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INTRODUCTION

The Walled City of Lahore has stood for over 400 years as a 
holistic exemplar of the structural and aesthetic traits particular 
to classic Mughal architecture. Containing the Lahore Fort - a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site – the Shahi Hammam, and the 
Badshahi and Wazir Khan mosques, the vicinity is endowed with 
a profusion of cultural heirlooms. Leading into the city from Delhi 
Gate, the Shahi Guzargah is lined with many of the landmarks 
of the Walled City, including the Shahi Hammam, Wazir Khan 
Mosque, Sonehri Masjid, Dina Nath Well and the Chowk Wazir 
Khan. Between October 2014 and May 2017 the Aga Khan Cultural 
Service Pakistan (AKCSP), country affiliate of the Aga Khan Trust 
for Culture (AKTC) carried out the rehabilitation and conservation 
of various components of the Wazir Khan Mosque.

BACKGROUND

In 2007, the Trust and the Government of Punjab signed a public-
private partnership framework agreement, which came to an end 
in 2012. Subsequent engagement of the Trust has been on the 
basis of a MOU with the Walled City of Lahore Authority (WCLA). 
To date, the Trust has provided technical assistance for the Pilot 
Urban Rehabilitation and Infrastructure Improvement (Shahi 
Guzargah/Royal Trail) Project, and the conservation of the 17th 
Century Shahi Hammam. 

Starting in 2009, a comprehensive documentation of the mosque 
was carried out and published in 2012 by a technical team of 
conservation architects and engineers from AKCSP, to determine 
the range of problems and issues faced by the Mosque. As 
efforts to secure funds for the conservation of the entire mosque 
were bound to take time, a practical approach was adopted 
to initiate the conservation in separate phases, as commercial 
encroachments and 2.5m of cultural fill had defaced and weakened 
the foundations of the mosque and was threatening its stability.



THE WAZIR KHAN MOSQUE 

The Wazir Khan Mosque was built in 1634-35 AD (1044-45 AH), 
by Hakim ‘Ilmuddin Wazir Khan, subedar (governor) of the Lahore 
province (1632-1639) in the reign of the Mughal Emperor Shah 
Jehan. It was the largest mosque in Lahore at that time, with 
the Badshahi Mosque construction still fifty years away, while 
superseding the Begum Shahi Mosque built in 1614 AD (1023 AH). 
Located 260m inside Delhi Gate, the Wazir Khan Mosque complex 
was a primary central element of the Walled City and a significant 
example of urban design of the first half of the 17th century. The 
complex included the mosque itself, the Chowk Wazir Khan (an 
introductory urban space) a row of shops (hujras) integrated 
in the entrance system meant specifically for calligraphers and 
bookbinders, and additional shops on the eastern and northern 
facades built into the body of the monument. 

The profuse architectural decorations that embellish its exterior 
and interior surfaces are a singular outstanding attribute that 
places the mosque in the frontline of the major monuments of 
the world. The most predominant feature of the exterior of the 
mosque is its kashikari (glazed-tile mosaic work), known for its 
richness and the range of its technical breadth.

Above:  Edwin Lord Weeks’ observations 
of the Chowk Wazir Khan and eastern 
facade in ‘An Open-Air Restaurant, 
Lahore’, circa 1889

Opposite:  Detail of a jharoka (window) 
on the eastern facade of the Wazir Khan 
Mosque



CONSERVATION OF THE WAZIR KHAN MOSQUE : 
NORTHERN FACADE

In 2014, with financial assistance of $250,000 from the Royal 
Norwegian Embassy (RNE) and $100,000 from AKTC, and with 
facilitation by the WCLA, AKCSP began the documentation, 
conservation and rehabilitation of the Northern Façade of the Wazir 
Khan Mosque in order to form a template for the conservation of 
the entire mosque when the latter is put into effect. 

CONSERVATION PROCESS

Phase I of the project involved the removal of encroachments 
and dense overhead cables, the archaeological excavation of a 
300 cubic-meter trench along the façade with a retaining wall 
that exposed the original floor level and hujras (chambers) built 
into the Façade, and the construction of a soakage well for the 
drainage of the trench.

Phase II began with the detailed, as-found architectural 
documentation of the façade, using Electronic Distance 
Measurement (EDM) machinery and Ortho-photorectification. 
This was followed by an analysis of the façade embellishment such 
as carved brick patterns, carved horizontal bands and terracotta 
screens. Based on this documentation, a damage analysis and 
condition assessment was carried out, after which restitution 
drawings and detailed conservation proposals for the façade, 
hujras, and brick tile flooring were developed. 

Implementation work began with the careful removal of later 
interventions from the historic fabric such as cement plaster, after 
which traditional and materially compatible lime mortar pointing 
was carried out on the brick masonry, while the historic lime renders 
were conserved. Damaged masonry sections were stabilized with 
custom-sized brick tiles. A 5mm recess was kept to differentiate 
between the new masonry and the historic fabric, which was 
retained as much as possible and only the most damaged parts 
of the masonry were replaced. The excavated hujras, which 
had been badly damaged by water ingress and commercial 
encroachments, were rehabilitated through the conservation of 
their domes, niches, lintels and arches, and the installation of new 
sheesham doors between the interior and exterior hujras.

For the sensitive issue regarding the conservation of glazed 
tile mosaics, a detailed value assessment of material-physical, 
phenomenological and cultural-social values of the mosque was 
conducted in order to establish prototype panels and a justifiable 
course for their conservation. 

The northern facade of the Wazir Khan 
Mosque after conservation, looking East

The northern facade before and after 
conservation, looking West 



There were considerable deliberations regarding a conservation 
method consonant with the mosque’s status as a site of living 
heritage with respect to the glazed tile decorations on the facade. 
The technical aspects of conservation of these tiles involved a 
material analysis of the composition of the tiles, the possible causes 
of their deterioration, as well as short-listing a set of prospective 
interventions. However, the phenomenological aspects of the 
mosque as experienced by the layperson were more nebulous. 
This latter consideration informs whether any intervention should 
be made at all, as it sets aspects of the mosque’s patina and age 
value against the visual integrity of its decorations, which may hold 
a more important place in the lived experience of the mosque 
as it exists in the lives and consciousness of the surrounding 
community. 

An example typifying the kind of problem described, relates to 
the glazed tile (kashikari) work adorning the northern façade. 
Material testing of several kinds was carried out on tile samples 
sent to experts in Afghanistan (Kabul) and Italy (Venice). These 
investigations revealed the three separate layers that the tiles are 
composed of (tile body, engobe and glaze layer), the chemical 
composition of the pigment used to colour the tiles, the density 
of the layers etc. This evidence was invaluable in the next step; 
determining the process of manufacturing tiles of an authentic 
constitution and appearance. This was achieved by mixing silica 
sand with different types of pottery clay in a variety of ratios in 
a ball mill, and compressing the mixture into a tile body using 
a mechanical press. The buffering layer between the tile body 
and glaze is composed of white clay with a glass powder mixture, 
over which the coloured glaze, made of metal oxide, is applied. 
The prepared tiles are then baked in a kiln for twelve hours to 
prepare the final product: glazed tiles closely simulating those 
made during the Mughal era.

The northern facade after conservation, with the 
retaining wall and rehabilitated hujras visible 

A master craftsman cutting newly fabricated 
pieces of glazed tiles to fit a mosaic pattern 





REVIVAL OF TRADITIONAL CRAFTS

For the restoration and conservation of the northern façade, the 
lack of craftsmen learned in traditional Mughal architecture was 
initially a concern. Fortunately, such craftsmen who had worked on 
the conservation of monuments in Multan were sourced and their 
expertise sought for a breadth of traditional crafting techniques 
ranging from carved brickwork, lime plaster, cut-and-dressed 
brickwork, frescos, and glazed tile mosaics. The accomplishments 
of these craftsmen are all the more impressive given the poverty 
of formal avenues in which to learn and practice such skills, and 
that they were instead gained and fostered by means of direct 
observation of professionals plying their various trades, and 
fuelled by a passion for the work. The nurture of this craft, and 
the continued effort to pass it on to apprentices, facilitates the 
continuation of these skills from their Mughal progenitors.

The very existence of these craftsmen results in the preservation 
of ancestral knowledge, archived and multiplied by careful 
tutelage, and is bolstered by the growing demand for their skills 
within a section of the populace seeking to incorporate traditional 
Muslim architecture into their homes. Additionally, the ongoing 
conservation efforts in the Walled City provide a market for these 
crafts, creating an interest in and demand for skills of this variety 
and incentivising prospective craftsmen to seek tutelage and 
experience in these fields.

Left:  A master craftsman working on 
traditional brick tile flooring in the Wazir 
Khan Mosque



CHOWK WAZIR KHAN

Rehabilitation of the historic urban square was initiated by AKCSP, 
in partnership with WCLA, in October of 2015 with $1.2 million in 
funding from the United States Ambassadors Fund for Cultural 
Preservation (AFCP), as well as support from AKTC. The project 
was completed in May 2017.

CONSERVATION PROCESS

Although there had previously been smaller rehabilitation 
efforts by the Directorate General of Archaeology on some of 
the architectural decorations on the mosque, a more substantial 
attempt was begun by AKCSP in conjunction with WCLA. This 
undertaking made use of a detailed documentation and condition 
assessment, carried out by AKTC in 2009-2010, helped by funding 
from J.M Kaplan.

Prior to AKCSP’s rehabilitation of the Chowk and the eastern façade, 
a multitude of makeshift storefronts were encroaching upon the 
façade of the mosque, which were removed and their proprietors 
compensated by WCLA.  The conservation work aimed to restore 
the mosque’s sense of place and history by creating separation 
between the existing street level and the original ground level 
of the forecourt, by lowering the Chowk by 2.5m through 
archaeological excavation. Later additions of cement sand plaster 
were removed from the façade and hujras, after documentation, 
which was followed by structural consolidation of the foundations 
and walls. The appearance of the hujras was embellished with the 
addition of sheesham doors and brick tile flooring. 

A trench along the eastern façade of the mosque was exhumed 
in order to compare the excavated floor levels of the hujras to the 
historic floor level of the Chowk, and to examine the foundations 
of the mosque, allowing for a better understanding of how to 
proceed with the conservation. Electrical wiring and conduits 
were then routed below the floor of the Chowk and hujras over 
which sand bedding was overlaid, creating a provision of modern 
utilities without compromising the physical appearance of the 
edifice. During the excavation, notably during the construction 
of the 21m deep soakage well – a structural necessity for the 
management of storm water – human remains were discovered 
and carefully reburied. 

A retaining wall was then built to prevent future encroachments 
and to present a protective bulwark for the hujras along the eastern 
and northern façades, and modern lighting and illumination was 
installed to complement the architectural ornamentation. 

Stabilization of glazed tile mosaics on the 
eastern facade of the Wazir Khan Mosque

The Chowk Wazir Khan and Dina Nath Well 
before and after conservation, looking East 



A staircase was built parallel to the outer wall of the Chowk in 
order to occupy as little space as possible, and benches were 
added to the perimeter as a seating arrangement for the less 
mobile and the elderly. A stage was added to the Chowk to allow 
for religious performances in the urban square. 

The retaining wall, along with the removal of all commercial 
encroachments and utility lines allows the monument to exude 
its original ambiance and gravitas, as well as restores its visual 
integrity within the chaos of its urban context. The lowering of the 
entrance of the mosque to its historic level sought to emphasise 
the grandeur of the original aiwan, and to allow visitors a proper 
appreciation of the majestic and monumental facade of the 
building, adorned with frescos and exquisite glazed tile mosaics. 
This ornamentation was also carefully subjected to a thorough 
surface cleaning process. Although most of the conservation work 
took place on the extremities of the mosque, some structural 
consolidation work was also carried out on the Calligraphers’ 
Bazaar built into the entrance of the mosque. All of the foregoing 
was carried out with frequent contact and collaboration with the 
Masjid Committee, who were kept informed of the work and 
interventions taking place. 

The project also included the conservation of the Dina Nath Well 
- a public well located in the northeast section of the square. 
Excavation in and around the well structure was undertaken, 
initially to the depth of 3m and later to 6m, revealing evidence 
of the chronology of developments on the well from the Mughal 
and Sikh eras. Four of the octagonal well’s niches had been filled 
in during the British era. The conservation process thus began 
with the construction of a retaining wall, and concluded with a 
study of the dome’s geometry, with a view to consolidating its 
structure and rehabilitating half of its surface area to emphasise 
the contrast between its original form and the work of time. 

The rehabilitated Chowk Wazir Khan and 
eastern facade of the mosque 

The Dina Nath Well, after conservation, with 
retaining wall and partial reconstruction of 
dome visible



URBAN RENEWAL

The Chowk Wazir Khan subsumes a space roughly 800 square 
meters in area, providing a prospective vista of a breadth 
and openness uncommon in such saturated urban spaces. 
The fact that this element of the mosque has been neglected 
and obfuscated in recent times has been to the detriment of 
the Walled City’s populace. The renewal of this social space, 
enmeshed as it is with the rich cultural backdrop of the historical 
inner city, not only endows the vicinity with a cultural gemstone in 
the built environment, but will also allow for the conservation and 
resumption of other forms of tangible and intangible heritage 
bequeathed from the same era. The space can accommodate 
around 500 people, which means that a substantial proportion of 
the populace could benefit from any events scheduled. 

The spatial breadth of the Chowk being appended to a site 
of religious heritage is especially significant as it renders it an 
appropriate space in which to host qawwali performances; a 
traditional South Asian musical form concerned with aspects of 
faith and devotion. Its lineage can be traced to the 13th century CE, 
and the term’s etymology inheres from the Arabic term “qaul” – a 
term referring to sayings of the prophet – which are traditionally 
what were sung by these Sufi musicians. Performance of the form 
is especially pertinent to the surrounds of the Chowk and mosque, 
considering they are built on the remains of a Sufi shrine, and will 
add to the many ways in which the complex exudes a sense of 
history, and commands reverence.



The reclamation of the hujras from the risen street level and their 
subsequent conversion into integrated storefronts for traditional 
craftsmen and calligraphers selling religious memorabilia will 
also set the stage for the Chowk to be utilised as a square where 
melas (fairs) religiously themed or otherwise, can be held. A large 
alcove facilitating such events is of enormous significance in the 
Shahi Guzargah, since the narrow and cramped environs of the 
main boulevard are not amenable to the engagement of curious 
visitors or anyone seeking a more leisurely approach in a street 
usually mired with a populace in quick transit.

FUTURE PLANS

In 2017, the Government of Punjab approved a PC-1 of $5 million 
over a period of five years for the conservation of the remaining 
elements of the Wazir Khan Mosque, which will be implemented 
by means of the existing partnership between AKCSP and WCLA.  
WCLA has taken on the full responsibility of the management and 
operation of the Chowk and its surrounding context.

Above:  The southern facade of the 
interior of the Wazir Khan Mosque, and 
the surrounding urban context 

Front cover:  Prayer chamber and 
courtyard of the Wazir Khan Mosque

Back cover: Detail of calligraphy carry-
ing Surah al Fath on the central iwan of 
the prayer chamber 
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