Conservation in action

The restoration of the small Buddha at Bamiyan
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Fi16. 2. A panoramic view
of the Bamiyan Valley.

Recently, the Buddhist rock-cut shrines at Bamiyan in Afghanistan have
become familiar to consetvators, through the campaigns launched by
Unesco for the preservation of mankind’s cultural heritage. Indeed,‘ the
world’s tallest Buddha images, one 55 m high and the other 38 m.hlgh,
with beautiful murals on the walls and ceilings of their shrines, rightly
deserve to be classified among the great works of art. Tl'.le shrines were
gradually disintegrating due to the lack of any systematic preservation
and the Government of Afghanistan, which naturally was much
concerned, sought help from all possible quarters. . ‘
India, having long-standing historical, cultural and friendly relations
with Afghanistan, shared this concern and in 1963 offe'red to cooperate
with the country in its difficult task. The offer was readily acccpted,. and
experts from the Archaeological Survey of India under the leadf:rshlp 9f
the writer, started work in 1969 with materials not a.vaxlabl.e in
Afghanistan. The Afghan Government provided the team w1_th residen-
tial accommodation, transport, labour and building materials locally
avaB‘:::::;an is situated about 250 km north-west from Kal?ul. Nestled
between the mountain ranges of the Hindu Kush and Koh-i-baba, at an

altitude of about 2850 m, the valley (Fig. 2) on the ancient Silk Route that
connected western Asia with India, offered an ideal camping place and
developed into a major centre of Buddhism in this region, with two
Buddha colossi and hundreds of shrines where devotees could spend their
time in meditation and worship.

The activities which were to convert the valley into a vast group of
monastic establishments are believed to have been initiated some fifteen
hundred years ago. The two large images, the Big Buddha, (55 m) and the
Small Buddha (38 m) were probably carved out around the sixth or
seventh century Ap; of the two, the former was the earlier. The site was
visited by Hiuen-Tsang in the seventh century and later by the Korean
monk Hue Chao in the eighth, but it seems to have fallen into disuse from
the ninth century onwards.

The architecture of the shrines is essentially a copy of contemporary
structural forms. In India rock-cut shrines primarily followed wooden
prototypes, whereas in Afghanistan mud-brick structures predominantly
served as the models. Thete are thus examples of buildings in which
pillars with an inward inclination, as in adobe houses, are used to support
the roof. Long halls thete remind one of 2 Mithracum, with raised
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