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Abstract

The ancient city of Ghazni was one of the important cities of the Islamic period and
served as the capital of the Ghaznavid dynasty. It is located six kilometers north of
the modern city of Ghazni. The strategic significance of this city in the historical and
civilizational developments of the Islamic era attracted the attention of archaeologists
after World War 11, leading to periodic excavations at its ancient sites. Most studies
conducted on Ghazni during the Ghaznavid period have been based on historical
sources, while archaeological investigations have primarily focused on the elite sections
of the city and findings from the palaces of the Ghaznavid dynasty. In this context, the
recent excavations by the Afghan team in the area between the two minarets—which
form the basis of the present article—are particularly significant because they examine
the commoner neighborhoods of the city. The main aim of this study is to illuminate
aspects of everyday urban life in this part of the city during the Ghaznavid era, as the
authors believe that understanding this area is crucial for a comprehensive knowledge
of the city in that period. Despite the relative preservation of Ghazni’s historical fabric
and architectural monuments, no comprehensive study has yet determined the city’s
spatial structure. Therefore, a thorough research project was undertaken to answer the
question of how Ghazni’s spatial development evolved and to reconstruct the form of the
city’s spaces during its peak. To achieve this, investigations were carried out within the
historical context of the city, and the results of field studies were compared with written
sources. The study revealed that the underlying layers of the neighborhood around the
Mas‘ud III Minaret date back to pre-Islamic periods.

Keywords: Ghazni City, Capital of Ghaznavids, Masoud III Palace, Bahram Shah
Minaret, Lashkari Bazar.
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Introduction

Today, the city of Ghazni is located approximately 135 kilometers southwest of Kabul,
the capital of Afghanistan, along the Kabul-Kandahar highway. The ancient city of
Ghazni, or Ghaznin, situated six kilometers north of the modern city of Ghazni (Fig. 1),
lies at an elevation of 2,183 meters above sea level in an intermontane plain, with its water
resources primarily supplied by the Gul Koh Mountain range to the north of the plain
(Farahmand, 2020). According to the results of the joint Indo-Afghan archaeological
mission in 1967, evidence indicates that humans inhabited this region as far back as
the Paleolithic period (Alshin & Hammond, 2021: 88). The Avesta, the oldest sacred
text of Zoroastrianism, is the earliest source to mention the Ghazni region, referring to
it as “Kakhra.” In Ptolemy’s Geography of the 2nd century CE, Ghazni is referred to as
“Gazos” (Yamin, 2001: 170). Archaeological evidence uncovered from excavations at
the Tepe Sardar sanctuary suggests that the city dates back at least to the 2nd century
CE, during the Kushan Empire (Tedi, 1983). Nevertheless, until the Ghaznavid period,
Ghazni remained a small town governed by local rulers (Faizi, 2002).

In the 3™ century AH, the Saffarids, the first Muslim Iranian dynasty, launched
campaigns into this region, and the local rulers (the Lawik dynasty) became their
tributaries, turning Ghazni into a military base for their operations (Mojahed, 2003:
102-107). After the Saffarids’ defeat, the Lawik family became vassals of the Samanids
until 351 AH, when Alp-Tegin, a Turkic slave of the Samanids who had risen to the
rank of military commander, succeeded in defeating the last ruler of the Lawik dynasty
(Habibi, 2011: 40-41). Following this, the city became the capital of the Ghaznavid
state. Ghazni reached its peak prosperity during the Ghaznavid period but gradually
declined due to internal conflicts and the Ghurid invasions in the 6th century AH. The
city was ultimately destroyed by the Mongol invasions and never regained its former
prominence (Mousavi-Haji et al., 2019).

Most studies conducted on the city of Ghazni during the Ghaznavid period have relied
primarily on historical sources, while archacological research has largely focused on the
elite sections of the city and the findings from the palaces of the Ghaznavid dynasty.
In this context, the recent excavations by the Afghan team in the area between the two
minarets—which form the basis of the present article—are particularly significant
because they examine the commoner neighborhoods of the city. The primary aim of this
study is to shed light on aspects of everyday urban life in this part of Ghazni during the
Ghaznavid period, as the authors believe that understanding this section is crucial for a
comprehensive knowledge of the city in that era.

Research Questions: The present study seeks to answer fundamental questions
regarding the urban fabric, especially the densely built central area of the city during the

Ghaznavid period. Specifically, it addresses two major questions about the urban space
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and its development during this period: First, can the transition from the pre-Islamic
to the Islamic era be identified in Ghazni based on archaeological evidence and in a
stratified sequence? Second, when was the central part of Ghazni formed, and what
types of urban transformations did this section undergo during the Ghaznavid period?

Research Methodology: The research presented in this article is fundamental in
nature, aimed at addressing the above questions. It was conducted based on field studies,

archaeological excavation reports, and documentary (library-based) research.

Spatial Structure of the City of Ghazni in the Ghaznavid Era

Archaeological evidence indicates that the main pre-Islamic part of the city was limited
to the citadel (Fig. 2) and the sanctuary known as Tepe Sardar and its surrounding area
(Sherato, 1959). Alp-Tegin, a Turkic emir in the Samanid army, was defeated in an
internal succession struggle in Bukhara but managed in 351 AH to defeat the army sent
by the new Samanid ruler near Balkh. He then captured the city of Ghazni, which was
under the rule of Abubakr Lawik, a local vassal of the Samanids (Kargar, 2004: 5-6).
Upon Alp-Tegin’s death in 352 AH, his son and successor, Abu Ishaq Ibrahim, could
not withstand the army of Abubakr Lawik’s son and successor, Abu Ali Lawik, and fled
to Bukhara. Only a year later, with the support of the forces of Amir Mansur Samanid,
he reclaimed Ghazni, and he passed away shortly afterward in 355 AH (Heidari, 2011:
55-57). From this date onward, Ghazni became part of the Islamic territories.

After a decade of rule by Bilgatgin (355-365 AH), Ghazni witnessed further conflicts
among Sebuktigin, Yirigtigin, and Abu Ali Lawik and his ally Hindushah of Kabul. As
a result, Sebuktigin (365-387 AH) rose to power, marking the beginning of the city’s
first major constructions in the Islamic period. It is reported that he built a palace called
Sahlabad, which remained unfinished and whose location is now unknown. The only
surviving monument from this period is the tomb of Sebuktigin, located in the Afghan
Chal neighborhood of Ghazni (Jalali, 1972: 1-7).

Conclusion
Field studies in the city of Ghazni have revealed that the core of the city was centered
around the “Shiyar Qara-Bagh neighborhood” in the southern part of the city, near the
Hind and Gardiz gates. Since the archaeological site known as “Tepe Sardar” dates back
to the Kushan period, it can be confidently argued that the origins of Ghazni extend to
the Kushan Empire (30-350 CE). Archaeological evidence indicates that during the
Ghaznavid period, the city expanded toward the west and north, extending toward the
Sefid Koh highlands.

Archaeological findings also show that significant transformations occurred in the

neighborhood today known as “Afghan Chal,” which likely existed even before the
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Ghaznavid period. This area became a royal and administrative district, as evidenced by
key structures such as the Mas‘ud III Palace, the tomb of Sebuktigin, and the Bahram
Shah and Mas‘ud I1I Minarets. Based on archaeological evidence, in the 5th century AH
this part of the city, particularly the central area between the two minarets, experienced
significant prosperity and likely hosted the jeweler’s market. With the establishment
of the market in this neighborhood, residents of the city appear to have settled in
surrounding districts such as Shuleh, contributing to the city’s westward expansion.
However, with the decline of Ghaznavid power, the city suffered extensive damage
during the conflicts between the Ghaznavids and the Ghurids and was ultimately
destroyed by the Mongol invasions. Nevertheless, the city was not entirely lost and,

over the centuries, managed to sustain its existence.
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archaeological sources (Rezaei & Mohammadi, 2021).
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Fig. 4: Tomb of Sabuktigin in the city of Ghazni (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 6: Minaret of Sultan Bahram-Shah of the Fig. 5: Minaret of Sultan Mas’ud III of Ghazni
Ghaznavid dynasty (Authors, 2023). (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 7: Aerial photograph of the city of Ghazni; 1: Minaret of Sultan Mas’ud III of Ghazni, 2: Minaret of Sultan
Bahram-Shah (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 8: Plan of the excavated palace of Shah Mas’ud III in Ghazni and decorations of its dado (Mousavi-Haji et

al., 2019).
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Fig. 9: Areas under archaeological investigation in 2002 AD (Faizi, 2002).
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Fig. 10: Location of trenches excavated in recent investigations by the independent Afghan team (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 11: Tablets discovered during excavations around the palace of Mas‘ud III, displayed at the National Museum
of Ghazni (Authors, 2023).
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Fig. 12: Artifacts uncovered during excavations around the Minaret of Mas ud III (Kheirzadeh, 2013).
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Fig. 13: View of the spaces uncovered during the 1399 SH excavations in the area between the minarets
(Farahmand & Emami, 2020).
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Fig. 14: Examples of cultural artifacts uncovered during excavations in the area between the two minarets
(Farahmand & Emami, 2020).
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Fig. 15: Left: location of jars and the oven in Room 208 during excavation; Right: remnants of plaster and gypsum
on the room’s wall (Farahmand & Emami, 2020).

OYRR e olol 5 o) 5ylio 55 ¢y leo Ao gore 1 CBiSio 151000 (b Jlims 51 oln diges V5SS
Fig. 16: Examples of stamped pottery uncovered from the area between the two minarets (Farahmand & Emami,
2020).
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Fig. 17: Examples of tablets and stucco decorations discovered in the area between the two minarets (Farahmand
& Emami, 2020).
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