ABDUL GHAFUR BRECHNA (1907-1974)

Abdul Ghafur Brechna was one of the most important Afghan artists of the 20th century—and the first
ever to fuse in his work European influences (Impressionism, Expressionism) and the traditional “folk
art” of his country. As a painter, composer, stage director, playwright, and poet, he had a major influence
on the development and revival of the arts and cultural life of Afghanistan.

Brechna was born in Kabul on April 10, 1907. After attending the Habibia School in Kabul up to the age of
fourteen, he was among the group of youngsters sent to Germany by King Amanullah, in 1921, to study
medicine or engineering. Brechna wanted to become an artist, however, and studied painting and litho-
graphy under Max Liebermann, among others, at the Academy of Fine Arts in Berlin and in Munich, as
well as typography in Leipzig and Barmen.

The European cultural scene, in particular Berlin life in the “Golden 20s,” inspired in him a passionate
interest in European classical music, dramatic arts, and literature.

Brechna also met and married Marguerite Neufeind (1907-1994) in Germany, and their first child Abdul
Habib was born there, too.

Brechna intended to return to Afghanistan with his wife and son in 1929, but they arrived in Kabul only
in 1930, after traveling for a year through Russia, Uzbekistan (Bukhara), and the north of Afghanistan.

Brechna endeavored to transpose the impressions and skills he had gained in Europe to the archaic
traditions of Afghanistan. He hoped to lend new momentum to the arts and culture of his native land,
to revitalize them, yet without altering their unique essence. His art was never intended to be elitist but
rather to be understood and enjoyed by all.

From 1930 to 1939, in the classes he taught as director of the Kabul School of Arts, he fostered a new
understanding of the visual arts. Until then, working with watercolors and pastels or from the human
model had been unknown in Afghanistan.

In his own works of Afghan Impressionism—portraits, street scenes, cityscapes, and landscapes—he
tried to impart his insights into the colorful character, the spartan conditions, the traditions, and the
soul of his people. Among his arts students were Prof. Ghaussuddin, Prof. Khair Mohammad, Hafizullah,
Abdurrab, to name but a few.

Brechna also portrayed famous personalities in Afghan history (poets, philosophers, and rulers), dra-
wing on old descriptions as well as his own imagination to enhance understanding. The images were
featured also in Afghan schoolbooks, after being approved by a group of historians.

From 1940 to 1972, Brechna’s paintings were exhibited in various towns in Afghanistan, several times in
Kabul, inter alia at the Goethe Institute (1959, 1969) and the Rotary Club (1971). He also had exhibitions
in India (Delhi, 1954, 1974); USA (New York, 1957); Egypt (Cairo, 1956); Russia (Moscow, 1965, 1973); Iran
(Teheran, 1953, 1966); China (Beijing, 1967); Bulgaria (Sofia, 1967); France (Cannes, 1971); and Uzbekistan
(Dushambe, 1972).

The exhibitions took place at the official invitation of the respective states.

From 1938 to 1943, as managing director of Afghanistan’s state-owned printing and publishing house,
Brechna was responsible for the editing and layout of national newspapers, magazines, and yearbooks.
The magazines in particular were in great demand in Afghanistan and Iran, after Brechna introduced
color-printing techniques and restructured the content and layout.




When German teachers had to leave the country during World War II, Brechna and other Afghans who
had been educated in Germany volunteered to take their place.

Brechna also took on the unpaid role of school director, in addition to his other commitments. In 1940,
he and his wife Marguerite Brechna—who, as director of a girls’ school in Kabul, likewise taught—to-
gether devised and illustrated a textbook for the pupils of German-speaking schools in Afghanistan. The
book was printed and distributed by the state-owned publishing house of which Brechna was director.

In the 1930s, Brechna had traveled the length and breadth of the country to study traditional lifestyles
and customs, and to collect folk music. In particular as musical director then, later, as director general
of Radio Afghanistan, from 1943 to 1953, he was able to promote this heritage by inviting musicians from
all the provinces of the land to play.

Aradio orchestra combining typical local musical instruments with European ones was formed; it is now
widely credited with having professionalized Afghan folk music. The country’s diverse musical styles
were first broadcast nationwide and as far away as Pakistan, Iran, and Uzbekistan by “Radio Kabul.”

Brechna also founded the first School of Music in Afghanistan, in 1940.

As director general, Abdul Ghafur Brechna also gave his support to a group of young musicians and sin-
gers, among them Ustad Mermon Parwin, the first Afghan woman ever to sing in a public broadcast. She
was also the first woman ever to be given this honorific title “Ustad,” meaning “eminent expert”. Brechna
was deeply committed to helping Afghan women gain more civil rights and a stronger foothold in public
life.

It is to Brechna’s credit that he not only persuaded young people to pursue careers in the arts and
music, at the time still in ill repute, but also tried to overcome social and class barriers by working
with musicians from Kharabat, an impoverished musician’s neighborhood. According to the ethno-
musicologist John Baily, “Radio Afghanistan was a bastion of modernism, and its institution consi-
derably improved the status of musicians and singers, male and female, professional and amateur.”

Abdul Ghafur Brechna was himself an accomplished musician and composed countless songs. Many
Afghan, Indian, and Persian singers and musicians still perform his work to this day. Zaland, Gul
Ahmad Shifta, and other talents ranked among his pupils. Brechna also composed the Afghan nati-
onal anthem, in 1973.

One of Brechna’s famous compositions is “Mudate ke Shod ke tora” from 1966-67, which was inter-
preted and performed, with his permission, in an Indian film. He asked only that the song be cre-
dited to “an Afghan composer.” His composition “Ai Negare man” was first performed by a former
student of his, the renowned singer Zaland.

Brechna was famous also as a playwright and director, with more than twenty plays for radio and
theater to his name, written between 1940 and 1953. He also painted the stage sets himself. His most
famous and popular play, Lala (Uncle) Malang, premiered in 1947.



Brechna also published his prose, essays, drama, comedies, short stories, poetry, and translations—a
small selection of which is listed here:

Prosa:

The Miniatures of Behzad; Beaux Arts in Afghanistan; Afghan Festivals Tales from Afghan History, with
llustrations by the Author; Fairy Tales and History; The Opium Trail; The Wisdom of Mir Weis Khan; The
Tunnel; The Shared Child

Theater Plays:
Lala Malang, The Barber, The Musician, and 17 more besides

Translation:  (from German into Afghan)

The Voyage of the Russian Emissaries to he Court of Emir Sher Ali Khan, Kabul: Verlagsanstalt, 1968;

L. Jaworskij, The Russian Ambassador’s Travels in Afghanistan and Bukhara in the Years 1878 to 1889, Jena:
Costenoble, 1885.

With his cartoonsin journals, newspapers, and yearbooks, Brechna drew public attention to Afghanistan’s
political and social failings. In particular, his character RAJAB KHAN, who criticized current affairs and the
backwardness of the country with acerbic humor, was featured regularly in daily newspapers until 1972.
Unfortunately, only around one hundred newspaper clippings of his cartoons in Karavan Newspaper are
still in the family’s possession.

Brechna retired in 1962, officially; yet he continued to serve as a cultural advisor and a fount of informa-
tion, all his life long.

In 1968, Breshna was decorated by Federal President Heinrich Lubke with the GroRer Verdienstorden mit
Stern der BRD (Knight Commander’s Cross of the Federal Republic of Germany), for his great services to
cultural relations between Germany and Afghanistan.

Abdul Ghafur Brechna died on January 4, 1974, in Kabul. His legacy comprises numerous watercolors, oil
paintings, pastel drawings, pyrography on wood, sculptures, essays on folk customs, art reviews of Af-
ghan “Old Masters,” as well as poetry, compositions, and stage and radio dramas and comedies.
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Abdul Ghafur Brechna died on January 4, 1974, in Kabul. His legacy comprises numerous watercolors,
oil paintings, pastel drawings, pyrography on wood, sculptures, essays on folk customs, art reviews of
Afghan “Old Masters,” as well as poetry, compositions, and stage and radio dramas and comedies.

Abdul Ghafur Brechna and his wife Marguerite had five sons, three of whom, sadly, were stillborn or died
in early childhood. The surviving sons were Abdul Habib Brechna (born ca. 1928 in Germany; died 2012
in Switzerland) and Abdullah Breshna (born 1933 in Kabul; died 2021 in Germany), who gave them four
grandchildren: Zahra, Habib, Daoud (sadly deceased in 2013), and Jussof.

Marguerite Brechna, who devoted over fifty invaluable years of service to education and training in
Afghanistan, at her husband’s side, died in 1994, in Karlsruhe, Germany, as a stranger in her own land.

When Brechna’s son Abdullah Breshna fled Afghanistan with his family in 1980, he managed, with the
help of his friends, to save most of his father’s legacy. The work of Abdul Ghafur Brechna has since been
kept in the public eye by exhibitions, calendars, postcards, and a CD of his musical compositions—
thanks, once again, to the aid and cooperation of friends.

In 2021, Abdullah Breshna endowed those works of Abdul Ghafur Brechna in his possession to the non-
profit Breshna Foundation for Culture, subject to certain terms and conditions regarding their future use
and preservation.

Owing to the upheaval of the past forty years, a large number of Brechna’s works are still in Afghanistan.
Over thirty of his paintings are on show at the National Art Gallery of Afghanistan (Negarestan Meli) in
Kabul, and many of his portraits of major historical figures at the National Museum and Archives of Af-
ghanistan in Kabul. Other works are in the Archives of Radio Afghanistan, the state-owned printing and
publishing house, and the Ministry of Culture in Kabul, among other places, but have not yet been sys-
tematically cataloged. Around two hundred works are now held by the Breshna Foundation for Culture.
But many others have disappeared from view, their whereabouts unknown.

This account of the life of A.Gh. Brechnas was written by Abdullah Breshna taking into account various
sources (texts about Abdul Ghafur Brechna in books, newspapers and magazines). It was supplemented
on the basis of more recent sources.



