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KABUL

By Carlotta Goll
he newly repaired Ma-
tional Museum of Af-

I ghanistan has opened

its first exhibitbon in 13 years,
a display of life-size, pre-Is-
lamic idols smashed by the
Taliban three years ago and
now painstakingly restored
by museum and international
CXperis.

The wooden statues from
Nuristan, one of Afghanis-
an's mountainous northeast-
eTn provinces, are an apt sub-
ject for  an  inaugural
exhibition Museum staff had
worked hard to hide the col-
lection from looters and ls-
lamic fundamentalists intent
on destroying all idols and
artistic depictions of the hu-
man form. The (igures, from
what was formerly known as
Kafiristan, or Land of the
Heathens, are ancestor effi-
gies and animistic and poly-
theistic gods, representing
hc]it& and traditions thar |

ticed there little
mnr\e ‘Eu:-cm YO@rS ago,

“This is part of our culture
and we should preserve it”
said Faurla Hamraz, director of the
ethnographic collection, whe helped
piece the stotues back together. "Our
couniry is an Islamic country, but dis-
plaving these things will not destroy
our religion.”

Thie statwees, as well as carved doors,
pillars and furniture, date from the 18th
and 19th centuries. The figures were
brought to Kabul by the army of Emir
Abdur Rahman, a ruler of Afghanistan
who forcibly Islamized Kafiristan in
18% and renamed it Nuristan, or Land
of Light.

The 14 statues that remain stand like
silent sentries, with primitive flat
faces, large turbans and head-
dresses, skirts and galters, sim-
ilar to the clothes still worn in
Nuristan. Many are warriors,
ane astride a horse, one armed
witk an ax and a dagger. Anoth-
er sits on a throne,

They come from different
tribes in Muristan’s high val-
leys. In addition to the ancestor effi-
gies, others represent the pantheon of

s once worshiped by the local
people, sald Max Klimburg, director of
the Afghan-Austrian Society and an
expert on the Kafirs of the Hindu Kush
moufitaln range. One with & moon
face, thought to be Disanri, the ‘Ed
dess of goat fertility, sits astride a
mountain geat and rests her face be-
tween [ts horns,

There are also elaborate carved
wooden bedposts that depict embra-
cing, seated couples with legs en-
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twined, Remarkably, they escaped the
nttention of the ax-wielding Taliban

The statues were packed away in the
early 1900s as the country threatencd
to dissolve into civil war alter the with-
drawal of the occupying Soviet Army,
Some were stored in the Ministry of
Culture, some in the Kabul Hotel and
some in the museum itsell on the west-
ern side of Kabul, which came under
heavy rocket fire in 1993,

Some pieces looted then are still
missing, said Klimburg who donated o
number of his own discoveries from
Muristan to the museum in the 970w A
large male bust e found in 1971 and

‘Our conntry is an Islamic country,
but displaying these things will

nod destroy our religion.”

temple posts with delty figures ac-

quired by a Kabul museum cxpedition
in 1976 are missing he said, One figure,

an effigy from the Kafirs of the Kaiash
valley in Chitral, in neighboring Paki-
stan, was found cut in half at the walst
by smugglers who were trying to ex-
port it It was seized by customs at the
Kabul alrport,

In April 2001, as extremists galned
the upper hand in the Taliban govern-
ment and blew up the giant Buddha
statues at Bamiyan, armed men turmed
on the museum collection. The staff
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T prre-Psamiic iddils on displin had fo be pestored becosse thuy were sompshieed by the Talifan

managed to hide the most valuable
pieces in old crates, bat the larger ones,
including the flgures from Nuristan
and many Buddhist and Kushan
statues, were smashed, The wooden
figures were splintered with an ax into
as many as 20 pieces,

1t teok mare than a month of ingense
work by stafl and a visiting Avsirian-
Italian wood restorer financed by the
Austrian government to reconsiruct
the figures.

Even the tinlest slivers of wood were
salvaged and, where sppropriate, a
mixtare of paiot, chalk and glue was
used to fill in gaps. The cracks nre
barely visible now, and the lig-
ures look as they did when Last
on display 13 years ago.

Schoolchildren and  youth
groups have been among the
early visitors to the exhibition.
*They @ik many questions”
Hamraz said, "They ask why
the Taliban didn't destroy all
the broken pleces.”

But that question still haunts her
and the stalf just three years after the
Taliban was removed and peacekeep-
ers of the International Security As-
sistance Foree, kirown as ISAF, arrived
in Kabul,

“As long as ISAF are here, 1 dono't
think anyihing will happen,” Hamraz
said. “But if they leave, we conld have
insecurity again and maybe thosc
who did these things would come
back again”
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