Thank you, Heidelberg Academy! —Naeem Tahir
The invaluable rock carvings in the northern mountains have been photographed and recorded. The record of human travellers over thousands of years over the Silk Road has so much to tell. It has taken a team of researchers from Heidelberg, Germany, some 40 years to complete the task, just in time before the majority of the carvings are submerged in the Bhasha Dam waters

The Heidelberg Academy for the Humanities and Sciences has made an unforgettable contribution to humanity, in particular to the people of Pakistan. Dr Hauptman as head of the team and his colleagues should be congratulated and thanked by every Pakistani. Also to be complimented is the Ministry of Culture and the Department of Archaeology.

The invaluable rock carvings in the northern mountains have been photographed and recorded. The record of human travellers over thousands of years over the Silk Road has so much to tell. It has taken a team of researchers from Heidelberg, Germany, some 40 years to complete the task, just in time before the majority of the carvings are submerged in the Bhasha Dam waters. The task included photographing some 50,000 rock carvings and 5,000 inscriptions, spread over hundreds of miles of rocks in mostly inaccessible terrain. In spite of a harsh climate, constraints of language and finances, the team has completed the task. What an amazing dedication to the pursuit of knowledge!

Initially, in 1905 the carvings of the Buddhist period were noticed by Ghulam Mohammad around Chilas; later Sir M Aurel Stein paid them some attention. However, it was in 1973 that the German scholar Karl Jettmar fully realised the importance of these carvings on the rocks of the mountains around upper Sindh River. He started a planned documentation. The distinguished scholar and researcher Dr Ahmed Hassan Dani joined in and a joint Pak-German project started, followed by regular fieldwork. After the demise of Mr Jettmar, the research work was carried on under the very able guidance of Dr Harald Hauptman and the dedicated team of researchers including V Thewalt, Martin Bemmann, Oskar von Hinber, Jason Neelis, Nicholas Sims-Williams, Ms Ditte Bandini-Konig and Ms Salva Hauptman among many other scholars. It has now been published in German. The record is in several volumes. The size is larger than foolscap; the best grade art paper has been used to ensure high quality reproduction. Each photo of the rock carvings has an expert’s note with it. Imagine the magnitude, the size and scale of the undertaking.

The Pak-German project started in 1980 with a first documentation campaign at the ‘Sacred Rocks’ Haldeikish near Ganesh in the Hunza valley: 1,712 carvings, including 133 inscriptions in Kharosthi, Brahmi, Sogdian, Bactrian, Chinese and Tibetan. From the beginning there were epigraphists such as O von Hinueber and Gerard Fussman in the project. Before this archaeological project, the earlier work of Karl Jettmar in Gilgit-Baltistan began with ethnographic and linguistic studies on the Tangir dialect of Shina and Dardic Kanyavali in the ‘valley republics’ of Darel and Tangir. Karl Jettmar had joined the Second German Hindukush Expedition as an ethnologist under the leadership of the renowned ethnologist Adolf Friedrich, University of Mainz, in 1955 together with the Indologist Georg Buddruss and the ethnologist Peter Snoy. This expedition of the Northern Areas was overshadowed by the tragic death of Friedrich.

The Department of Archaeology and Museums asked Jettmar to include an experienced archaeologist in his team. Therefore, he persuaded the well-known specialist Ahmed Hasan Dani to establish the Pak-German Study Group to start this project, which began in 1980.



Dani and Jettmar discovered an until then nearly unknown rock art province in the world, both unique in its diversity and wealth of different styles ranging from the Late Stone Age to the arrival of Islam in the 16th century. The 5,000 inscriptions reveal an important source for cultural and political history, and therefore Dani was able to write a history of the Northern Areas, and to present a first overview of the rock art around Chilas (1983). Jettmar published numerous articles about the archaeology and ethnography of the mountain region.

Dr Haumptmann was invited by Jettmar to join his team in 1982. He welcomed the great chance to be introduced to this new world of archaeology by Dani when he travelled from Chilas via Gilgit to Baltistan. He was fascinated by the possibilities to start also an excavation to reveal the settlement history of this region. But during this period he had his own large-scale excavations going on along the Euphrates at Lidar Höyük and Nevali Cori in southeast Turkey. So he took over the directorate of the research department ‘Rock Carvings and Inscriptions along the Karakoram Highway’ at the Heidelberg Academy of Sciences and Humanities in 1989. His main interest as an archaeologist was not only to start a systematic documentation of all the rock art sites and other archaeological sites such as settlements, forts, etc, on the basis of a topographic mapping, but also to supplement this documentation work by systematic excavations. But the official mandate was limited to documentation, so the excavation work has been left out. It is strongly recommended that this work be also undertaken. It is a unique source of information that the nation should preserve with pride. The work of the ‘Pak-German Archaeological Mission to the Northern Areas’ is financed since 1984 by the Heidelberg Academy. It is contained in 10 volumes.

The size of the project and its findings are of such huge dimensions that no short article can hope to do justice to their significance. However, one would urge all Pakistani universities, libraries and institutes to make sure that they acquire it for researchers and scholars. Interestingly, the publications include an introduction by Dr Hauptmann for each volume, translated into Urdu. The main text is in German and it will be worthwhile to have it translated into English or Urdu for convenience of understanding. The books bear a reference as ISBN 3-8053-3493-1 (onwards), and have been printed in Germany on fade-resistant and archival quality paper by Philipp von Zabern, Mainz am Rhein.

