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DEPICTING A MALE AND RARELY SEEN FEMALE FIGURE 

CEDAR-WOOD, QUARTZ PEBBLE, POLYCHROME  

DRY AGED PATINA 

NORTH EASTERN AFGHANISTAN ONCE KNOWN AS THE ‘HINDU KUSH’

19TH CENTURY 

SIZE: MALE: 44CM HIGH - 17⅓ INS HIGH FEMALE: 42.5CM HIGH - 16¾ INS HIGH 

SEE: FINCH AND CO, CATALOGUE NUMBER 33, AUTUMN 2019, ITEM NUMBER 81 FOR A RARE EQUESTRIAN FIGURE FROM
KAFIRISTAN 
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CF: A SEATED FEMALE FIGURE IN THE BRITISH MUSEUM, AS1930,1023.2 WEARING A SIMILAR HEADDRESS / CROWN 

IN THE REMOTE NORTH-EASTERN CORNER OF AFGHANISTAN LIES KAFIRISTAN, KNOWN AS ‘THE LAND OF THE INFIDELS
OR PAGANS’. THIS REGION OF THE HINDU-KUSH WAS ONCE THE EXCLUSIVE DOMAIN OF A GROUP OF PEOPLES RELATED

TO THE INDO-EUROPEANS. SOME BELIEVED THEY WERE DESCENDED FROM ALEXANDER THE GREAT AND HIS
MACEDONIAN INVADERS. HERODOTUS MENTIONED THEIR REPUTATION FOR BARBARITY, WHILE MARCO POLO

DESCRIBED THEM AS ‘CRAFTY IDOLATORS WITH A PECULIAR LANGUAGE’. TIMUR INVADED THEIR VALLEYS BUT FOUND
THE EXPEDITION UNPROFITABLE AND SOON LEFT.

     IT WAS MUCH LATER, IN THE LAST YEARS OF THE 19TH CENTURY, THAT SIR GEORGE SCOTT ROBERTSON WROTE ‘THE
KAFIRS OF THE HINDU KUSH’ (1896). IN THIS BOOK, HE DESCRIBED THE MAKING AND TRADITIONS SURROUNDING THE

FUNERAL EFFIGY FIGURES.

     FROM ROBERTSON’S ACCOUNT AND THAT OF OTHER BRITISH VISITORS TO KAFIRISTAN BEFORE THE MUSLIM
CONQUEST, IT WAS EVIDENT THAT THE PEOPLE WORSHIPPED ONE GOD KNOWN AS ‘IMRA’, ALONG WITH IDOLS OF
ANCIENT HEROES WHOSE INTERCESSION WAS BELIEVED TO ENABLE UNION WITH THE DIVINITY. LATER KNOWN AS
‘ZORASTRIANS’, THEY DID NOT BURY THEIR DEAD. INSTEAD, THEY PLACED THE BODY FULLY DRESSED IN A LARGE

COFFIN AND PLACED IT ON THE SIDE OF A HILL. BESIDE IT, A WOODEN EFFIGY, MALE OR FEMALE, VARIED FROM A SIMPLE
STANDING FIGURE TO ONE SEATED ON A SQUARE THRONE OR MOUNTED ON A HORSE. OCCASIONALLY, THESE CEDAR-



WOOD SCULPTURES WERE LARGER THAN LIFE-SIZE, BUT THEIR SHAPE WAS ALWAYS SIMPLE AND CONVENTIONALISED,
WITH THE EFFIGIES OF MALE ANCESTORS GIVEN TURBANS.

     ALL OF THESE EFFIGIES WERE MADE AS REPRESENTATIONS OF DEIFIED ANCESTORS AND WERE ONCE COVERED IN
POLYCHROMATIC DECORATION. SOMETIMES, THEY WOULD BE SET UP ON THE TOP OF A POLE OUTSIDE A VILLAGE TO

WARN STRANGERS AGAINST TRESPASSING.

THE KAFIR RELIGION BELIEVED IN A PARADISE CALLED ‘BURRY-LI-BOULE’, ACCESSIBLE THROUGH SACRIFICES TO THE
GODS AND HOSPITALITY. THEY OBSERVED FOUR FEASTS ANNUALLY, WITH GOAT SACRIFICES MADE IN THE SPRING AND

NEW YEAR, A PRACTICE SIMILAR TO THE GREEKS AND ROMANS. 

     ROBERTSON’S ACCOUNT OF A FAMOUS SHRINE OF IMRA IS SIGNIFICANT, AS ALL TRACES OF THESE TEMPLES AND
EFFIGIES VANISHED DURING THE RUTHLESS 1896 INVASION AND SUBSEQUENT SUBJUGATION OF THE KAFIRS,

DESTROYING THEIR ANCIENT RELIGION. THIS DEVASTATED REGION WAS RENAMED ‘NURISTAN’, ‘THE COUNTRY OF
LIGHT’.

     THE FEMALE FIGURE FROM OUR PAIR IS PARTICULARLY RARE, BOTH FIGURES WERE PROBABLY HOUSED INDOORS, AS
A REMINDER OF PREVIOUS IMPORTANT FAMILY ANCESTORS. 
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