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PROJECT BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE

There are 21 monuments remaining in the present-day complex of the 
Lahore Fort. These monuments reflect the architectural characteristics 
of the historical periods they represent and the brilliance of the artistic 
excellence and workmanship of these eras. One of these buildings, known 
as the imperial kitchens, had lain in ruinous condition for a few decades. 
From 2016 to 2019, the Aga Khan Cultural Service - Pakistan (AKCS-P) and 
the Walled City of Lahore Authority (WCLA) took up the conservation 
of the historic imperial kitchens and its adaptive reuse under a 5 year 
development scheme for the Lahore Fort, which was approved by the 
government of Punjab.

The British occupation of the Lahore Fort in 1849 and its use to station a 
British garrison until 1924 resulted in the large-scale mutilation of the site. 
A new road was added to connect the Shah Burj Gate with the quadrangle 
south of Moti Masjid, which altered the layout of the Fort in its western 
quarter. To accommodate the garrison, numerous new buildings were 
built within the open areas. However, after the vacation of the Fort by 
the military, concerted efforts were initiated to restore historic structures.

The imperial kitchens, located in the south-western quarter of the Lahore 
Fort, served the needs of the royal palace during the Mughal and the Sikh 
periods. Its spatial connection to the royal residences was truncated in 
the mid-nineteenth century when the British built accesses and the new 

Above: View of Imperial Kitchens’ courtyard 
before conservation

Below: Views of structural damage in 
the Imperial Kitchens’ building before 

conservation
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road mentioned above, and used this part of the Fort in general to house 
their sepoy barracks. As a consequence, this area of the Lahore Fort fell 
into increasing neglect. In the early days of British occupation it was used 
for storage of the garrison’s liquor, and at one time an upper floor was 
added above its eastern wing.

Its use from that time onward is not certain. The British army vacated 
the Fort and handed it over to the Archaeological Survey of India 
in 1927. However, the south-western part of the Fort, including the 
imperial kitchens, remained in the custody of the Police Department, 
who continued to occupy this and other buildings in this zone of the 
Fort and even made large-scale additions for their use. When the Police 
Department vacated this area in 1986, the buildings had been used as a 
prison for political detainees for several decades.

After taking over possession of this part of the Fort, the Department of 
Archaeology set up a training institute and removed several British-period 
structures. The upper storey above the imperial kitchens building was 
also removed. New buildings were built in the vicinity, but in general the 
imperial kitchens building remained unattended until a partial collapse 
in the late 1990s. Temporary supports were then added to stabilize the 
remaining structure.

AKCS-P and WCLA took the initiative to save the building by conserving 
the historic structure and converting it into a quality restaurant that is 
expected to enhance the cultural environment of this part of the historical 
complex and to generate financial surpluses,` which could be utilized for 
continued conservation and maintenance of the Fort.

AS-FOUND CONDITION OF THE HISTORIC STRUCTURE

The extant structure of the historic imperial kitchens building sits in a 
square piece of land measuring about 3,000 square meters. It is a single-
storey brick structure covering an area of about 1,200 square meters in 
a partial ‘U’ shaped configuration. The building faces north towards the 
major residential quarters of the Royal Palace. The large open space on 
the north of the building and foundation remaining in its north-eastern 
corner, suggest that once there were structures surrounding the open 
courtyard, which no longer exists.

The building plan consists of 4-meter-square bays with 1.5-meter-thick 
walls. These bays are spanned by brick domes rising from brick piers and 
brick pendentives. The domes are shallow and enable a flat roof top. The 
bays are two-bay-deep in the southern wing, and two-bay-deep in most 
of the western wing. The eastern wing appears to have been three-bay 
deep, but most of this section is ruined and only a few of these domes 
were intact at the commencement of the project. A British-period 
cladding wall in 1.5-meter-thick brickwork with slanting piers which 
seemingly intended to act as buttresses, has been added along the 

Above: Site map showing location of the 
Imperial Kitchens in the context of the Lahore 
Fort

Below: Historic Photograph of the Imperial 
Kitchens - showing 2 - storey structure during 
British occupation
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external periphery. This cladding also acts as an enclosure wall between 
the arches along the external wall, and is punctuated with wooden 
ventilators or other openings in each bay.

The state of the imperial kitchens at the beginning of the project was 
very poor. While some brickwork of the existing arches had been recently 
cleaned and pointed, there were large sections that lay in ruins and that 
required reconstruction with only limited available information regarding 
the original state. As described earlier, some time in the recent past, a 
large - scale demolition of the building took place. Piers supporting the 
roof had collapsed in several locations, resulting in the collapse of domes 
at those locations, with heavy chunks of brickwork precariously resting 
on the more stable parts of the structure. Debris of some of the collapsed 
areas was removed at the commencement of the project.

Some repairs using modern brick tiles appeared to have been carried 
out along the lower parts of certain piers, and temporary supports in the 
form of brick pillars had been erected to support the arches and domes at 
various locations. At some places timber support had been erected, but 
these were completely inadequate.

Above: View of Imperial Kitchens’ courtyard, 
post - conservation

Below: Interior of the Imperial Kitchens, post  
-conservation



5

Above: Structural consolidation activities 
during conservation

Below: Temporary supports inside the 
Imperial Kitchens, during conservation

PLANNED ADAPTIVE REUSE

The premises had been lying abandoned and neglected ever since it 
was transferred from the Police Department to the Directorate General 
of Archaeology, even though some measure of structural support to 
strengthen and consolidate the deteriorated and undermined lower 
portions of the brick piers had been carried out using modern bricks and 
cement mortar. However, after the collapse of the eastern portion, the 
area was totally abandoned.

Upon taking over the Lahore Fort precinct in 2014, the WCLA, in 
partnership with AKCS-P, embarked upon an ambitious plan to preserve 
the Lahore Fort and improve its tourist appeal by rehabilitating and 
improving visitors’ facilities, and by introducing arranged group tours. 
One of WCLA’s initiatives is the “History by Night” tour of Lahore Fort 
on two weekend evenings of the week, which includes visits to selected 
areas of the Fort culminating in a small performance and refreshments for 
the participants.

AKCS-P and WCLA also took the initiative to save the imperial kitchens 
and their contiguous areas from further decay through conservation and 
reuse of the structure and the area around it. The conservation work was 
completed in the spring of 2019 and has resulted in the restoration of 
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Above: Sufi Night in the conserved Imperial 
Kitchens courtyard

Below: Before and after conservation - 
Imperial Kitchens courtyard

the historic structure including preserving the ruins in-situ. To make the 
interventions sustainable, and to give this previously neglected “heritage 
a function in the life of the community” in line with the World Heritage 
Convention, the rehabilitated historic structure is being used to provide 
a night-time dining facility as part of the general policy to extend the 
visitors’ experience of the Fort during night-time.

The historic structure of the imperial kitchens has a robust construction, 
with no decorations or embellishments of any significance. It has a covered 
area of some 970 square meters and an enclosed courtyard big enough 
to accommodate large gatherings without causing any negative impacts 
on other areas of the Fort. It lends itself well to be used independently 
for the purposes intended. The previously neglected historic imperial 
kitchens structure has been conserved and rehabilitated.

When made operational, the restaurant would be open to paying 
customers after the closing hours of the Fort and, in addition, would be 
coupled with the already operational night-time guided visits of the Fort.

Although the dining and restaurant function has not yet been inaugurated, 
along with the large open courtyard, the structure is already being used 
for evening performances and cultural shows that are sold out well in 
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Above: Bullah event in the Imperial Kitchens 
courtyard

Below: Before and after conservation - 
Imperial Kitchens facade
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advance. A separate, reversible structure that provides kitchen and toilet 
facilities is located South of the Imperial Kitchen at the former site of a 
building constructed during the 1990s. This facility has been erected 
below the ground level of the area to the south of the kitchens, and has 
been designed in a manner to have the ability “...to be removed in the 
future without any damage to heritage significance; in particular, without 
damage to significant fabric,” thus following the principles of reversibility.

The existing network of utility services, which has already been in place 
and in use due to the stablishment of the offices of the Directorate 
General of Archaeology and a training institute, have been rehabilitated 
and state-of-the-art drainage arrangements have been installed to service 
this previously neglected section of Lahore Fort.

This part of the Fort is already proving itself to be a main generator of 
revenues as well as a backdrop for festive events, as well as music and 
cultural shows.
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