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PRESENTING THE COLLECTIONS 

V. V. Kushev 

THE FORMATION AND STUDY 
OF THE AFGHAN MANUSCRIPT COLLECTION 

IN THE ST. PETERSBURG BRANCH OF THE INSTITUTE 
OF ORIENT AL STUDIES 

Far from all collections of Oriental manuscripts contain 
manuscripts in the Afghan (Pashto) language, and only 
a few of them have manuscript collections in which the best 
works of Pashto classical literature are represented with 
sufficient completeness. 

The collection of Pashto-language manuscripts at the 
St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies 
runs to twenty-six volumes which contain twenty-nine cop­
ies of twenty-two works and twenty-two individual poems 
by eight poets, including some not represented in dlwans. It 
is one of the largest collections in the world, which can be 
confirmed through a comparison with the best collections in 
European and Asian libraries (although it is, of course, like 
other Afghan collections, quantitatively not comparable to 
Persian collections. for example) [ l]. 

Seven libraries in the British Isles hold 170 copies of 
63 works in Pashto, mainly concentrated in two centres. For 
the most part, they built their collections in the nineteenth 
century on manuscripts brought by British officers, officials 
or missionaries from India. The British Library holds 
69 copies of 45 works; the library of the India Office holds 
60 copies of 28 works; the School of Oriental and African 
Studies holds only 10 manuscripts, Cambridge Univer­
sity - eight, and the Bodleian Library - five. These are, 
of course, all institutions famed primarily for their collec­
tions of Persian manuscripts [2]. 

Nineteen collections in India today contain 144 manu­
scripts of 79 works in Pashto; only the Riza Library in 
Rampore has a larger number of books than the St. Peters­
burg Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies - forty 
manuscripts [3]. 

Eight manuscripts of five works and one large collec­
tion, made up of works by many poets, are located in Ger­
many [4]. Only one manuscript in Pashto is attested in 
America [5]. Collections in Pakistan, in particular the 
Pashto Academy, the University and Literary Society in 
Peshawar, and the Oriental College in Lahore doubtless 
contain a significant number of manuscripts, but their cata­
logues have not been published and one can judge their 
holdings only by the several dozen texts of poetic, religious 
and historical works they have published. We know of three 

Pashto manuscripts in Tashkent, one in Dushanbe, and one 
in Erevan [6]. 

Jn Afghanistan itself, 56 manuscripts were in the Min­
istry of Information and Culture, significantly fewer in the 
Kabul Museum, and a mere handful in the Public Library, 
the Heral Museum, the library of the former king of 
Afghanistan (Mul)ammad ZahTr-shah), and the national 
archive. The Academy of Language and Literature holds 
about one hundred copies (based on oral communications 
with the institution's members, since a printed catalogue of 
the collection does not exist) [7]. The fate of these collec­
tions and their current condition are unknown. The Royal 
Ark, and the buildings located within it, have sustained 
serious damage. Before the Taliban took the capital on 
27 September 1996, the Kabul Museum had already been 
destroyed three times (attempts at reconstruction were un­
dertaken after each incident). Its riches have been ruined 
and plundered, and only a third of the books and archaeo­
logical finds in the Museum has survived [8]. The fate of 
other collections and personal libraries is most likely as 
tragic. Hence, the significance of Pashto manuscript collec­
tions outside of Afghanistan has grown; as one of the 
world's largest collections, this in particular applies to the 
holdings of the St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of 
Oriental Studies. 

Before 1844, not one Afghan manuscript was held in 
the Asiatic Museum, the predecessor of the St. Petersburg 
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies, although it even 
then contained rich collections of Oriental manuscripts, in­
cluding many in Persian. Bernhard Dom, who at that time 
was occupied with the study of Afghan history and the 
grammar and lexicon of the Pashto language, first became 
acquainted with Afghan manuscripts in the library of the 
East India Company in London. In 1827-1829 he com­
pleted there a translation into English of the Persian work 
Makhzan-i Afghani, which describes the history and geneal­
ogy of the Pashto tribes. It was later published in England in 
two parts for the Imperial Academy of Sciences of Saint­
Petersburg [9]. According to information provided by Dom 
in the introductions to this edition and to a Pashto chresto­
mathy he later published, the East India Company held ten 
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Afghan manuscripts. This was then the only collection in 
England, although a few manuscript books in Pashto were 
owned privately. The names of the manuscripts in the East 
India Company collection are listed in the first of the works 
mentioned above; the second includes extended fragments 
from five works copied by Dorn from these manu­
scripts [IO]. 

In June 1834, P. Desmaisons brought from Bukhara and 
handed over to Chr. Fraehn a manuscript book which con­
tained in its binding the Dlwiins of Mirza-khan An~arl and 
'Abd al-RaQman Muhmand as well as a few poems by other 
poets in Pashto and Hindustani. Ten years later it was given 
as a gift to Dorn and thus found its way into the Asiatic 
Museum. Consequently, there is reason to consider 1844 the 
starting date for the formation of the Afghan manuscript 
collection [11]. 

Dorn had at his disposal yet another manuscript of' Abd 
al-RaQman's Dlwiin, which was presented to him by the sec­
ond secretary of the Russian Embassy in Teheran, Rudolph 
Fraehn (a folio with a poem by 'Ubaydallah was inserted 
into the book). Dorn included in the chrestomathy a part of 
the Dlwiin based on the text of the first of the above­
mentioned copies, equipping it with variant readings from 
the second, and publishing the poem there as well [12]. 

The collection was next enlarged only in October 1855, 
when Dorn received on order from Calcutta copies of 
the Riyad al-ma1abbat by Nawwab MaQabbat-khan and 
one of the Afghan translations of Gulistiin, completed by 
Amlr-MuQammad An~arl [ 13]. The manuscript of Riyiid al­
ma1abbat was used by Dorn to teach Pashto on the Faculty 
of Oriental languages at St. Petersburg University (1856-
1857). The current location of the second manuscript is un­
known; the originals are now held in the Asiatic Society of 
Bengal [14]. 

A short time later, but already after Dorn had almost 
ceased his Afghan studies and teaching of Pashto, the col­
lection of the Asiatic Museum was significantly expanded 
thanks to his initiative and the efforts of N. V. Khanykov, 
who bought in Herat and Meshhed twenty Afghan manu­
scripts. These entered the collection in three groups in 1858 
and 1859. Khanykov evidently followed Dom's recommen­
dations: among these purchases were eight works which 
Dorn had read in different manuscripts in London. On the 
majority of these manuscripts, Khanykov indicated the date 
of purchase (in both the Julian and Gregorian calendars), 
the price in qriins or ~a1ibqiriins and the name of the seller 
(the previous owner of seven books is listed as Mulla DGst­
MuQammad, Mulla 'Abd al-'A?lm as the owner of four 
more). 

One should note that Chr. Fraehn and B. Dorn experi­
enced not insignificant difficulties in filling up the collec­
tion of the Asiatic Museum with manuscript, numismatic 
and other materials. They were forced constantly to struggle 
for necessary funds from the authorities in order to organise 
expeditions and purchases. There were also difficulties with 
expanding the staff. For example, the first director of the 
Asiatic Museum, Chr. Fraehn, was for a long time the sole 
employee and undertook virtually all the necessary work to 
keep the institution alive. Later, Dorn made due with 
a single curator until two more people could be taken on 
staff. The salaries of academics were insufficient, and they 
were compelled to look for additional work. Luckily, 
Fraehn received an income as an honorary librarian at the 
Imperial Public Library. As for Dorn, he actually worked 

there, and this work took him away from his work at the 
Asiatic Museum. However, this combination of jobs corre­
sponded to Dom's scholarly interests (one has only to recall 
the catalogue of manuscripts and xylographs in the Imperial 
Public Library he had prepared there) (15]. 

The next acquisitions took place already at the begin­
ning of the twentieth century. In 1908, C. Salemann brought 
from Bukhara a copy of a rare Dlwiin by 'Abd al-RaQlm 
Hutak. The last purchases were made by V. A. lvanow 
in 1914 in Multan (the Dlwiin of 'Abd al-l:lamid, acquired 
in 1916) and in Bukhara in 1915 (a hagiographic work). 
The Afghan collection of manuscripts was not enlarged 
after that. 

Upon gaining access to manuscripts in Pashto, whether 
they were manuscripts in other collections at the beginning 
of his Afghan studies, or manuscripts gradually acquired by 
the Asiatic Museum, Dorn without delay studied them, 
published reports on them and their acquisition, and used 
them in his research. In 1836, he published several poems 
from the Dlwiin of' Abd al-RaQman, which he had yet to re­
ceive from Fraehn. Dorn was already familiar with the po­
etry of 'Abd al-RaQman from manuscripts preserved in 
London [ 16]. In 1838, he published a list of Afghan tribes, 
drawn up on the basis of materials in the "History of the 
Afghans" in the dictionary section of the Riyiid al-ma1ab­
bat by Nawwab MaQabbat-khan [ 17]. 

In 1840, "Grammatische Bemerkungen ueber das 
Puschtu, oder die Sprache der Afghanen" appeared - it 
was the first serious investigation of Pashto grammar in 
Europe [18]. The most important source for Dom's knowl­
edge of Pashto was the Riyiid al-ma1abbat by MaQabbat­
khan, which was composed in 1806. It provided valuable 
information on an object construction, grammatical gender, 
the tense system, moods and voices in Pashto. Two years 
later Dorn published his "Nachtrlige zur Grammatik der af­
ghanischen Sprache" [ 19] and in 1845, Zusatze zu den 
Grammatischen Bemerkungen iiber das Puschtu [20]. Fi­
nally, in 1845 and 1847, using manuscripts from the collec­
tion of the Asiatic Museum - the Dlwiins of Mirza-khan, 
'Abd al-RaQffian, the qa~lda of 'Ubaydallah, the qaelda 
entitled Du 'ii-yi suryiinl, translated from the Arabic by 
Babu-jan Laghmanl - Dorn published "Auszlige aus 
afghanischen Schriftstellern, eine erlauternde Zugabe zu 
den Grammatischen Bemerkungen Uber das Puschtu" [21] 
and "A Chrestomathy of the Pushtu". The latter was based 
on the above-mentioned manuscript grammatical-lexico­
graphical work, the Riyiid al-ma1abbat [22]. Attaching ex­
clusive importance to the work of MaQabbat-khan as 
a source for the study of Pashto, Dorn ordered the best 
possible copy of it from the Asiatic Society of Bengalia in 
Calcutta. The manuscript department of the St. Petersburg 
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies also contains 
Dom's written extracts on the grammar and lexicon of 
Pashto from earlier publications and a brief Pashto-German­
Russian dictionary. These are, in essence, the materials of 
archival nature [23]. 

Dorn reported on Khanykov's further acquisitions on 
3115 December 1858, 14/26 January 1859, and 13/25 Janu­
ary 1860. Published in the scientific bulletin of the Acad­
emy of Sciences, the lists of these manuscripts were accom­
panied by Dom's brief annotations. The first list contains 
12 titles (Dorn here included as well two manuscripts re­
ceived earlier on order from Calcutta); the second - three; 
the third- five (24]. 
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After this an extended interruption occurred in the his­
tory of Afghan studies in Russian. An even more extended 
interruption took place in the study of the Afghan manu­
scripts from the collection of the St. Petersburg Branch of 
the Institute of Oriental Studies. It was only in the 1950s, 
that V. A. Romodin, collaborating with V. M. Masson on 
the "History of Afghanistan'', used as source material 
Afghan manuscripts of Darwlza's Makhzan al-is/am and 
a Persian work by the same author, the Tadhkirat al-abrar 
wa-1-ashrar [25]. In the 1960s, G.D. Lebedeva employed 
three manuscripts of 'Abd al-RaQman's Diwan from the 
collection in her study of this poet's work. She published an 
article on these manuscripts in Pis'mennye pamiatniki 
Vostoka. lstoriko-filologicheskie iss/edovaniia. Ezhegodnik 
1969 (Moscow, 1972); two articles in the Afghan journal 
Kabul (Nos. 547 and 600); and defended her PhD 
thesis [26]. 

Between 1967 and 1995, the Middle Eastern depart­
ment of the St. Petersburg Branch of the Institute of 
Oriental Studies witnessed the publication of two mono­
graphs and around twenty articles, the defense of a number 
of thesises based on the manuscript Riyad al-malyabbat, 
Makh=an al-is/am, Qi~~a-i Malybub wa Jal/at, Kitab-i 
Babu-Jan, Diwan of 'Abd al-RaQman, and on the 
Afghan collection on the whole if the study of evolution of 
the graphics and orthography of Pashto, and the history of 
Afghan manuscript books was needed [27]. All of the afore­
mentioned were based on materials and manuscripts in the 
collection of the Petersburg Institute of Oriental Studies. 

In 1986, the Afghan philologist Zalmay Hlwadmal 
worked for a short time at the St. Petersburg Branch of the 
Institute of Oriental Studies, where he became acquainted 
with a description of Pashto manuscripts, published in 1976, 
as well as with a number of manuscripts from the Institute 
collection. One year later, on his returning to Kabul, he 
published a catalogue of Pashto manuscripts preserved in 
the libraries of Tashkent, Dushanbe, Erevan, Moscow, and 
Leningrad. For the most part, this catalogue deals with 
manuscripts from the collection of the St. Petersburg 
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies, as only six 
manuscripts have survived in the collections of the other 
cities enumerated [28]. It should be noted by the way that 
the Petersburg collection also contains microfilms of several 

manuscripts received from Matenadaran (Erevan) and the 
British Library (London). 

The manuscripts in the holdings of the St. Petersburg 
Branch of the Institute of Oriental Studies reflect the basic 
repertoire of Afghan literature in general: two are works on 
the grammar and lexicon of Pashto; eleven are poetic 
works - diwans and individual poems; four copies contain 
works on ethics; three manuscripts comprise legends about 
MuQammad and 'All; seven manuscripts contain five theo­
logical treatises; and single manuscripts represent the genres 
of hagiography and fiqh. There are also works treating the 
rules for reading the Qur'an. Although the collection pos­
sesses diwans of well-known and loved Afghan poets -
RaQffian, l:lamld, Mirza-khan - it unfortunately lacks 
a Diwan or Kulliyat of the most renowned poet and out­
standing political and military leader of the Pashtuns, 
KhiishQal-khan Khattak (B. A. Dom also wrote of this gap). 
This lack is, however, compensated not only by the works 
of the poets listed above, but by such rare and unique hold­
ings as a biography of Shaykh Hlanl, several theological 
works, and a Diwan of' Abd al-RaQlm Hiitak, represented in 
only three manuscripts in the world. As was noted above, 
our manuscript of this still unpublished Diwan was obtained 
in Bukhara by C. Salemann. RaQlm moved there in his 
youth from Qandahar by way of Teheran in search of 
a spiritual teacher, became a disciple of the well-known 
Bukharian shaykh and $iifi poet MuQammadl Imla' and 
lived for more than 50 years in Bukhara, which he describes 
in his poetry. The manuscript, which awaits for its investi­
gator, was produced no later than five years after the 
author's death and is of much interest to scholars. The 
author of the present article have published in Pashto (in 
Kabul, No. 585) a paper on 'Abd al-RaQlm Hiitak [29] 
(repr. in Qandahar). 

From its inception, the study of the Institute's collection 
as a whole, as well as of its individual manuscripts and 
works, has led to significant results in the study of Afghan 
culture and the grammar and lexicon of Pashto. The intro­
duction to the scholarly world of publications of other 
manuscripts will doubtless provide more information on the 
history of the Pashtuns' culture and the history of the 
Afghan literary language. 
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