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ARCHIVAL RECORDS OF ARCHAEOLOGICAL SURVEY 

 OF INDIA, FRONTIER CIRCLE, PESHAWAR (1927-37) – 

A SIGNIFICANT SOURCE OF RESEARCH 

 ON GANDHARAN STUDIES  

Badshah Sardar1, Tahir Saeed2

ABSTRACT 

This paper is an investigation about the archival record of Archaeological Survey 

of India (A.S.I), Frontier Circle, Peshawar created in 1904during the British Rule. A large 

number of antiquities preserved in the reserve of Frontier Circle are at present under the 

control of Peshawar Museum of Directorate of Archaeology & Museums, Government of 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa. The new Frontier Circle remained functional at Peshawar till 1928. 

However, later on these antiquities came into the charge of Sub-Regional Office, Peshawar 

established by the Department of Archeology & Museums in 1972. Unfortunately, no 

authentic information or record is available in the published reports which could provide 

history and textual details about this large collection. As such, this issue will be discussed 

in the light of some available archival documents which had been retrieved during the 

present research study by the authors. The documents discussed in this paper are from 

1927 to 1937 which will not only provide details about the reconstruction of the history of 

desertion of the Frontier Circle (Peshawar) but also provide ample light about on the 

interactive affairs concerning with the preservation of cultural heritage during the second 

half of 20thcentury. The present paper invites interested scholars to come forwarding out 

the history and past stories with the help of archival record concerning with the material 

preserved at different places. 

Keywords: Archaeological survey of India, Frontier Circle, Peshawar, Archival records, 

Confiscated material, Reserve Collection of Sub-Regional Office, Peshawar.  

 INTRODUCTION:  

The British India set up a very inclusive network with the name of “Archaeological 

Survey Circles” for proper preservation of cultural heritage in the sub-continent. There 

were five Archaeological Survey Circles in the whole territory of British India to carry out 

archaeological researches and preservation of cultural heritage.   
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In 1902, Viceroy Lord Curzon decided to restructure the Archaeological Survey of 

India and Sir John Marshall was deputed as Director General of Archaeological Survey of 

India. He very soon started to re-organize all the accomplishments such as; archaeological 

surveys, excavations, explorations, conservation of monuments religious and secular, 

epigraphical and numismatic study especially the publication of journals and reports. 

However, conservation of ancient monuments and archaeological sites were among one of 

the prime activities of Archaeological Survey of India (A.S.I).    

The British Government created two more Circles one called as Frontier Circle at 

Peshawar in 1904 and another as the Northern Circle at Lahore (Khan 1990: 13). The new 

Director General of Archaeological Survey of India gave new revelation to the academic 

and research activities which mainly includes preservation of archaeological sites 

&monuments, archaeological excavations and important places, numismatic and 

epigraphical studies as well as researches in other related fields of Archaeology. In fact, 

Sir John Marshall was the pioneer of Archaeology in Sub-Continent and his researches 

provided huge material to reconstruct the history of this region. His great contribution due 

to his persistent efforts Archeological Survey started its professional activities on 

permanent footing. He was retired in 1928; his successors namely Herald Hargreaves 

(1928-31), Daya Ram Sahni (1931-35), J.F. Blakiston (1935-37), K.N. Dikshit (1937-44), 

Sir Mortimer Wheeler (1944-1948) continued his policies.   

On 14th August 1947 two new independent states emerged on the world political 

map as Pakistan and India.  At that time, in Pakistan the Department of Archaeology& 

Museums was established.  

In 1971, when Bangladesh got independence, the West Pakistan Circle was re-

organized and it was comprised into two Circle Offices; one at Lahore with the name 

Northern Circle of Archaeology and another at Hyderabad called as Southern Circle of 

Archaeology. However, later on in order to control over illegal diggings at archaeological 

sites and export of antiquities from Pakistan in addition to meet the requirements of the 

conservation works and other related matters, Sub-Regional Office (S.R.O) Peshawar was 

created by the Department of Archaeology and Museums on 3rd August, 1972 which was 

headed by an Assistant Superintendent of Archaeology (Mughal 2011: 119).   

HISTORY OF SUB-REGIONAL OFFICE (S.R.O) PESHAWAR:  

The Archaeological Collections under the administrative control of S.R.O 

Peshawar was strengthened with the material held by the Frontier Circle, Peshawar during 

20th Century.  Apart from the confiscated material by Custom and Police departments, a 

considerable portion of this collection is result of excavations. The prominent Gandhāran 

sites which were explored by the British colonial period constitute Charsadda, 

Pushkalavati, Sehr-i-Behlol, Takht-i-Bahi, Shah ji-ki Dheri, Sehr-i-Behlol, Jamal Garhi, 

and other sites in Gandhara. The archaeological reports of these archaeological excavations 
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were published in the Annual Reports of A.S.I. After inception of Department of 

Archaeology &Museums, the excavations were carried out by the Department of 

Archaeology both independently and in collaboration with the universities notably, 

Department of Archaeology, Peshawar University, Peshawar as well as with the 

collaboration of foreign Archaeological Missions working at Swat, and at a number of 

archaeological sites of Gandhāra such namely as; MekhaSanda, Thareli, Takht-i-Bahi, 

Sehr-i-Behlol, Jamal Garhi, Ranigat and Zaro Dheri etc. The pioneer foreign missions were 

mainly from Kyoto University, Japan, Toyko National Museum, Japan, and 

ItalianArchaeological Mission, during the mid-half of 20th century.   

The archaeological collection constitutes important event of the early life story of 

the Buddha called as “Jataka” in the beautiful shape of panels as well as in reliefs, 

individual sculptures of Buddha and Bodhisattva, the Buddhist architectural essentials such 

as; stūpa pegs, brackets, capitals, pilasters, stūpa models, panels showing Buddha or 

Bodhisattva, with devotees and other gods and goddesses. The material is not only in schist 

but also in different medium such as; stucco, terracotta, bronze, ivory etc. The large 

quantities of Collection collected and deposited in to this Collection portray the social and 

economic as well as political and cultural background of the ancient Gandhara region. 

    The Sub-Regional Office Peshawar Collection which is at present under the 

administrative control of Directorate of Archaeology and Museums, also houses a very 

large and significant collection of antiquities which were self-possessed from different 

sources such as; legal acquisitions, donations from other sources, as well as confiscated 

objects, which are mostly without known provenance and textual details. A large number 

of antiquities were confiscated by the local Police and the concerned customs authorities 

which were being smuggled out of country and from time to time ultimately placed into 

the Reserve Collections of the Sub-Regional Office, Peshawar. In this context the old 

archival record is the only source to understand the contextual history and to know the 

correct provenance of the confiscated objects which are housed in the Collection since early 

period of the 20th century of Common Era.  

 ISSUES OF RESERVE COLLECTION FOR STORING OF CULTURAL 

MATERIAL IN FRONTIER CIRCLE, PESHAWAR:  

The first Archaeological Surveyor of Frontier Circle, Peshawar was Sir Aurel Stein 

who was appointed in 1904. Later on his successor D.B. Spooner was appointed in 1906 

to look after the affairs and activities of the Frontier Circle, Peshawar. Due to continuous 

archaeological excavations carried out in the different areas of the Gandhara region a 

substantial amount of material was excavated which was regularly deposited in the Frontier 

Circle, Peshawar.  The Frontier Circle, Peshawar was very much functional till 1928. 

However, in 1931 the Punjab and North West Frontier Province were merged into one 

Frontier Circle under the administrative control of Superintendent of Archaeology at 

Lahore. However, unfortunately there is no record available so far which can provide 
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details and answer to the question that whether the Peshawar office was closed and all its 

assets were handed over to the Peshawar Museum, or it were shifted to the Lahore Office 

(Khan 2017: 123-124).   

 

There had been found a great number of difficulties about the antiquities stored 

since early 20th century by the researchers and scholars due to non-availability of proper 

archival and documented record.  A big issue had been remained with the scholars since 

long about to decipher the provenance of a large number of confiscated antiquities 

presently stored in the Peshawar Museum Collection (now identified as S.R.O, Peshawar 

Collection) as no proper and authentic inventory record of old artifacts i.e Accession 

Register or proper documented information is available except scattered list of antiquities 

in the official file records.  

  However, after many hardships there had been found some very important 

archival record (1927-37) from the old correspondence files of the Sub-Regional Office, 

Peshawar of Department of Archaeology and Museums which provides details on the 

working, important issues and affairs of the Frontier Circle at Peshawar during the 20th 

century. In this context the research work of Luca Maria Olivieri under the title “Sir Aurel 

Stein and the ‘Lords of the Marches’, is very significant which provides considerable 

information and details about the un-published archival records pertaining to 

archaeological matters from the period from 1895 to 1937 (Luca 2015). Further Zarawar 

Khan has also brought into light some of the important archival documents of the 

Archaeological Survey of India, Frontier Circle, Peshawar (Khan, 2016).  

It is expected that the present study will contribute more information and details in 

addition to the earlier works carried out on this topic.  The following archival documents 

(Documents No. 1-10) pertaining to Archaeological Survey of India, Frontier Circle, 

Peshawar have been discussed in this paper which are very relevant to understand the 

problems and issues about the archaeological matters of Frontier Circle, Peshawar 

pertaining to the period from 1927 to 1937: -  

S.No. Letter No. and Date 

1 A Copy of Letter No. 23/415 dated 17th October, 1927  

2 A Copy of Letter No. 712/C-O-IV-4 dated 8th June, 1931  

3 A Copy of letter dated 1st February, 1933  

4 A Copy of Letter No. 175-336-C dated 8th February, 1933  

5 ACopy of letter No. 302 dated 25th February, 1933  

6 ACopy of letter No. 175/676 dated 8th September, 1932 (in continuation)   

7 ACopy of letter No. 23-26/530 dated 23rd June, 1931  

8 ACopy of letter No. 129/11/5659/3676 dated 25th June, 1927  

9 ACopy of letter No. 175-143-C dated 9th July, 1937  

10 ACopy of letter No. 23-26/559 dated 14th July, 1931  
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 DOCUMENT NO. 1 

The document is a copy of letter No. 23/415 dated 17th October, 1927 which is 

written by Mr. H. Hargreaves, Curator, Peshawar Museum and addressed to the Director 

General of Archaeology in India, Gorton Castle, Simla.  

DISCUSSIONS:   

The subject of this letter is regarding the antiquities preserved in the Peshawar 

Museum on loan from the Director General of Archaeology in India. In this instant letter 

the Curator has informed that some 86 % of the antiquities in the Peshawar Museum are 

on loan from the Director General of Archaeology in India. Further it is mentioned that to 

make out a detailed list of these antiquities would entail the employment of an extra clerk. 

The Curator attached a list of objects with a certificate that all the antiquities on loan from 

the Director General of Archaeology in India are recorded in the Museum registers.   

 DOCUMENT NO.2  

The document is a copy of letter No. 712/C-O-IV-4 dated 8th June, 1931 written by 

Pandit K.N. Sita Ram, Curator, Central Museum, Lahore which is addressed to the 

Superintendent, Archaeological Survey of India, Frontier Circle, Old Fort, Lahore. 

  DISCUSSIONS:  

The Curator, Central Museum, Lahore in this letter has attached a list (one page) of 

antiquities loaned or transferred to the Central Museum, Lahore through the office of the 

Archaeological Survey of India.   

The description according to the list of antiquities in the record mentions about the 

ten Nos. of copper and silver coins which provides the date of receipt as 14th May, 1930 

and 4th May, 1931. The Curator has also certified in his letter that these objects are exited 

in the record of the Museum.     

DOCUMENT NO. 3 

The document is a copy of letter dated 1st February, 1933 written by Pandit K.N. 

Sita Ram, Curator, Central Museum, Lahore which is addressed to the Superintendent, 

Archaeological Survey of India, Frontier Circle, Old Fort, Lahore.  

DISCUSSIONS: 

The Curator, Central Museum, Lahore (presently known as Lahore Museum) has 

forwarded a list of antiquities presented or loaned by or through the officers of the 

Archaeological Department to the Museum. This letter also mentions that the coins 

presented through the officers of the Archaeological Department have been omitted from 

the list as they are supposed to have been acquired through the operation of the Treasure 

Trove Act. The list which comprises on eleven (11 No.) pages give the details of the 
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antiquities providing details such as: date of receipts, brief description and remarks of the 

antiquities. 

  DOCUMENT NO.4: 

 This document is a copy of letter 175-336-C dated 8th February,1933 by Office 

Superintendent, which is addressed to the Curator, Central Museum, Lahore.   

DISCUSSIONS: 

This letter put an inquiry from Curator, Central Museum, Lahore whether the list 

sent by him to the Archaeological Survey of India, Frontier Circle, Lahore, includes the 

antiquities which are detailed in the enclosure of their letter No. 175/243 dated 6th May 

1932. Further in this letter is mentioned that the Curator, Central Museum, Lahore confirms 

that if all of them have not been accounted for in the list in question, then inform whether 

the remaining antiquities are in the Museum.   

 DOCUMENT NO. 5: 

This document is copy of the letter No. 302 dated 25th February 1933 by Curator, 

Central Museum, Lahore which is addressed to the Superintendent, Archaeological Survey, 

Frontier Circle, Old Fort, Lahore.  

DISCUSSIONS:   

This letter is reply of the letter as mentioned in Document No. 4, in this letter the 

Curator has submitted a list of antiquities which have not been accounted for in the new 

list for the reasons given therein and that the entries of the new list dated April, 1902 and 

4th September, 1902 cover all the other antiquities detailed in the enclosure to their letter 

No.175-243 dated 6th May,1932. A one-page list enclosed with this letter provides detail of 

antiquities received with letter No. 175-243, dated 6th May 1932 from the Superintendent, 

Archaeological Survey of India, Frontier Circle, Lahore.  

 DOCUMENT NO. 6: 

 This document is a copy of letter (date & No. not found) from the Office 

Superintendent, which is addressed to the Director General of Archaeology in India, New 

Delhi.    

DISCUSSIONS: 

This letter is issued in continuation of their office letter No. 175/676 dated 8th 

September 1932, forwarding therein a list comprising on four pages which gives details 

about the antiquities in the Central Museum Lahore taken as on load basis from the 

Government of India. The list mentions details of antiquities such as: date of receipts, brief 

description and remarks about the antiquities. 
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  DOCUMENT NO. 7: 

 This document is a copy of letter No. 23-26/530 dated 23rd June 1931 by Curator, 

Peshawar Museum, Peshawar which is addressed to the Superintendent, Archaeological 

Survey, Frontier Circle, Camp Dalhousie.   

DISCUSSIONS:   

This letter is reply to the letter No. 175-121 dated 20th April 1931, in which Curator 

states the 2421 antiquities according to the attached list received in the Peshawar Museum 

from the Superintendent, Archaeological Survey, Frontier Circle and the Director General 

of Archaeology in India which have been entered in the Accession Register of the Museum 

as being on loan from the Director General of Archaeology in India. Attached with this 

letter is a certificate (dated 23rd June 1931) from the Curator, Peshawar Museum, Peshawar 

that all antiquities received in the Peshawar Museum from the Superintendent, 

Archaeological Survey Frontier Circle, or the Director General of Archaeology in India 

have been entered in the Acquisition Registers of the Museum and recorded as being on 

loan from the Director General of Archaeology in India.    

 DOCUMENT NO. 8: 

This document is a copy of letter No. 129/11/5659/3676 dated 25th June, 1927 from 

the Director General of Archaeology in India which is addressed to the Superintendent, 

Archaeological Survey, Muhammadan and British Monuments, Northern Circle, Agra.   

 DISCUSSIONS: 

This letter is signed by J.F. Blackiston, for Director General in India, is reply to the 

letter No. 22/1808 dated 15th June, 1927 which informs that articles loaned by the Director 

General of Archaeology to the Delhi Fort Museum should also be acknowledged. In this 

letter instructions of the Director General have been conveyed that the acknowledgments 

of articles loaned by the Director General of Archaeology should be sent so as to reach 

their office by first September each year.   

The copy of this letter is endorsed to the Superintendent, Archaeological Survey, 

Frontier Circle, Peshawar for information and necessary action in continuation of their 

office endorsement No. 127-11/5198 dated 11th June, 1927. The copy of this letter is 

further endorsed by H. Hargreaves, Superintendent, Archaeological Survey, Frontier 

Circle, Peshawar to the Curator, Peshawar Museum, Peshawar for information and 

guidance in continuation of their office endorsement No. E/36/196 dated 16th June, 1927.  

It is also mentioned in this communication that an acknowledgment of articles 

loaned by the Director General of Archaeology in India to the Peshawar Museum should, 

if possible be sent to the Director General office directly so as to reach there by the first 

September each year. The Superintendent, Archaeological Survey, Frontier Circle has 

mentioned further in the endorsement that if the list is too lengthy to be prepared without 
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difficulties please report and suggest some way so that they may meet the wishes of the 

Director General of Archaeology.   

DOCUMENT NO. 9: 

This document is copy of letter No. 175-143-C dated 9th July, 1937 from 

Superintendent, Frontier Circle, addressed to the Director General of Archaeology in India, 

Simla.   

DISCUSSIONS: 

The Superintendent quoted the Circular Letter No. 468/19-34 dated 6th April, 1931 

and stated in the letter that the Curator of the Peshawar Museum has expressed his inability 

to supply a list of the antiquities in question without the aid of an extra clerk as many as 

2421 antiquities fall under this category and it is impossible for him to prepare this 

voluminous list single handed. In this letter the Superintendent has further requested that 

the Curator, Peshawar Museum has suggested him a proposal that as he has already 

furnished a similar list and certificate to the Director General therefore it may be 

accepted.  Further that no list of antiquities loaned to the Peshawar Museum has been kept 

in the office.   

DOCUMENT NO. 10: 

This document is copy of letter No. 23-26/559 dated 14th July, 1931 from Curator, 

Peshawar Museum, Peshawar which is addressed to the Superintendent, Archeological 

Survey, Frontier Circle, Camp Dalhousie.    

 DISCUSSIONS: 

In this correspondence letter, the Curator, Peshawar Museum, Peshawar has 

provided a reference of Superintendent’s letter No. 175-142-C dated 9th July, 1931 and 

stated that the list of antiquities submitted by him included the two Gandharan sculptures, 

removed by him in 1931 from the Peshawar office go-down. The details of the objects are 

also mentioned.     

CONCLUSION: 

The former Sub-Regional Office, Peshawar Collection of Department of 

Archaeology and Museums, was developed by Frontier Circle at Peshawar during first half 

of 20th Century.  A portion of the collection is the result of archaeological excavations 

carried out by the Archaeological Survey of India, which was established in 1860 and later 

on after independence of Pakistan by the Federal Department of Archaeology & Museums. 

However, a major portion of the cultural material in this Collection of about 3000 registered 

antiquities (mainly pertains to Gandhara art) consists on confiscated material without 

known provenance or textual details which constitutes about 70 % of the Collection. This 
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Collection is very significant as it is the best source of knowledge which highlights on the 

socio-economic, political, and cultural history of Gandhara region. As such it needs further 

research, study and digital documentation of artifacts for further research and posterity. In 

order to overcome the core issue of the provenance of a large number of antiquities laying 

under control of Directorate of Archaeology and Museums Peshawar, it is very much 

necessary that all old archival record may be explored, scrutinized and the available records 

may be probed further by the scholars and researchers. It will help to understand the 

provenance, contextual details as well as other related issues mainly relating to the objects 

which are stored here since the early 20th century.  Besides, this Collection also stimulates 

our attention towards the present state of conservation of cultural material especially the 

fragile objects which are in the medium of stucco and terracotta. Due to the ravages of 

time, un-favorable environment/ weather effects as well as the storage facilities these 

objects require immediate conservation treatment at international standards for proper 

preservation. The Collection is waiting the attention of researchers and scholars both from 

home and abroad to come forward and explore the hidden treasures of the past and bring 

into limelight the fabulous history of Gandhara region so as to understand the art history 

of Gandhara in its true perspective.   
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