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THE MINARET OF JAM
AND THE GHURIDS

AN INTRODUCTION

BY DAVID THOMAS




27 Incroduction

The 830 year old Minaret of Jam, in central Afghanistan,
is the second tallest ancient, baked brick minaret in the
world. The exterior of this intricately decorated minaret
is covered with geometric designs and kufic inscriptions,
in brick and turquoise-glazed tiles. The minaret, however,
is merely the most visible remnant of Firuzkuh (modern
Jam), the summer capital of the Ghurid sultanate.

The Minaret and the Archaeological Site of Jam became
Afghanistan’s first UNESCO World Heritage Site in
2002.

This short booklet is designed to give visitors introductory
information about Jam and the Ghurids - the bibliography

Excavating a window ledge in a Ghurid house, MJAP 2005.
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The Minaret of Jam and the Hari Rud.
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at the end lists more detailed archaeological and historical
reports, a few of which are available on the World Wide
Web.

The booklet also aims to outline the archaeological work
which has recently been undertaken by the Minaret of Jam
Archaeological Project (MJAP), on behalf of the National
Afghan Institute of Archaeology (NAIA) / the Ministry of
Culture and Youth, the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan.
A multi-lingual booklet aimed at Afghan school children
has also been published.

We are very grateful to the Lonely Planet Foundation and
the Publications Committee of the Faculty of Oriental
Studies, University of Cambridge, for their funding and
assistance in publishing these booklets, and to Mr Reza-e
Sharif of the Society for the Preservation of Afghanistan’s
Cultural Heritage (SPACH) for translating the booklets.

David Thomas
co-director, Minaret of Jam Archaeological Project
email:dcthomas@students. latrobe. edu.au

MJAP Website:

www.arch.cam.ac.uk/~alg1000/mjap/
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2¢ Geographical Setting

The Minaret of Jam is located in the mountainous Ghor
province of central Afghanistan. The site is ca 70 km from
Chaghcharan, the provincial capital, and ca 215 km (8-
10 hours, by 4WD) to the east of Herat. Jam nestles in a
deep valley 1900 m above sea level; nearby mountains rise
to over 3000 m. This harsh environment has bitterly cold
winters and hot, dry continental summers. Little flat land
is locally available on which to grow crops and the steep
mountain slopes offer sparse grazing for domesticated
animals. The Ghurids only spent part

to protect the foundations of the minaret, but they require
maintenance and annual repair.

A trickle of tourists and scholars visited the site in the
1960s and 1970s, but few outsiders were able to reach Jam
for two decades following the Soviet invasion in 1979,
due to the fighting and Jam’s remote location. This period
coincided with the widespread looting of the site. In recent
years, h{]“'t\ri‘_']—. tourists h':'l."n-’{: HI““'I::' Hl"..u"tt:{.l Lo return.

of the year at Jam, migrating forty

\\'H_Il.lzbokistan]‘: [-/

farsakhs (approximately 200 km) to
the south-cast to Shahr-i Dawar
when winter set in.

The minaret stands at the confluence

Turkmenistan| \)\ v

of two rivers —the major Hari Rudand
the much smaller Jam Rud. The Hari
Rud flows east-west along a major
reological fault-line, which crosses

s

]

northern Iran and runs through
Afghanistan. This fault is the major 1 5 Map of Modern
tectonic huun:iur}' of the Asian Plate. :' Afghanistan
Given the number of earthquakes in / » o T
the region, it is remarkable that the ,—é\. g S
minaret has survived. ___ﬁ-‘a-"'; "_/?/—/ if Hoomi

¥ i 4
The other major geomorphological 3 — /L;: s
threat facing the minaret is erosion e \\—? /| d B )
- snowmelt causes serious flooding T Y jT
each spring. Gabions have been 0 i s /g [ scotmedng wap 05
constructed by SPACH and UNESCO St s - o . [re
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3¢ Historical Setting

"The Ghurids,who built the minaret and their summer capital
at Firuzkuh, were initially a loose federation of mountain
chiefdoms. In 1009, the Ghaznavid ruler Mahmud sent
the first of three expeditions into Ghur, introducing Islam
to this remote pagan area. The Seljugs, who were rivals of
the Ghaznavids, also tried to control Ghur: after Sultan
Eanjar’s campaigns in 1 107/8, the Ghurids sent tribute
comprising of armour and watch dogs to his court at Sultan
Kala (modern Merv, in Turkmenistan). Ghurid emissaries
were also sent to the “Abbasid court in B:aghd;ul

As the power of their neighbours waned and the Ghurids
became more united, they seized the opportunity to
expand. Ghurid forces attacked Ghazna (modern Ghazni)
in 1150, causing such devastation that their commander

“Ala’ al-Din Husain became known as ‘the Incendiary of
the World'.

The accession of Ghiyath al-Din to the Ghurid throne
in 1163 heralded the heyday of the Ghurids. Ambitious
military campaigns by Ghiyath al-Din and his brother
Murizz al-Din resulted in the Ghurid sultanate stretching
from Nishapur in eastern Iran through Afghanistan and
northern India to the Bay of Bengal. This brief fluorescence,
however, floundered after the death of Ghiyath al-Din in
1203 and the assassination of Mu‘izz al-Din in India in
1206. The Ghurids were defeated by the Khorezm-Shah
{who led armies from the north) and Firuzkuh surrendered

in 1215-16. Chingiz Khan and the Mongols then attacked
the region from ca 1220-2; Chingiz's son Ogddei besieged
Firuzkuh twice before the site was abandoned and the
Ghurids consigned to history.

Ogodei, son of Chingiz Khan, ruler of the Mongols.
Lelsha ol g pile o (la 3fia s gy
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# The Ghurids and

ancient Firuzkuh

Most of our information about the Ghurids
comes from the chronicler Juzjani, who
wrote his Tabagat-i Nasiri in Delhi in
1260. Juzjani spent much of his youth in
the royal court at Firuzkuh and thus cannot
be considered an impartial source. Despite
its remote location, the Ghurid court was
prosperous, cosmopolitan and patronised
the arts: in the time of Ghiyath al-Din,
Firuzkuh was home to many scholars of
law and religion, philosophers, orators and
poets.

Juzjani records the opulence and luxuries
of life in the Ghurid court: royal gardens
and hunting extravaganzas, pearls, jewels,
Turkish slaves, perfumed leather and silks;
wine, pomegranate juice, cattle, horses and
camels; carrier pigeons took messages along
the defences; Ghurid armour and swords
were the envy of their neighbours, as were
their hunting dogs, which were reputed to
be the match of lions.

Juzjani also states that the great fort
of Bar Kushk-i Sultan at Firuzkuh was
decorated with  gold-inlaid  pinnacles
and two huge golden birds, while the
portico of the congregational mosque was
ornamented with a ring, chains and drums
of gold. Largesse was, according to Juzjani,
distributed AMong the |mpu.'lal:im1 l}_'_.-' the
Sultan until the whole {'.it:,f was filled with
wealth.

Although these accounts are doubtless
t:x:lggcran:d, th{:}" :1|1|1L:'.1r 1o h:.'l."-"{.: s0me h";'l!'ill!i
in truth ~ the site of Jam has been badly
affected by looting in recent years. Robber
holes dug by antiquities thieves pockmark
much of the site and have resulted in the loss
and destruction of a lot of the archaeological
remains left by the Ghurids.
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An animal figurine unearthed at
Jam

RS a8 o g Sa J Glled
nd ol Cuetsala




S TS S M W H

35e 3 208 e caph CES G add s s e
So b sal Ok s, alie sl
M B 500k 30 LS 85558 50 Halu SE S
sdils b L) SE S ol Gl coapend Gu i
3 oelaial B 3 35000 Bond (e U sla i)
O 53 o4 33 caia (e G 536 593 O (s s
i ) 3 e A B oan R e i gidle a3
s 8

Canadls 4308 ylagy S ) 55 o 1) Led 58 i 0 4S5
a1 R Gl 3 by B e led W
codl alail (slgijle b Aililia 4S ccudly a3 il
B clyin Sudoags 8 S sl dy 3 aal gl
15085 b ledl 358 o ) gm papueg pan 48
Al oz A Adias g GLiEE e e )

Left: A modern
election poster
showing the
Ghurid rulers.
s Dlas i geal
J One sled S
SoF UM Sa

i
L

Right: Part of

a wooden panel
from a grave at
Jam (Drawing
by Danilo Resati,
MTAP 2005),
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Environmental change at the site of Jam. The photo on the left shows the site in 1959 (J. Lonsdale, 1959) while the photo
on the right is from 2005 and shows the deforestation that has occurred.
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2 Research at Jam

After the demise of the Ghurids, Firuzkuh was largely
forgotten by the outside world until reports of the minaret
were recorded by Holdich during a survey of the Afghan
Boundary Commission in 1886. The Minaret of Jam was
re-discovered by 5. Abdullah Malikyar Khalil in 1943, but
it was not until after the French Mission led by Maricq
and Wiet in 1957, that Jam came to the world’s attention.

Further research was carried out at Jam in the early 1960s
by Le Berre (published by Sourdel-Thomine in 2004)
while Herberg and Davary conducted short archaeological
surveys around Jam in the early 1970s. University
expeditions from Cambridge (1959) and Oxford (1964)
reached the site, as did intrepid travellers such as Freya
Stﬂfk und, maore I"f_'L'L‘]"lt].}’,, RUI’}' Stl:'lr\"il.ftf “"I'I{J 'plll'.lHﬁth
entertaining accounts of their journeys.

The minaret has been the focus of conservation and
restoration plans for over 40 years, principally through
the work of the architect Andrea Bruno, UNESCO and
the Society for the Preservation of Afghanistan’s Cultural
Heritage (SPACH). This work has centred on efforts
to stabilise the minaret, which has started to lean at an
alarming angle in recent years.

Despite, or perhaps because of, all the attention that has
been focused on the minaret, little archaeological work had ~ Work in progress on gabions to protect the minaret at Jam
been conducted on the surrounding site, until the inception ~ from the destructive spring floods.

of the Minaret of Jam Archaeological Project (MJAP) in <3kl (Wb J e s J s 58 gla o) 4S8 i85 95 50 S
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The dedication panel from
the minaret,
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2 The Minaret of Jam

The Minaret of Jam stands about 62 m tall - the only taller
comparable structure is the Qutb Minar in Delhi, which
was also built by the Ghurids in ca 1199, The Minaret
of Jam is dedicated to the Ghurid ruler Ghiyath al-Din
Muhammad b. Sam who reigned from 1163-1203 CE,
but the precise date of its construction is uncertain — the
date is either 570 hejira (1174-5 CE) or perhaps less likely
590 hejira (1193-4 CE). If it was built in 570 hejira, it
may have been erected to commemorate the recapture of
Ghﬂ.?.l'l'il 'FI"{'.ITTI Thl'_' GI'IH'T.Z Tll!'kﬁ.

The exterior of the minaret is covered with complex
geometric designs, and intertwined verses of the Sura
h"[ﬂ.r}"ﬂm {XIX} e thl: Ht[}l‘}" UF ]"'v'[ur}f, mﬂthL‘r E}F jl'_'l'i'l.lﬂ
— from the holy Qur'an. Architecturally, the minaret is
also fascinating. A double spiral staircase leads up to three
hﬂl{:(}l’liﬂﬁ, “’I’l{)ﬂﬂ WE}E?I['I:H h:l]ll:itril.(ll_‘l'i arc. now t:lri_"'l:l}'
missing. Its original entrance is buried beneath several
metres of alluvium — legend has it that a tunnel leads from
the minaret under the Hari Rud to Qasr Zarafshan.,

The purpose of the minaret (or perhaps more accurately, the
‘tower’) remains a matter of debate. The inscriptions suggest
that it had a religious significance, and archaeological
evidence of a large courtyard building has been found to
the east of it. The structure may of course have had multiple

functions, acting as a victory tower, a commemoration of
the region’s conversion to Islam and / or a minaret from
which the call to prayer was made for a nearby mosque.

The interior of the minaret.
Jhia u].-‘.i.: Caad
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The Minaret of Jam, looking south,
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The brick foundations of the Ghurid bridge which once spanned the Hari Rud at Jam.

2 UNESCO World Heritage Site

The international importance of the minaret and
archaeological site at Jam was recognised in 2002, when
it was successfully nominated as Afghanistan’s first World
Heritage Site. There are over 830 World Heritage Sites
around the globe. The World Heritage Committee, which
oversees these sites, is part of UNESCO - the United
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
—which was founded in 1945. UNESCO seeks to encourage
the identification, protection and preservation of cultural

and natural heritage around the world considered to be of

ﬁulﬁt:mdiug value to Emnmnit_-.-'.

The archaeological landscape at Jam is diverse — it includes
fortifications and river defences, a 111f_m|'|r:1'||1—tn]} elite
refuge and cistern, urban and industrial remains, the
remnants of an ancient bridge and a Persian-Hebrew
cemetery. Many more sites would be located if the area
was surveyed systematically.

UUNESCO states that: “A key benefit of ratification,
particularly for developing countries, is access to the
World Heritage Fund. In the case of sites, such as Jam and

Speadliala 330859048 Gl e 0 g 0 old J Sy U

Bamiyan, included on the List of World Heritage in Danger,
tl"lL‘ iltti.']'lﬁ(]l! '.HH.L Tl"IL‘ ﬁlli[i.‘i Uj-bﬂti'l T]"IC I'I':lTi.lH'II-EI ‘.1]"|L:|. T]'I.L‘
Iln[i:fl'i:!ﬁl:flﬂﬂ] L'lf'.l-n'll'l'l“!'lit:'f are I"ﬂ[f{!ﬁ{:d on T]'IL'. \'1’_‘.!115!'.‘.|"|.'i!ﬁ[}n
needs of these particularly threatened sites. .. the inscription
of a site on the World Heritage List brings an increase
in public awareness of the site and of its outstanding
values, thus also increasing the rourist activities at the site.
1|r"i"|'|.(_'|] th‘.‘\'L‘ dre "ﬁ-'L'H I'll.il]"I'I'I.CLi Fm‘ H.'I'It]. urgal.nim:d I"L‘SE]UCT'.I'I'I.!_:
sustainable tourism principles, they can bring important
funds to the site and to the local economy.”

In July 2006, UNESCO announced a review of whether
Afghanistan’s World Heritage Sites of Jam and Bamiyan
still need to be considered as ‘in danger’.

For further information, see the World Heritage
wehsite: |1TT|'J:.-"'J"1.-.'|'|L'..un::.u'.t}.:>rg




Ore of the world-famous Buddhas |
of Bamiyan, prior to their
destruction by the Taliban in 2001,
Photo by Brigitte Neubacher,

1997,
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An ancient cistern above Jam which could hold at least 80,000 litres of water.
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Some of the many robber
holes in the Beydan Valley.
Each robber hole dug
destroys another piece of
Afghanistan’s fascinating
history.
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2f The Looting of Antiquities

The illicit looting of antiquities has severely affected
many archaeological sites in Afghanistan and Jam is,
unﬁurtunat::i}-', no L‘Kl:i:}'ltiﬂ!‘l.

One of the aims of the Minaret of Jam Archacological
Project has been to investigate the looting of the site, in
terms of the dunmgu :llrl::ld}' L]um:,, the current state of
preservation of what remains and ways of monitoring the
site in the future. We are doing this using a combination
of traditional archaeclogical survey h:chniquts, high
resolution satellite images and Global Positioning Systems
technology.

In 2005, our study of the North Bank of the Hari Rud
focussed on a 50 m wide strip, stretching for 225 m. We
recorded 121 robber holes in this narrow strip, amounting
to a robbed area of 1,245 m”. This represents 11% of the
area investigated —h}' comparison, a normal archaeological
excavation would usually excavate only 1-2% of a site
over the course of many seasons. We estimate that there
are about 360 robber holes across this one hillside alone.
Hundreds of other robber holes riddle the rest of the site.

Most of the looted objects eventually find their way onto

the Western and Gulf State art n:mr]-u:ts. often uﬁ'mgI dmg
smuggling routes. Collectors who buy objects from looted
archaeological sites like Jam are guilty of contributing to the
large-scale destruction of Afghanistan’s cultural heritage.
If you are offered antiquities for sale, please do not buy
them because this encourages further robbing. It is also
illegal to pick up and keep objects from an archacological
site, even if they are broken and appear to be of no value.
Even bringing objects back to the rest-house reduces the
amount of accurate information that archaeologists can
glean from their survey work.

Pottery pieces
found in robber
holes.
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YooT o lie il ss 3y - S50 J e




Robber holes on the
Morth Bank of the Hari
Rud, Jam.
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Ghulam Naqshbnnd Rajabi wet sieving botanical remains for analysis,
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2 The Minaret of Jam
Archaeological Project [M]AP)

The Minaret of Jam Archaeological Project (MJAP) was

initiated by the Istituto Italiano per 'Africa e I'Oriente,

on behalf of UNESCO and the National .-"LFLL;h-.m Institute

of Archaeology (NAIA). A short preliminary season of

fieldwork was undertaken in August 2003. The second
season of work took place in August 2005, this time as
an independent project, working in conjunction with our
colleagues in NAIA, and with UNESCQO's approval.

We are investigating the day-to-day lives of the Ghurids -
their diet and farming practices, craft production, trading
contacts and their society.

We have embarked on a
'I.l"Hl'IL I]Lfﬂ}mph'ﬂ_ t]'l.lﬂ SCC I'Iﬂ]'l. Jﬂ.'l.]",.’ql\ to E.].LE'LI'ITII“'L ]'I.HW
much of the wide range of pottery found at Jam was locally
made, and how much was imported. High-status pottery
sherds from China and Iran have already been identified

I']."l.l._lu!l' ‘\T.I.Id.'l.- {!E-{_h]luf'lll LLI‘:'l[III{.‘\

by our ceramics specialist, as well as more mundane, locally

made pots.

S NS N S S 18wy s

We have also collected archaeo-botanical and -zoological
ﬁamp]cs for scientific analysis. 96% of the animal bones
studied thus far are from sheep or goats, which seem to
have been kept for their milk and wool at nearby sites.
Meat was probably a luxury and hunting appears to have
played a negligible role in their diet. The botanical remains
include wheat and barley, lentils and chickpeas, grape seeds
and figs. The carbonised remains of wood indicate that the
vegetation around Jam in the 12"-13" centuries was more
varied than today's, although broadly similar.

G::m-ru:-rphu]ngic:ﬂ :l!‘l'.l]}".iih‘ of alluvial sediments has shown
that the large courtyard building beside the minaret was
inundated by flooding — this fits Juzjani’s account of the
m('.lﬁ[lLlL‘ at Firu'.r.kuh hll.'lll'lg Wi'l!ihl_‘d il“-"il.}" ‘II'I a H'il.ﬂ-l'.l —ﬂ{)ﬂ}[l
sometime around 1200 CE.
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Sher Mohammad "MNuri” and Mir Abdul Rawof Zakir
recording courtyard paving near the minaret.
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2¢ The Potential for Future Work

As this short booklet has hopefully shown,

the Ghurid period is an important part of

Afghanistan’s history. We hope that future

work will focus on the following research

goals:

* A broader, more systematic survey of
the archaeological landscape around Jam
is urgently needed. In 2005 we found
a pottery kiln and large buildings over
2 km from the minaret, which warrant
further investigation, as do the remains of
the Ghurid fortresses, fortifications and
houses around the minaret.

» Non-intrusive, geophysical survey tech-
niques such as ground penetrating radar
and small-scale excavations could be used
to investigate the large courtyard building
next to the minaret. If we can outline
the building’s plan, we may be able to

determine whether it was a mosque.

*  Much more research needs to be carried
out into what life at Jam was like in the
12%-13" centuries. A programme of small-
scale, carefully targeted excavations is
required to investigate Ghurid architecture
and retrieve more samples for scientific
analysis.

= The archaeological remains at Jam present
us with a unique opportunity to investigate
the decline and the fall of the Ghurid
sultanate and to gain a more balanced
understanding of the effects of the Mongol
campaigns in this part of Central Asia.
Was the site besieged and abandoned
suddenly, as the historical sources suggest,
or was the decline of the Ghurid summer
capital more gradual? Can we identify a
deterioration in the inhabitants’ standard
of living, as the supply of luxury goods
from the Ghurid empire dried up?

The Minaret of Jam and the surrounding
archaeological site have started to yield some
of their secrets, but much more research
remains to be done.

B B B Ao
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Heavily eroded watch-towers overlooking the Beydan Valley at Jam.
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The interior of a
kiln discovered near
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An artist's reconstruction of how Jam may have locked in its heyday.



