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Introduction

Afghanistan, a land where rugged mountains meet ancient cities, has long been a crossroads of civilizations. Its 

history is recorded not only in grand chronicles and epic poems but also in a rich tapestry of handwritten 

manuscripts, diplomatic correspondences, and everyday notes that reveal the lives of ordinary people. These 

documents, often referred to in Polish as afganskie zapiski, offer a window into the cultural, political, and social

dynamics of the region. In this article we will explore the origins, types, and significance of these Afghan records,

discuss the challenges of preserving them, and highlight key resources for researchers and history enthusiasts

alike.

Historical Context of Afghan Records

Afghanistan’s strategic position along the Silk Road made it a melting pot of ideas, languages, and religions. As

early as the 6th century BCE, Greek, Persian, and Indian influences began to leave their mark. Over the centuries,

successive empires—Achaemenids, Mauryans, Kushans, Sassanids, and later the Islamic Caliphates—contributed

to a diverse documentary tradition.

Pre-Islamic Manuscripts

Before the advent of Islam, the region produced illuminated manuscripts in Greek, Sanskrit, and Pahlavi. These

texts, often preserved in monasteries, were copied by hand and served both religious and scholarly purposes.

Many of these early works were later translated into Arabic, expanding their reach.

Islamic Golden Age Contributions

With the rise of Islam in the 7th century, Afghanistan became a hub for scholars such as Al-Biruni and Avicenna.

Their writings—ranging from astronomy to medicine—were meticulously transcribed by scribes in the cities of

Balkh, Herat, and Kabul. The establishment of madrasas fostered a culture of documentation that emphasized

accuracy and preservation.

Colonial and Modern Era Documentation

During the 19th and early 20th centuries, Afghan rulers began to modernize the state apparatus. Official documents

—royal decrees, treaties, census records—were written in Persian (Dari) and Pashto. The British and Russian

imperial interests also led to the creation of diplomatic correspondences, which are invaluable for understanding

Afghanistan’s foreign relations.

Types of Afghan Notes

The term afganskie zapiskiencompasses a wide range of documents. Below is a breakdown of the most common

categories:

•  Royal Decrees and Edicts – These official proclamations, often written in calligraphic Persian, outline laws, 

land grants, and administrative reforms.

•  Diplomatic Correspondence – Letters between Afghan officials and foreign powers, detailing negotiations, 

treaties, and intelligence.



•  Personal Diaries – Intimate journals of travelers, soldiers, and merchants that provide firsthand accounts of 

daily life.

•  Travelogues – Narrative accounts written by explorers such as Sir William McNeill and Sir Henry Rawlinson, 

offering insights into geography and culture.

•  Religious Manuscripts – Qur'anic commentaries, Sufi treatises, and Sufi poetry that reflect spiritual traditions.

•  Educational Texts – Syllabi, lecture notes, and examination papers from historic madrasas.

•  Administrative Records – Tax rolls, census data, and land registries that map demographic changes.

Language and Script Variations

Afghan documents are written in multiple scripts, primarily:

1.  Persian (Dari) in Nastaliq Script – The most common script for formal documents.

2.  Pashto in Pashto Nastaliq or Pashto Kufi – Used for regional records.

3.  Arabic in Naskh or Thuluth – Predominant in religious manuscripts.

4.  Latin Transcriptions – Increasingly used in modern archival projects for accessibility.

Significance of Afghan Notes

These documents are more than mere records; they are living artifacts that provide context for Afghanistan’s

complex history.

Understanding Social Structures

Personal diaries and travelogues reveal how tribal affiliations, gender roles, and class distinctions shaped daily

interactions. For instance, a 19th-century merchant’s journal may describe the intricate bargaining rituals of bazaar

traders, shedding light on economic practices.

Reconstructing Historical Events

Royal decrees and diplomatic letters are primary sources for events such as the Anglo-Afghan Wars, the fall of the

Durrani Empire, and the establishment of the Kingdom of Afghanistan. By cross-referencing multiple documents,

historians can piece together timelines and causative factors.

Preserving Cultural Heritage

Religious manuscripts and Sufi poetry encapsulate spiritual beliefs and artistic expression. Their preservation

ensures that future generations can access Afghanistan’s intangible cultural heritage.

Informing Contemporary Policy

Administrative records, especially tax rolls and land registries, provide data for modern governance. Understanding

historical land ownership patterns can assist in resolving contemporary land disputes.

Key Archives and Institutions

Researchers seeking Afghan documents can consult a variety of archives, both within Afghanistan and abroad. The

following institutions are pivotal in preserving and providing access to these records.

Afghan National Library and Archives (ANLA)

Located in Kabul, ANLA houses a vast collection of manuscripts, official documents, and rare books. The library’s

digitization project has made many items available online, albeit with limited search functionality.

Herat University Library

Herat’s historical library preserves manuscripts in Persian and Pashto, many of which date back to the 17th century.



Researchers can access these through a combination of on-site visits and digital requests.

British Library, India Office Records

The India Office Records contain a wealth of Afghan diplomatic correspondence, treaties, and maps. These

documents are often available in microfilm or digitized formats.

National Archives of Iran

Given the shared Persian heritage, many Afghan documents are stored in Iranian archives, especially those from

the Safavid era. The National Archives of Iran offers a digital portal for certain collections.

University of Oxford, Bodleian Library

The Bodleian’s Rare Books & Manuscripts collection includes Afghan manuscripts, especially those acquired

through 19th-century explorations.

Preservation Challenges

Afghanistan’s tumultuous history poses significant obstacles to preserving its documentary heritage.

Environmental Factors

High temperatures, humidity fluctuations, and dust can degrade paper and ink. Many manuscripts are stored in

conditions that accelerate deterioration.

Political Instability

Conflict has led to looting, destruction of archives, and displacement of cultural artifacts. The 1990s civil war and

subsequent Taliban rule resulted in the loss of countless manuscripts.

Limited Resources

Funding for conservation is scarce. Many institutions lack the equipment and trained personnel required for proper

restoration.

Digital Gap

While some archives have digitized portions of their holdings, many Afghan documents remain inaccessible due to

lack of digital infrastructure. Additionally, metadata standards are inconsistent, making searchability difficult.

Digital Initiatives and Restoration Efforts

Despite these challenges, several initiatives aim to safeguard Afghanistan’s documentary legacy.

Afghan Heritage Digital Archive (AHDA)

AHDA is an international collaboration between Afghan scholars and foreign institutions. Its goal is to digitize

manuscripts, provide high-resolution images, and create a searchable database.

UNESCO Cultural Heritage Program

UNESCO has funded projects to restore damaged manuscripts and train local conservators in preservation

techniques.

Open Access Projects

Platforms such as the Digital Library of Afghan Manuscriptsoffer free access to digitized documents, encouraging

global scholarship.



Collaborations with Universities

Universities in the United States and Europe have partnered with Afghan institutions to host workshops on

digitization and metadata standards.

How to Access Afghan Notes

Researchers can follow a structured approach to locate and utilize Afghan documents.

Identify Your Research Question

Define whether you need primary sources on political history, cultural practices, or economic data. This focus will

guide your search.

Locate Relevant Archives

Use the list above to identify potential repositories. Check each archive’s online catalog or contact staff for

availability.

Request Permissions

Many institutions require formal requests, especially for sensitive or fragile documents. Prepare a brief research

proposal outlining your objectives.

Plan for On-Site Visits

When possible, schedule visits to view originals. Ensure you comply with handling guidelines and bring necessary

equipment (e.g., notebooks, cameras if permitted).

Leverage Digital Resources

Utilize digitized collections for preliminary research. Pay attention to image resolution and accompanying metadata.

Collaborate with Local Scholars

Partnering with Afghan academics can provide contextual insights and facilitate access to restricted archives.

Research Tips for Working with Afghan Documents

•  Language Proficiency – A solid grasp of Persian (Dari), Pashto, and Arabic is essential. Consider taking 

specialized courses if necessary.

•  Script Familiarity – Learn to read Nastaliq and other scripts. Many universities offer workshops on historical 

calligraphy.

•  Contextual Knowledge – Understand the socio-political landscape of the era you are studying to interpret 

documents accurately.

•  Citation Practices – Follow the Chicago Manual of Style for archival citations, including document number, 

repository, and accession details.

•  Digital Preservation – When digitizing, use lossless formats (TIFF) and embed metadata (EXIF, IPTC) for 

future researchers.

Case Studies: Insights Gained from Afghan Notes

Examining specific documents can illustrate the richness of Afghan records.

Case Study 1: The 1893 Treaty of Gandamak

The original treaty, preserved in the Afghan National Archives, outlines the terms of British influence. Analyzing the



language reveals the subtle power dynamics and the Afghan perspective on sovereignty.

Case Study 2: Sir Henry Rawlinson’s Travelogue

Rawlinson’s journal, digitized by the British Library, offers a detailed description of the Bamiyan Buddhas before

their destruction. His observations provide valuable data for art historians and conservationists.

Case Study 3: A 20th-Century Pashto Diary

A personal diary from a rural Pashtun woman, housed in Herat University Library, chronicles daily life during the

1960s. It offers insights into gender roles, education, and local governance.

Future Directions

Preserving Afghan documents is an ongoing endeavor that will benefit from technological advancements and

international cooperation.

Artificial Intelligence in Text Recognition

AI-driven OCR (Optical Character Recognition) tailored to Nastaliq script can expedite digitization and enhance

searchability.

Blockchain for Provenance Tracking
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