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INTRODUCTION 

The Walled City of Lahore is famous for several historic monuments 
including the Lahore Fort - a World Heritage site, the Badshahi and Wazir 
Khan mosques. Close to 2,000 buildings within the Walled City display a 
range of architectural features that mark Lahore’s centuries old cultural 
landscape. A majority of these buildings and the mohallas in which they 
are situated form a unique heritage footprint. In July 2013, the Aga Khan 
Trust for Culture (AKTC) and its country affiliate the Aga Khan Cultural 
Service – Pakistan (AKCS-P), in partnership with the Walled City of Lahore 
Authority (WCLA), commenced the conservation of the Shahi Hammam – 
a17th century Mughal period public bathhouse. 

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 series of 
MoUs with WCLA. To date, the Trust has provided technical assistance for 
urban rehabilitation in a section of the Walled City - known as the Pilot 
Urban Rehabilitation and Infrastructure Improvement (Shahi Guzargah/
Royal Trail) Project. 

Above: The main hall of the Hammam, after 
conservation

Below: The western facade of the Hammam, 
after conservation
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In 2012, WCLA undertook a number of steps to facilitate the conservation 
of the Shahi Hammam. All commercial encroachments from the premises 
of the Hammam and its surrounding areas were removed through 
financial compensation to the traders. Following this, the Hammam’s 
northern façade was consolidated and a retaining wall was constructed 
to avoid future encroachments from taking place. The street level on the 
western and northern sides of the Hammam was lowered to the historic 
level, which had risen by more than two meters over the centuries. This 
allowed parts of the original façade (which lay covered under the present 
street level) on the western side to be exposed. In 2013, WCLA requested 
AKTC to carry out the conservation of the Hammam.The Royal Norwegian 
Embassy generously contributed USD 650,000 towards the project’s 
costs.  Additional funding and administrative support was provided by 
the Government of Punjab.

THE SHAHI HAMMAM

In its as-found condition, the Shahi Hammam is a single storey building 
covering an area of about 1,000 sq. meters. It lies adjacent to the Delhi 
Gate, one of 12 gateways leading into the Walled City. Built in 1635, the 
Hammam served as a bathhouse for the city’s inhabitants and travelers. 
Hakim Ilmuddin Wazir Khan, Governor of Lahore at the time, was 
responsible for the construction of both the Shahi Hammam as well as 
the Wazir Khan Mosque. The historic bathhouse was built on the pattern 
of Turkish and Iranian bathing establishments. Although remains found in 
the Lahore Fort, Shalimar Gardens, Wah Gardens and some of the larger 
havelis in the Walled City indicate that smaller, private baths may have 
been popular during the Mughal and Sikh eras, the Shahi Hammam is 
the only monumental public bathhouse in the Subcontinent from that 
period containing original frescoes from the Shah Jahani era. In 1955, the 
Department of Archaeology declared the Shahi Hammam a protected 
monument.

In the past, the Hammam was subjected to various uses including a boys’ 
primary school, a girls’ vocational school, a dispensary and as an office 
for government departments. The chambers in the northwestern part of 
the Hammam had also been rented out as shops while additional ones 
transpired along the building’s northern, western and southern exteriors. 
These occupations resulted in numerous alterations and modifications 
to the structure of the Hammam. The open drains, which originally 
ran along the outside walls, had either been built over or obstructed 
by commercial encroachments, causing water to percolate into the 
building’s foundations. The lack of appropriate maintenance over time 
further deteriorated the Hammam’s surface thus allowing rainwater to 
seep into the walls - a key factor in the exfoliation of lime plaster and in 
the loss of wall paintings. 

Below: Shed area displaying exterior 
archaeological discoveries
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Above: Before and after conservation 
photographs of the Hammam’s original west 

entrance

Below: Before and after conservation 
photographs of one of the main halls inside 

the Hammam

Opposite: Fresco detail in one of the arches 
inside the Hammam - after conservation

CONSERVATION PROCESS

The Hammam has undergone two earlier cycles of conservation - in 1991, 
when the magnificent wall paintings were re-discovered, and in 2005. 
The primary objective of AKCS-P’s initiative has been to re-establish the 
monument as an example of a Mughal period bathhouse and space for 
social interaction. For this purpose, it was important that the nature of 
the original building as well as the changes and transformations it had 
experienced over time were explored, and its basic functional qualities 
as a bathhouse revealed and displayed appropriately. By removing the 
marble floors laid in 1991, the secrets of the Hammam were revealed for 
the first time in 2013. The uncovered subterranean features include the 
Hammam’s original heating system (or the hypocaust), flue channels, and 
its water circulation and drainage network. 

The initial exploratory exercises revealed that the Hammam was previously 
a larger structure possibly extending further south and east. At present, 
the structure consists of 21 inter-connected rooms and an additional room 
set at an angle facing Mecca. The physical interventions were based on a 
range of examinations to establish an understanding of the Hammam’s 
architectural and structural features. During the project’s preliminary 
stage, building materials were classified with respect to their physical and 
chemical properties, the key causes of structural and surface deterioration 
were identified, and principles to be adopted during the conservation 
process were established. This phase of the project comprised architectural 
survey and documentation, investigations to determine subsoil conditions 
and constructions; removal of all contemporary elements that concealed 
key features of the Hammam including investigations into water supply 
networks, drainage and heating systems. Archaeological explorations 
were complemented with comparative studies of similar buildings. 
Additionally, archival research was carried out, which included a study of 
the records of previous interventions. Based on the results of laboratory 
tests, construction materials and surface decorations were analyzed and 
classified accordingly. Artifacts uncovered during the excavation stage 
were also catalogued. 

The program of interventions included the exposure, conservation, and 
display of the original waterworks, drainage and heating networks as 
well as the historic floor level; procedures to halt the ingress of water 
and further structural decay; restoration of the original entrance, internal 
chambers and architectural features including provisions for internal 
and external illumination. Some 65,000 historic bricks were recycled to 
restore various sections of the Hammam. 59 tons of white lime was used 
to make glazed lime plaster and mortar. Additionally, 82 tons of kanker 
lime powder and 80 tons of kankar lime aggregate were utilized for lime 
concrete and plaster. Pilot tests were carried out to determine the efficacy 
and applicability of the proposed interventions.  
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FRESCO CONSERVATION

The Hammam’s entrance and the main hall contain exquisite Mughal 
period frescoes depicting angels and birds as well as floral and geometric 
patterns. These frescoes were first uncovered in 1991. A preliminary 
analysis of the frescoes during the conservation project indicated that 
they had been painted over or retouched at a time prior to the late 19th 
century. 

It was further discerned that the design and compositions of the murals 
were original but that their basic structure had undergone changes over 
time with cycles of repainting. The condition of the frescoes was classified 
into six categories ranging from those in original condition (with signs 
of aging and bio-degradation) to highly deteriorated and fragile murals. 
Heightened damage to the murals was most likely caused by capillary 
suction of water, which was facilitated by the then newly applied 
condensed plaster.

In order to conserve the frescoes, interventions consisted of graphic 
documentation and cleaning of the entire mural surface, as well as a 
separate regime for those areas that exhibited numerous layers of dust and 
grime; pre-consolidation of fragile paint layers and the removal of earlier 
fillings that had become unstable. In those instances where the original 
composition had been lost, over-paints were systematically removed. 
Adhesion was applied where layers had lost bonding. Furthermore, 
pictorial reintegration activities were classified into non-reconstructive: 
through ‘glazing’ or the application of ‘acqua sporco’, and reconstructive: 
pertaining to badly damaged murals indicating loss of design. Deep 
lacunae were filled with appropriate plaster mixture and lime plaster was 
applied in instances of reconstructive visual reintegration. 

RE-USE

Today, the Shahi Hammam is open to the public as a museum and WCLA is 
responsible for its maintenance and management. A 110-meter long steel 
and glass walkway, which starts at the historic entrance on the western 
side and is routed through the internal chambers of the building, has been 
designed to facilitate visitor movement. A briefing room, equipped with 
audio-visual material pertaining to the Hammam, has also been created. 
A range of artifacts are displayed in one of the rooms on the eastern end 
of the monument. The new Shahi Hammam complex also consists of 
an in-situ viewing gallery, which displays the remnants of a pre-Mughal 
drain discovered some five meters below the current floor level. Other 
facilities include a newly constructed ancillary building that comprises 
washrooms, administrative offices for WCLA, an outdoor cafeteria and a 
souvenir shop.

The conservation of the Shahi Hammam is the first project of its kind 
and scale at both the local and national level. In 2016, the conservation 

Above: Fresco details inside the Hammam 
after conservation

Below: A conservator working on the re-
integration of frescoes
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For more information about the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, please visit www.akdn.org or 
contact the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, PO Box 2049, 1211 Geneva 2, Switzerland
Tel + 41 22 909 7200; Email: aktc@akdn.org
For information about projects in Pakistan, please contact Aga Khan Cultural Service-
Pakistan, Level 9, Serena Business Complex, Islamabad
Tel: + 92 51 111 253 254; Email: salman.beg@akdn.org

project received the Award of Merit at the UNESCO Asia-Pacific Awards 
for Cultural Heritage Conservation. Since it’s opening in 2015, the Shahi 
Hammam has attracted some 30,000 visitors annually, with the numbers 
increasing every year.

Above: Briefing room inside the Hammam

Below: In-situ viewing gallery displaying 
remnants of the discovered pre-Mughal drain
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