
Khanquah of Shah Hamadan, 
Kashmir 

Located in the northernmost tip of India, Kashmir shares strategic 
borders with Russia, Pakistan and China. In ancient times it was an 

_ important halting place along the Silk Routes between the plains of 
India and Central Asia. Its constant interaction with distant lands and 

. peoples have given it a chequered religious past. The three major religions 
of the region, Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam have all played important 
roles during different periods ofKashrnir's history. The diversity of influ
ences from rulers like Alexander and Akbar are evident from the archaeo
logical remains and monuments. 

Wood has been the local material for building and is used extensively in 
the local residential architecture. Constant exposure and interaction with 
foreign influences through trade and religion fostered an attitude and 
helped develop a vocabulary of form suited to local needs. The wooden 
Islamic architecture of Kashmir exemplifies this process of synthesis and 
adaptation. 

The Islamisation ofKashrnir came about largely due to Sufi missionar
ies from Iran and surrounding regions. Sufism was fundamentally anti
traditional and was a major factor in the dissemination ofIslam among the 
indigenous population; its literature embodied popular beliefs and a folk 
culture that was absent in traditional Islamic writings. This seems to have 
to been the principal catalyst for the cultural interaction that took place 
between the Muslim missionaries and the local Hindus. 

Miraculous powers were often attributed to these Sufi saints, and after 
their death, their tombs became popular places of pilgrimage. These tombs 
took on the image of a shrine and were locally known as ziarats. While the 
ziarat received its importance by the tangible and personalised form of 
worship that it offered, the mosque was looked upon more as a place of 
mandatory worship, fulfilling the fundamental requirements of the reli
gion. The khanquahs began as a place of residence of the saint and later 
became used as a place for daily prayer. While doing so, they retained their 
association with the particular founding saint. These three building types, 
the mosque, the ziarat and khanquah exemplify the wooden religious 
architecture that exists in Kashmir. This style flourished for about 200 years 
from the 15th to the 17th century, till the invasion of the Mughals from 
the plains of India. In the process of propagation of the religion, many of 
the saints travelled and established more than one khanquah in different 
parts of the region. 
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Text and photographs by 
Prataap Patrose and Rita Sampat 

Sketch of Shah Hamadan Khanquah done in the 
early 20th century. 

Above: This map of Srinagar showing the location 
of Shah Hamadan Khanquah, is embroidered on an 
amli shawl, done in 1819-1856 AD. It presently is 
an exhibit at the Pratap Singh Museum, Srinager. 
Left: Detail of the area surrounding Shah Hama
dan Khanquah. 



Top: View of old city fabric and Kanquah of Shah 
Hamadan from the river. 
Above: Contrasting scales and forms using the same 
material of construction as seen between the Khan
quah and the surrounding residential fabric. 

Between the third and fourth bridges on the right bank of the river 
Jhelum in Srinagar, stands the khanquah of Shah Hamadan, or to give. him 
his proper name, Mir Sayyid Ali Hamadani. Tradition ascribes his origins 
to the city of Hamadan in Iran. He had the most direct influence on the 
spread ofIslam and its adoption by the masses in Kashmir. In 1372, along 
with 700 of his followers, Shah Hamadan travelled to Kashmir, Ladakh, 
Tibet and Turkistan with the intention. of propagating the Islamic faith. 

The khanquah in Srinagar today serves the function of a daily mosque, 
and being among the most sacred places in Kashmir, it attracts a large 
number of followers. Though Shah Hamadan established many other 
khanquahs outside Srinagar, this one is given the most reverence and is also 
the most grand and monumental. It is unique in its architectural import
ance and embodies the salient features of the wooden style in their most 
refilled form. Though damaged by frequent fires, this structure was rebuilt 
each time adding a layer of richness to its original form. 

U nlike the mosque form organised around a central courtyard, in 
the case of most examples of the Kashmiri wooden style the 

_;;;;;;.._ interior courtyard is absent. The typical introvert character of the 
mosque type is further confined within a covered structure, mainly due to 
the severity of the cold climate. 

Built on the original site of a Hindu temple, the basic cubic form of the 
Khanquah of Shah Hamadan rests on a 70 feet square stone plinth. Its plan 
at the first level consists of a central hall of 63 feet by 43 feet, bordered by 
small alcoves along the northern and southern sides. The central hall is 
divided in nine bays by four wooden columns. The plan exhibits the 
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Left, above: Main east entrance to Khanquah. 
Left: View of n0l1h east comer of the Khanquah 
building and its compound. 
Above: Detail of upper balcony showing its later 
date by the quality of wood used. 
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Ground floor plan 
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Cross section 
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Firstjloor plan 
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Top: Detail showing corbelled comice q( roqf 
Above: Quibla wall; wooden balk and inJill bricks 
construction; wooden columns and railing . 
Far right: Detail q( painted wood-panelled wall in 
interior. 

dialectics of attaining the simplicity of structure within the limitations of 
materials whilst meeting the spatial requirements of the ritual space. 

The cellular spaces bordering the central hall served a typical function of 
the Khanquah - that of housing visiting scholars. These spaces open 
directly into the hall and are not interconnected. The central hall is a double 
height space with galleries that run above the alcoves, overlooking the 
prayer hall in the centre. Two internal staircases within the central hall lead 
up to the galleries. 

Since its austere beginning as the hospice of the saint, the building 
interior has intensified its use of decorative elements over time. The 
interiors exhibit ornately painted and panelled woodwork on the walls 
with later additions oflattice work and stained-glass window herring-bone 
pattern woodwork, with the capital and column base ornately carved. 
Both levels of the Khanquah have similar floor plans. The single-height 
upper floor which is used for prayer during winter months is of a simpler 
character and has a sparser use of decorations. A wooden false ceiling at 
this level conceals the structural framework of the pyramidal roof above. 

T he structure is for the most part built of wooden balks. These are 
not fixed by nails or joinery and thus allow for movements caused 

_ by earthquakes and winds. The spaces between the balks are filled 
by small carefully dressed bricks. 

The 125 feet overall height of the Khanquah of Shah Hamadan can be 
divided into the following three distinct zones for the analysis of its form 
and structure: the cubic base, pyramidal roof and the spire. The inherent 
stability of the cubic form is utilised in the building's base which rises up 50 
feet to the eaves at the second level. The wooden logs that form the bulk of 
the built form and structure, are placed one above the other and their 
dead-weight provides additional stability. 

The pyramidal roof is divided into three tiers, since a continuous rafter 
would have required joinery or a truss system to resolve the structure. By 
breaking up the roof into layers the load from the roof was distributed on 
to a system of successive piers. The typical roof covering consisted of turf 
laid on birch-bark which retained its waterproofmg qualities for many 
years. On this usually grew pink and white irises, later displaced in days of 
disrepair by grass and weeds. 

The spire consisted of three parts - an open pavilion at its base, the 
sloping spire itself and the fmial at the very top. The spire is supported by a 
central pole which rests on a large circular log, which allows for the stresses 
produced in the spire structure to be isolated from the rest of the building 
and to be carried down by the four central piers that extend as the central 
columns at ground level. At the very top of the spire is a finial of moulded 
metal in the shape of an outspread umbrella. According to James Fergus
son, the historian, this shape is reminiscent of a Buddhist Tee. 

There seem to be a variety of reasons for which wood came to be used 
as the structural material. The first is its easy availability and abundance. 
The large quantities of wood used provided sufficient dead-weight to 
make the structure stable against the effects of earthquakes and winds. At 
the same time, the large cross-section of the untreated logs that were used 
meant that in the event of fire, the skeleton framework that remained 
would facilitate its reconstruction. 

The development of Islamic tradition in Kashmir exhibits a particular 
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Detail of window showing changes and additions 
over time. 

resilience in its ability to synthesise local cultures, both in the manner in 
which it adopted elements of form and utilised the characteristics of the 
context to its advantage. 

The utilitarian attitude that was behind the initial propagation of the 
religion is indicated in the manner in which it used the existing physical 
resources and locational advantages of the sites it built on. The Khanquah 
of Shah Hamadan is built on the square base and foundation of a Hindu 
Kali temple. It took advantage of the available base to build on as well as 
capitalised on the importance and centrality of the site within the spatial 
structure. A characteristic of the Islamisation of the region was its tolerance 
towards the existing religion which was often allowed to coexist on the 
same site. This is manifest in many ways. The Khanquah of Shah Hama
dan has on its riverbank a Hindu Kali Temple which is worshipped to this 
day. The tradition of locating the temple on the banks of the river for 
prayer rituals was adapted by the mosques and khanquahs to use the river 
for the purposes of ablution. 
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Within the urban fabric there prevailed traditional norms of orienting 
and locating important buildings. The Khanquah of Shah Hamadan is 
located at the bend of the river and hence maximises visual orientation 
from the river. The building attracts attention by the contrast of its 
pyramidal roof and pointed steeples against the gently sloping roofs of the 
surrounding residences. It is also traditional to defme neighbourhoods or 
local areas by their association to either religious buildings, landmarks or 
occupation. The neighbourhood surrounding the Khanquah is referred to as 
Khanquah-e-Mohalla i.e. the Khanquah neighbourhood. It also serves the 
function of providing the major open community space of the neighbour
hood. 

Kashmir's desire to identify itself with international development has 
encouraged foreign forms and processes. It remains to be seen how the 
wooden religious style will face up to the challenge of adapting to rapid 
change in the present-day context. 
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Left: Detail ~f lotus shaped eaves pendant: prob
ably of Buddhist origin or influence. 
Above: Detail of wooden jali (lattice) work on 
windowscreen. 

This article resulted from research done under the 
auspices of the Aga Khan Program at Harvard and 
MIT where Patrose and Sampat are students. 


