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Preface

The Xl edition of the International Forum Le
Vie dei Mercanti entitled Heritage, Architecture,
LanDesign aims to promote an international
debate on local experiences relating to the issues
of conservation, regeneration and innovation in
heritage, architecture, landscape and design.

In recent years, technological developments have
revolutionized not only the forms that surround us
butalso ourdaily routines. However, this new global
language often does not take into consideration
the identity and vocation of the area, which require
appropriate courses of action in relation to both
the individual context and local traditions.

The historical memory of the characteristics of the
identity, local materials, building traditions as well
as the tangible and intangible cultural heritage is a
repertoire of signs to draw from in order to operate
within each historical context and consequently
enhance its uniqueness.

The recovery of the authentic vocations of a place
does not mean inaction, but rather regeneration
through measures to enhance an area by
increasing its natural strengths, transforming
the weaknesses into opportunities for future
development based on innovation.

The international comparison can be an opportunity
to share good examples of conservation,
regeneration and innovation related to the tangible
and intangible heritage in its broadest sense;
architecture intended as the identity of the places
thatshapes the landscape, from traditional to global
forms; design at all scales, from the object to the
territory, in a sustainable way to start a process of
regeneration through a new relationship between
man and the environment.

The conference is open to multidisciplinary
experiences of one or more of the proposed
themes. Scholars are invited to submit research
on theoretical and methodological aspects as well
as present experiences and practical applications
carried out on these issues.

Carmine Gambardella
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Archaeology and Architectural Design
Project for Alexandria in Aria-Herat (Afghanistan)

Luisa FERRO

ABC Department of Architecture Built Environment Construction Engineering, School of Civil
Architecture, Politecnico di Milano, Milan, Italy

Luisa.ferro@polimi.it

Abstract

Herat founded (or re-founded) by Alexander the Great, capital of Timurid Kingdom (1405-
1506), oasis-city along the silk trade-route played a decisive role in the Islamic Art. Now is a
devastated country. The salvation and the preservation of its cultural heritage is one of the
tasks which international community must be faced.

The project proposed, therefore, from a full concept of cultural heritage, wants to build an
open air museum promenade capable of detecting hidden forms of settlement and landscape
and offer potential alternatives to architecture. Starting from the ancient cisterns, the citadel,
the old fort and the area of the Timurid Musallas the project creates an urban archaeological
itinerary: rather than be an obstacle, archaeological remains provide an excellent opportunity
for developing a coherent contemporary project design.

The museum tour-landscaped and re-unification of archaeological sites (new excavation
areas) is built through a structured path that restores the visual relationship between the
heights, creating new relationships between the archaeological sites and city.

Besides, the presentation introduces an architectural design project for the Gohar Shad
archaeological Park and for a new building complex around the Husseyn Bayqgara minarets
(UNESCO heritage). This area have not yet completely investigated is presented as a vast
and fascinating stretch of land from which emerge ancient fragments and traces of three
large enclosures.

Keywords: Archaeology, Alexandria in Aria-Herat, Husseyn Bayqara minarets, Open air
Museum, School of Art and Craft

1. Archaeology and Architectural Design

What gives us archaeology is a complex mechanism in which design is seen immortal
intelligence. Start from this is to discover the laws of things, knowing "the spirit that comes
out of places" (Aristophanes, The Clouds).

We try to trace what returns from the ground: the former was constructed so that the parts
functioned properly, with only the necessary accessories and their placement area, nothing
was out of place even when expressed with apparent randomness. A set which is multiple
without disorder: temples, statues, gardens, columns, capitals, regulated and open spaces.
Then there was also a substantial component: the Providence, the wisdom that is to
maximize the potential of a place (Strabo, Geography). So the architectural types (figures
travelling throughout the Mediterranean and the East) were arranged and combined
according to rules made directly to the place where they had to rise, the figures entered in
the cycle of metamorphosis and fed the contemporary, keeping within itself the formal

170



character of the matrices from which they came, matrices that live deeper in the folds of the
collective consciousness.

But mind you the contemporary design is neither nostalgic nor reconstruction, because of
performing arts of antiquity there are traces of a life that once was full. Too much wealth of
phenomena and original atmosphere has vanished with the collapse of time. The ruins are
part of a whole that no longer exists.

Ruins and fragments open up for us new possibilities and the architectural project is not the
reconstruction of something lost, is (again) its metamorphosis.

The project brings together the fragments, builds relationships unimagined, governs the
objects according to a lyrical scansion, a wavelength of composition. Generates new rules,
measuring things with the same number using an ancient discipline: rigor tempered by the
imagination that creates juxtapositions apparently unheard. Returns, finally, the real meaning
of belonging to another reality, unknown, but belonging to the origin of ideas in architecture
and with whom it would seem necessary to innovate, confront again [1].

2. Archaeology and Urban Project

The excavation is no longer avoidable, it is one way to know of modernity, however, it can
feel like a run, an obstacle in everyday life and in the construction of the city. But how is it
possible to devise new strategies of cross-protection, enhancement and use of
archaeological sites and what can be a good way to organize the results of the search for
physical traces of history in the urban centres.

In the recent works of refurbishment of archaeological sites is often revealed a broad
program of excavations, through which the sites are hit by a process of transformation
without the project.

The objective of intertwining the point of view of archaeology with that of architecture is taken
as a grounds for investigating the theme of a project conception in its relationship with the
stratification of the city, considered as a field for research of a profound and hidden order of
things and forms.

Rather than be an obstacle, archaeological remains provide an excellent opportunity for
developing a coherent project design, especially in urban contexts: archaeological
excavations rediscover artefacts and ancient contexts that re-emerge as “new” components
for the architectural project.

The problem of protecting the historical and natural landscape from the present uncontrolled
urbanisation is an urgent one.

In forecasting a future development for Ancient and its surrounding area, presents difficulties
that arise in assigning a role to archaeological sites can be met with a project for an itinerary
covering the city’s museums. Posing the question in this way, the aim of such a project would
be to recreate a hidden compositional unity, following open air museum itineraries, thereby
restoring significance to single finds severed, until now, from an earlier and more complex
context to which they once belonged.

As in excavation, the project isolates single objects from their context layer by layer, restoring
its renewed significance, immanence of the antique being thereby embodied within the reality
of the project. Following this line of thoughts, the aim of this specific project is to envisage an
“archaeological promenade” following a sequence of ruins and monuments at present
detached from a context to which they originally belonged, re-arranging them to enhance
their significance.

Further, the chosen places of significance constitute the key points of the urban plan worked
out on a metropolitan multi-disciplinary museum-school itinerary able to express the
structural features of places. As semplified by Alexandria Museum, the word “museum” thus
came to mean a place devoted to study and learning.

Following is introduced a recent and on-going experience carried out in prominent
archaeological places of Herat, city founded (or re-founded) by Alexander the Great. There
the museum-itineraries follow the matrix route of foundation and as in great collage - there
are excavations, ruins, the archaeological finds. There are also the fragments of townscape,
theories of art and ideas of architecture, modern contemporary projects.
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3. Alexandria in Aria-Herat

Herat is the only city in Afghanistan to have largely retained its traditional form. The name
itself, Herat (or Harat), derives from the same Iranian root as ‘Aryan’, from which ‘Iran’ also
derives, presumably reflecting the early movement of Iranian tribes from Central Asia into
Iran in the second millennium BC. Thus, it appears under the name ‘Haraiva’ in the sacred
writing of Zoroastrians in the late second millennium, and it became a provincial Achaemenid
capital of the same in the mid-first millennium, known as ‘Aria’ to the Greeks after the
conquest of Alexander. So far, the Iron Age or Achaemenid origins of the city have not been
confirmed by archaeology, although an Achaemenid cuneiform cylindral seal were found by
chance in or near Herat in the early century century. However, both the Qal’a-I Ikhtiyaruddin
and Kuhandazh are on large artificial mounds which, if excavated, might well reveal the
ancient city. Herat remained a provincial capital during the Hellenistic, Parthian and Sasanian
periods. There are detailed descriptions of the city by Early Islamic geographers from the
ninth century onwards when it became one of the more important cities of the eastern Islamic
world. Herat became a capital city of the Ghurid Empire from 1175 tu 1221, along with
FirGzkuh in the mountains to the east. It was destroyed twice in the Mongol invasions in the
early thirteenth century, but after 1244 there was some revival under the local Kart dynasty
who rules Herat on behalf of the Mongols. Its greatest period came after 1404 when Shah
Rukh, the son and successor of Tamerlane, moved the capital to Herat from Samarkand.
This was the city’s golden era, being embellished with many spectacular monuments by
Shah Rukh, his wife Gohar Shad and their descendant Hussayn Baygara. In 1507, Herat fell
to the Uzbeks when much of it was devastated. The city’s greatest architectural ensemble,
the Musalla complex outside the walls to the west, were largely blown up in 1885 at British
instigation as part of defensive preparations for a threatened Russian invasion, and
considerably more damage to this and other monuments were inflicted in the fighting
following the Soviet invasion of 1979.

3.1 Morphological urban matrix

The basic principle of the new towns by Alexander the Great and his successors (the
Seleucids in particular) and the new cities that differ from those earlier Greek (erroneously
identified as milesian, but rather different in some fundamental aspects) is the construction of
a single longitudinal axis origin of which the whole system of functional and spatial
subdivision provided the foundation project.

In the repetition of standardized units of Gran Via - the longitudinal original matrix route -
becomes supreme act of the foundation and an autonomous architecture. The place of
aesthetic effects combined between buildings and landscape.

In the East the Afghan cities founded by Alexander in their original morphology assume a
symbolic aspect that adapts to the Buddhist culture rooted in place for some time. It is known
that Alexander was the first to promote the emergence of cosmopolitan cities and are carriers
of convergent traditions: Hellenism from the west, Buddhism from the east.

So foundation matrix route no longer represents symbolically the founder, but the diagram of
the universal order, the particular cosmography that represent Afghanistan as the end of the
World.

Herat, as well as Alexandria in Arachosia (Kandahar), Alexandria in the Caucasus (Begram),
Alexandria in Bactria (Balkh in the Hellenistic re-founding) are built on an orientation matrix
axis. This axis as the so called Canopic route of Alexandria in Egypt is the plateia of the city
along which stand public buildings.

The legend of Alexander is sent in the Qur'an. And so during the Fifteenth-century Timurid
empire, the new capital Herat is redrawn in the myth of Alexander. The urban design
reinterprets the Hellenistic foundation assuming the shape which is still recognizable (and
largely unchanged in the existing urban morphology of the old city). The squared general
plan (about 2kmx2km) is characterized by a north-south matrix axis through the walled city
which connects with the monumental outdoor areas (Timurid Musallas and Madrasa) and the
famous gardens of delights described by Babur the last Timurid king and the founder of the
Empire of India. A secondary axis perpendicular cuts in the geometric centre of the city's
main axis dividing the urban fabric into four quadrants.
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3.2 The Musalla Complex

Most of the city’s important monuments lie outside the walls. To the north are the very
fragmentary remains of a particularly elaborate ensemble collectively known as the Musalla
Complex, once described as one of the most magnificent architectural ensembles in the
Islamic world. Much of this was deliberately destroyed in the 1880s. These are the remains
of three separate buildings. The first is the Mosque of Gohar Shad, of which only the north-
western minaret still survived into the present, the finest of surviving minarets in Herat.
Immediately to the north is the Madrasa and Mausoleum of Gohar Shad, of which only the
mausoleum and the very further damaged by artillery. The Mausoleum is covered with the
distinctive Timurid fluted dome and the interior has fine painted decoration, but it sustained
extensive damage from shelling in the 1980s, with most of its tile-work lost. The third builings
is the Madrasa and Mausoleum of Husain Bayqara. Only the four corner minarets still stand,
all of them originally covered in faience tilework of the finest quality; of the Mausoleum and
the remainder of the Madrasa, not a trace survives. Following extensive bombardment in the
area in the 1980s. the four minarets are still standing but have now lost almost all their tile-
work, and one of the minarets has been punctured by shells.

Fig. 1: Concept plan of the project for the Musalla of Huseyn Baygara, The school of Arts and Craft of Herat and
the archaeological site.

3.2 The Historical-archaeological promenade and a project for the Hussein Bayqara minarets

In the general context of rebuilding the devastated country, the salvation and the preservation of its
cultural heritage is one of the tasks which international community must be faced. Along the main
ancient axis (N-S) starting from the cisterns, the citadel the old fort and the area of the Timurid
Musallas the project creates an urban archaeological itinerary, a sort of built itinerary where the works
of arts could dialogue with the architecture, both inside and out: the culture and typology of
architecture and of settlement itself are necessary and specifically involved.

This main route axis becomes an open air museum promenade to be considered as an engine for a
future general plan of development and restoration of the city, but also to be understood as a itinerary
of culture, in a larger meaning as well as in Alexandria (Egypt).

The milestones of the promenade: the domed cisterns, the larger ones which stand near the crossing
of the two matrix routes; the immense fortress-palace of Qal’a-i lkhtiyaruddin standing on an artificial
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mound, probably incorporating earlier archaeological remains, covered by fired brick glacis. Following
the Unesco project report ( by architect Andrea Bruno) the lower buildings restored could become
Herat Archaeological Museum. Outside the ancient city walls the large artificial mound known as
Kuhandazh, which probably represents the (never excavated) remains of the pre-thirteenth century
city. On top are two monumental Timurid Shrines. The promenade comes to an end at one of most
astonishing landscapes: the famous minarets of Herat. The very fragmentary remains of the Musalla
and Gohar Shad and Hussein Baigara complexes have been part of the three elaborate ensembles
once described as one of the most magnificent architectural buildings of Islamic world; all deliberately
destroyed by English army in XIX century and further damaged by recent fighting.

The project, therefore, from a full concept of cultural heritage, wants to build an integrated system of
places and paths capable of detecting hidden forms of settlement and landscape and offer potential
alternatives to the architecture. Morphological characteristics of the area, water availability over time
have allowed the spread of crops and gardens of delight, to be supported and regained.

The museum tour-landscaped and re-unification of archaeological sites (new excavation areas) is built
through a structured path that restores the visual relationship between the heights, creating new
relationships between the archaeological sites and cities along a route that follows the old matrix
route, the supreme act of the Hellenistic foundation.

The research introduced aims to elaborate an architectural design for the Gohar Shad archaeological
Park and for a new building complex around the Hussein Baigara minarets: library (in connection with
Bibliotheca Alexandrina), centre for the development of handicrafts, the girls’ school of arts and crafts,
the palace of brotherhood and tolerance.

This area have not yet investigated is presented as a vast and fascinating stretch of land from which
emerge ancient fragments and traces of the large enclosures.

The new school will evoke the lwan, the monumental entrance to the enclosure Timurid complex.
Along the promenade lined gardens will repair from a merciless summer sun, creating shadows and
infusing the mezzaombra characterizing the performance of legendary landscapes, surrounding the
visitors in the magic of myth. In excursions en plein air views are never natural, immediacy and
linearity of the tracks is a function of memory. What we glimpse again, what has impressed in the form
of the place and reappears through the project, open angles, opens scenarios, create relationships
between differences and does belong to the same view [2].
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Fig. 2: Main entrance of the School. The Iwan.
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Fig. 3: The new archaeological park of the Timurid Musallas and the School of Arts and Craft of Herat. General
Plan.




Fig. 4-5: Plan level 0 and E-W section of the School at Husseyn Bayqara Musalla, the enclosure of the
archaeological site.
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Fig. 6-7: Plan of the Library level and section of the School enclosure and archaeological excavations.
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Fig. 8-9: General views of the school at Husseyn Baigara Musalla archaeological site.

Fig. 10: Figure caption (Arial — 9 pt, Lower case letters — Left aligned — Number style 1, 2, 3
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Captions

[1] This research project (title Archaeology and Architectural design) is part of a long-standing tradition
of study and design in which theory and practice are productively combined.

Research Team group: proff. A.Torricelli, L. Ferro (coordinators), Dipartimento di Progettazione
dell’Architettura, Politecnico di Milano with the Architects Viola Bertini, Elena Ciapparelli, Giovanni
Comi, Davide Grazi, Maria Luisa Montanari, Sara Riboldi, Gianluca Sortino, Valerio Tolve.

The production and scientific research is closely connected to teaching knowledge and methodology
in its intentions, also finding time processing in the Scuola di Architettura Civile del Politecnico di
Milano (Laboratorio di Progettazione 3, Luisa Ferro e Laboratorio di Laurea Magistrale, Angelo
Torricelli, Luisa Ferro); in practice activities of Dipartimento di Progettazione dell’Architettura and in
the Ph.D research (Milano, Venezia).

Subjects and case studies (Atene, Campi flegrei, Milano, Villa Adriana Tivoli, Alessandria Egypt,
Alexandria in Aria Afghanistan) have been introduced in several international seminars, workshops
and publications.
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