on coin conservation, 
to support the work of the inventory project (figs. 5 & 6).  The final year of the project will 
include workshops on a variety of materials requested by the NMA conservators that will focus 
on wall paintings, stone, clays, metals, ivory, and leather among other topics. 
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CONSERVATION TRAINING- ABROAD 

 

Since 2003, staff from the Conservation Laboratory at the National Museum of Kabul has 
received conservation training outside Afghanistan. This included short programs in Japan 
(2003-2004) (fig. 7), Italy (2004-2007), Chicago (2007), Germany (2010) and British Museum 
(2011) (fig. 8). 
 
The conservation training in Chicago provided one of the longer educational courses. Four 
conservators from Afghanistan, two from the Institute of Archaeology in Kabul and two from 
the National Museum of Afghanistan, travelled to Chicago to attend a six-month program.  
Held at the OI, the program was funded by the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), 
a U.S. federal agency. After an initial month of intensive English language classes, the course 
provided a combination of theory and practical work that allowed the visiting conservators to 
focus on the science and materials most pertinent to their work at home.  Beginning with a 
basic overview of the science behind conservation, the course focused on issues associated 
with the conservation of ceramic, stone and copper alloys. Taught by conservation staff at the 
Oriental Institute and augmented by well-known, senior visiting conservators and conservation 
scientists, the coursework also included the topic of preventive conservation, an overview of 
basic paper conservation techniques, and workshops on site conservation issues and techniques 
(figs. 9 & 10).  
 
The conservation of cultural heritage has serious limitations within Afghanistan due to the lack 
of any conservation course in the higher educational systems and universities, readily available 
conservation resources, and materials and lack of access to advanced analytical equipment. On 
the other hand, having experts and guest lecturers/trainers coming from abroad to provide 
workshops inside Afghanistan has many advantages including providing training for a larger 
number of staff. In addition, in-country training allows for the Afghan conservators and the 
foreign advisors to have an opportunity to see and examine the collections in their real 
conditions and to see the current issues and specific requirements associated with the 
collections.  
 
We sincerely hope that in the near future the universities in Afghanistan will be able to offer a 
conservation course that would provide scientific research opportunities to study materials and 
techniques of manufacture of artifacts as well as to address the particular conservation issues 
associated with the care of cultural heritage in Afghanistan, such as the severe problems that 
exist with dust and air pollution.  
 
Nevertheless, training abroad provides an opportunity for the staff to become familiar with 
modern methods and materials that are currently used in advanced conservation laboratories. 
Many materials and methods that had been used or practiced in the past are no longer 
recommended for use as they have not proven stable over the long term or may have actually 
caused harm to an artifact. It is essential for conservators to be aware of the most recent 
scientific researches and best practices in the field of conservation in order to provide the 
highest quality care for their collections. 
 

FEEDBACK ON TRAINING 
 
The training programs in which Afghan conservators have taken part, both in-country and 
abroad, have been very successful and constructive in developing a conservation department 
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in the country. These programs have been a great opportunity for Afghan conservators to 
become familiar with modern conservation philosophy and ethics, as well as various methods 
and techniques that are currently practiced in conservation. Today conservators are aware of 
disadvantages or negative effects of some of materials and methods that had been practiced in 
the past, such as excessive use of chemicals or over-cleaning, that can damage objects.  Issues 
such as irreversibility of some of past techniques and materials still imposes problems to 
conservators today; one example is the past use of shellac as a surface coating that now cannot 
be easily removed.  
 

SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH IN THE CARE AND CONSERVATION OF MUSEUM 
COLLECTIONS 

 

An artifact is examined prior to performing a conservation treatment to identify all of the issues 
that need to be taken into account for its conservation. This includes the factors affecting the 
artifact, the choice of materials for treatment and their possible impact on its long-term 
preservation.  Furthermore, it is highly important to study and analyze artifacts prior to any 
treatment, such as cleaning, in order to prevent removal of valuable details that could reveal 
significant information about the manufacture or use of the artifact.  The knowledge of recent 
advances in conservation science and current practices, as well as collaboration with other 
conservators in the field, allow conservators to adopt the best conservation practices and pass 
this knowledge and experience on to future generations of conservators.  
 

It is important for conservators to have sufficient knowledge of analytical techniques and their 
use, and to have access to scientific equipment for undertaking research in conservation 
laboratories. Scientific research provides useful tools to identify materials and techniques of 
manufacture that can be used in determining the most appropriate conservation treatment. It is 
also important to conduct studies on the environment within the museum in order to make 
recommendations for its improvement. This includes monitoring the levels of light (measured 
in lux) and exposure to ultraviolet energy of objects on display and in storage. Environmental 
studies also help to implement an effective way to monitor and control environmental 
conditions such as temperature, relative humidity, and light exposure for collections on display 
and in storage.  
 
At the most advanced level, some techniques may be useful in helping to authenticate artifacts.  
This can be particularly useful in situations where looted antiquities are returned from abroad 
and may be a mix of genuine artifacts and modern fakes, although the science of authentication 
is very complex. Unfortunately, due to the lack of analytical equipment and expertise, the study 
of artifacts at the NMA cannot be fully undertaken at the present time.   
 

LOOKING TOWARDS THE FUTURE:  RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 Many artifacts in the storage areas are stored on open shelving. This exposes the 
artifacts or their storage material to air pollution, smoke, and heavy dust as well as 
fluctuations in relative humidity and temperature, which is less than ideal for their long-
term preservation.  It is recommended that the shelving will someday be replaced by 
cabinets for the proper storage of the collections in order to provide a protective micro-
environment for their long term preservation; 

 To create an archive of samples removed from artifacts during cleaning treatments to 
be kept for future studies and research;  
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 To establish a conservation course in the universities of Afghanistan to educate future 
generation of conservators; 

 To build a closer collaboration between conservators and curators to address the issues 
associated with conservation and care of artifacts more effectively. 

 
Conservation in Afghanistan has made great strides over the past decade. The NMA 
conservation staff has had access to training opportunities both abroad and in-country with the 
assistance of foreign missions. Plans are underway for the construction of a new museum that 
will provide many of the critical features, such as a controlled environment and proper storage 
furniture, that are necessary for the long-term preservation of cultural heritage collections. 
There is also hope among the conservators at the NMA that conservation training opportunities 
will develop within their own universities. This would allow new generations of conservators 
to obtain their primary conservation education within Afghanistan and provide easier access to 
the training, ideally making it available to a larger number of Afghan students. While a certain 
amount of uncertainty exists about the future, overall there is a feeling of great hope and a 
looking to the future among all the staff of the National Museum of Afghanistan. Great strides 
continue to be made and the international cultural heritage community continues to work side 
by side with their Afghan colleagues, sharing common experiences and exchanging ideas, 
readily lending assistance when approached, and continuing to build towards a brighter 
conservation future. 
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IMAGE REFERENCES 
 
Fig. 1 Conservation laboratory at NMA (2 NMA conservators working) 
 
Fig. 2   Conservation lab at NMA: multiple stone fragments on floor being pieced together by 
2 NMA conservators 
 
Fig. 3 French mission working on ceramics at NMA 
 
Fig. 4  Italian mission working on stone at NMA 
 
Fig. 5 OI program: Site conservation and lifting technique workshop (LD) 
 
Fig. 6 OI program: Abdullah using a pXRF to analyze ceramic glaze (LD) 
 
Fig. 7 Japanese training abroad (Abdullah and another conservator working in lab) 
 
Fig. 8  Conservation training at BM (Abdullah working on material testing) 
 
Fig. 9 NMA-OI project: workshop on rehousing techniques (Federica) photo by Catherine 
Heim (LD) 
 
Fig. 10 NMA-OI project: workshop on rehousing techniques, ethnographic materials (Natalie) 
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