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I had long been Jascinated by a unique genre oj 
architecture in Pakistan, represented by our 
village and neighbourhood mosques and the 
tombs oj local Sufi saints . Indeed, Ifeei that this 
is where we may find the last repositary oj what 
remains oj the grand tradition oj our indigenous 
architecture. I had naturally been curious about 
the architects and craftsmen who designed and 
built these sometimes strange and wonderful 
structures. 

It was almost by accident that I happened to 
be in the halfjinished mosque on the Grand 
Trunk Road at Dina, and was drawn into its 
interior. As I stood in wonder at the riotous 
proJusion oj colour, glittering mirrors and richly 
sculptured decoration, taking in every detail, I 
happened to notice an inscription at the base oj 
the mehrab (niche in a wall signifying the 
direction oj Mecca). It said quite simply: Mistree 
Ghulam Hussain, resident oj Raikah, Tehsil 
and District Rawalpindi, and the date . 

The next time I visited the mosque at Dina, 
as I was talking with some members oj the 
mosque committee, about the history oj its 
construction, I was inJormed that the mistree 
himself had just arrived. The result was a 
memorable discussion, which started at Dina, 
carried on with him travelling with us to Gujjar 
Khan, where we looked at another oj his 
projects, and terminated at his house in a suburb 
oj Rawalpindi. We talked about his training, 
work methods and organisation, his clients and 
the range and scope oj his projects. 

Mistree Haji Ghulam Hussain must be 
typical of hundreds, perhaps thousands of 
building craftsmen in Pakistan. He was 
trained by his father who was trained by 
his father, and so on as far back as anyone 
in his family knows or can remember. He 
is a devout Muslim, a Haji and like his 
father and grandfather a follower of a 
certain Sufi saint of the Pothwar. 

His work sometimes includes the de-

Mistree Haji Ghulam Hussain at home. 

sign of buildings from scratch, but more 
usually consists of the decoration of struc
tures designed by others, or the complete 
design of certain elements such as minars 
(minarets). The decorative techniques in 
which he specialise include woodwork and 
wood carving, moulded plaster, carved 
alabaster, fresco painting, painting on 
glass, mirror work in plaster, glazed tile 
mosaics and calligraphy. His work is main
ly restricted to mosques and tombs, but 
may extend to an occasional door or fire
place in residential or other buildings. His 
"practice" appears to be quite extensive, 
ranging across numerous towns and vil-
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lages in the Pothwar area of the Punjab. He 
usually has about half a dozen projects 
going at the same time. Each of the pro
jects is directly executed and supervised by 
an experienced senior apprentice, but the 
mistree himself visits each site regularly, 
the frequency depending on the state of the 
work, or on problems needing his personal 
attention. He has trained scores of crafts
men who are now practising indepen
dently. 

He often uses drawings and full size 
cartoons in his work, but much of the 
communication on site is verbal. This is 
effective because his designs and techniques 
are 'traditional'; that is, he works within 
well established conventions, using a lan-
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guage which has a well defined vocabulary 
and grammer. He is therefore able to 
communicate with his apprentices using 
technical terms which have precise mean
ings that are immediately and clearly 
understood. He is conversant with such 
concepts as scale, proportion, symmetry 
and harmony. But while he uses highly 
conventional forms and motifs he is not 
always aware of their symbolic meanings 
or higher metaphysical inspiration. 

His clients are often the more or less 
formal organisations and committees. 
Often the democratic nature of these 
groups, and the vaguries of cash-flows, 
based on voluntary contributions and 
donations, call for some highly imagina
tive and spontaneous design decisions. The 
whole process frequently becomes an exer
cise in collective design involving the 
client, designer and craftsmen. This must 
surely be a factor in giving the characteris
tic spontaneity to the fInal result. 

The following is a translated transcript 
of the discussion between myself and Mis
tri Ghulam Hussain, which was recorded 
at the latter's residence in Rawalpindi in 
December, 1982. 

He had told me that he used drawings 
in his work. Scale drawings to explain his 
proposals to clients, full-size patterns or 
cartoons which he used for transferring a 
design on the wall surface, and sketches to 
instruct his workers on the site. I was 
naturally very keen to see these drawings, 
but he said he did not normally preserve 
them. However, after searching in various 
cupboards he managed to produce a few 
rolled up sheets and odd scraps of paper. 

Mumtaz: Are these drawings transferred 
onto the wall surface? (referring to the 
pin-holes on a cartoon). 
Mistree Hussain: Yes. This is just routine 
work. When a drawing has to be made on 
a wall, a whole sheet (cartoon) has fIrst to 
be prepared. This one (the drawing he was 
showing) has been executed. It was tile 

Left, above: The rnistree and his apprentices add new 
tiles to a mosque. 
Left: The strange mixture of minarets and domes, 
drawn from the Mughal, Hindu and Sikh traditions of 
building, give this mosque at Dina on the Grand 
Trunk Road between Lahore and Rawalpindi, near 

]helum, an artisan vitality lacking in much contempor
my architect-designed building. 



work, about the size of the sketch, this 
whole space here is the actual size. On it 
was made a celestial image. This rough 
work was in brickwork. The rest is in tiles, 
the sort of dome, and minar, which have 
been made since ancient times. So this is 
what has been made. This drawings is all 
that I have left. The students have taken all 
the rest. 
Mumtaz: What do you show the clients, 
those committees for instance? 
Mistree Hussain: Oh! Just like this, this 
drawing here - one gives them this. 
Mumtaz: Do they understand this draw
ings? And how do they know what colours 
will be used? 
Mistree Hussain: The colours are one's 
own choice. Now this drawing you are 
looking at is a village mosque. 
Mumtaz: With only one minar (minaret)? 
Mistree Hussain: Yes, just one minar. 
Mumtaz: But is not the minar too big in 
relation to the mosque? 
Mistree Hussain: Yes, but the drawing is 
to scale. They wanted the minllr to be tall. 
Very tall. It has a large sehn (courtyard), and 
they wanted it to have an impact from a 
distance. 
Mumtaz: Now what about this drawing; 
was this also for a mosque or for someone's 
house? 
Mistree Hussain: This is a meh"ab, being 
made for GTS (Gov~mment Transport 
Service) mosque in Rawalpindi. These are 
nothings on it, agreements that I shall bring 
the craftsmen, and the rates, etcetra. The 
District Manager's signature is on it. This is 
a photostat. To the right and the left of the 
mehrab, I have to make a drawing of 
Baitullah Sharif, and Medina Sharif on the 
other side. It's all noted down, you see. 
Mumtaz: Yes, it says picture of Khana 
Ka'aba here. 
Mistree Hussain: Yes, it will be made 
here. These are cupboards. This writing 
will be up to here. The rest of the work 
remains to be done. This they had agreed 
and because they are officers they keep 
papers and files. An officer can be changed 
tomorrow, so they have these signatures, 
and they have a photocopy and I have a 
photocopy. I suppose they have the origin
al . This picture we have to take out, because 
here the Khana Ka'aba has to be larger. 
Medina Sharif will be on the other side. 
Mumtaz: These paintings that you make; 

do you work from photographs or is it all 
in your mind? 
Mistree Hussain: No, it's all in my mind. 
Mumtaz: You mean you have memorised 
the whole picture? 
Mistree Hussain: Absolutely. This is a 
blessing from God. It's not from a photo
graph. When I started I had at first thought 
it should be as large as this panel. But then 
one has to consider each situation. For 
instance here is a groove, and we have to 
match up to it. There. The work is not 
broken anywhere, it's plain work. All the 
work that can be done can not be shown 
on this drawing. (We pick out another 
drawing.) 

This is for a small village, Misrial Giran, 
and this has a large minar there, with steps. 
Look at its height. It will be this tall. 
Mumtaz: Excuse me, but it seems to me 
that it does not have a proper base. 
Mistree Hussain: That is because this is 
only the upper portion. The lower portion 
has been left out of the drawing. Two of its 
steps have been left out. These are just 
makeshift sketches. Well, you know, rural 
projects, many of them are suspended along 
the way. This sketch was just lying around. 
I thought I would give it to them if they 
turned up. 

I am not so fond, like some people, of 
keeping mementoes of work they have 
done. This is a blessing from God. 
Whenever some work has to be done, God 
gives it, in the mind. 
Mumtaz: Can you tell us what are the 
various elements of, for instance, a 
column. 
Mistree Hussain: Alright, I will tell you. 
(He describes the various elements, as 
noted in his sketch drawing.) 
Mumtaz: I note that the centre of your 
buildings seem to be important. 
Mistree Hussain: Yes, for example the 
centre of the mosque is the door to the 
mosque. We decorate this more than the 
other parts. It is after all the centre. Any
thing central, a mehrab, a door, or a gate, 
we call it the main, we say that this is the 
main gate the main centre. This is why it 
should be more beautiful than the rest. 
Because when one is inside, the outer parts 
will be less in our view than the centre. 
The tendency, or direction of man towards 
the centre will not be the same towards the 
outside. 
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Mumtaz: So this is the centre of the whole. 
Now, similarly, let us say you come to a 
smaller part, do you also keep in mind the 
centre of smaller parts? 
Mistree Hussain: Yes, the centre of this 
has also been seen to. Here, this panel has a 
separate centre. This gumti has been placed 
in the exact centre, with two on either side. 
Yes, one has to see that one of them is 
always in the centre. These are the things 
that have to been seen to. There are many 
types of designs. This one here we call a 
surahi. The surahi is an arch. My father tells 
me it is called a surahi because it has a 
hundred paths. Its curve can be drawn in a 
half or any other of a hundred different 
ways in which it can be made. But not 
everyone can draw it. Even the pointed arch 
of today, they can not even do that right. 
They just make a curve here and there. 
Take the dome for example, they do not 
even know, how much they should make 
its girth. It is round alright, but how to 
determine its height? How to make its 
spread outward? How to join it? This also 
has a hisaab (measure or proportional sys
tem) . Thefarma (moulds or patterns) have 
to be made, and with that the dome must 
follow according to a certain curve. You see 
you can not set this out with a sootar 
(guiding cord) . A wall can be set out by 
stretching a string, but not a dome. This is 
an art; a skill. A man has to be taught how 
to do it. For instance, there is the pointed 
arch, an oval arch, - we call it a baiza, -
or segmental, or what we call ilIl arch of 
satth (sixty). These are different ways, and 
the work is done according to them, (here 
followed an interruption by the arrival of 
tea, and expressions of hospitality, invita
tions to stay for dinner, to come any time, 
"consider this your home, sir", etc.). 
Mumtaz: Hajl sahib, tell me, there must be 
some rule or principles for apprenticeship. 
For example if one wants to become a 
pupil, are there certain rituals, is there a 
system? 
Mistree Hussain: (laughing) Oh, no sir! 
Many of my contemporaries have come 
and gone. And there are some whose 
praises are sung by all. But if you get the 
chance on your return, go and have a look 
in Jhelum, there is a lad at \York. I was 
working in his area, Meloo, to the east of 
Gujjar Khan. I used to go there sometimes. 
Anyway there was this child of a poor 



------sitta (earrifwheat) 

'<----gumti (small dome) 
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A typical drawing by the rnistree with an annotation 
of building elements as described by him to the author. 
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household, a child of a mistree family . His 
father was so poor, amongst the poorest of 
the village, that the child could not continue 
with his studies. He was in the eighth class 
(at school), but he said "I have not the 
courage to go on studying". So he would 
tum up at the mosque. Mornings and 
evenings, whenever I went to the mosque, 
he would be at work, with mason's tools. I 
would enquire "who is he?" They would 
say, "He is from the.mistrees, and could not 
continue with his studies" . I said "Come 
along lad, you come with me" . He was 
obedient and made such an effort. Now he 
is the finest craftsman in my 'gang'. That 
milUlr that he is making there, go and see it. 
See what he is making. It is not much to 
look at, it's just that he has a certain manner, 
and then it takes some prayer, also some
thing from Allah. 
Mumtaz: But I have heard that there is a 
ritual, something about tying a turban, 
when one is accepted into apprenticeship. 
Mistree Hussain: (with much mirth and 
laughter) Oh, all those· things are done! But 
I am not really capable of anything; I am 
quite worthless; I am only a labourer. But 
whatever I do have in me, I am, insha'Allah, 
prepared to be of service in any way. All 
those formalities are not required. Appren
tices usually stay for two or four years. 
They serve a bit. If they earn something for 
their labour, they give somt; of it, some 
they do not. People in the past, those who 
were refined, they observed the customary 
rights between master and apprentice. 
These sort of things do not count. The old 
formalities no longer exist. 

When there is the fear of God in one's 
heart, one is prepared to be compassionate 
with everyone. All this will be left behind 
here. Even the Prophet, for whom the two 
worlds have been created, had to depart 
from this world. Our parents have de
parted. Only one's good deeds remain. 
Good works are all that remain. Remem
ber this. 

The elaborate rnehrab of the Dina mosque, designed 
and built by the rnistree, uses almost every possible 
design element, from calligraphy to inlay work, to 
create a 'centre' or focal point for the interior of the main 
prayer hal/. 
Two panels above doorways are almost symmetrical 
- they portray the Holy Ka'aba and the mosque at 
Medina. 
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Mumtaz: Are any of your children doing 
this work? 
Mistree Hussain: The one you met first, his 
name is Mohammad Saeed, he has left the 
tenth class (at school). It is a pity that when 
we educate them they do not study. And 
then they do not pay much attention in this 
direction either. They are not so worried 
what they get to eat or drink. Just today, I 
went round in the morning to a project he 
is responsible for. The other apprentices 
keep on at the work, but he keeps taking 
days off. His heart is not in the work. Well, 
Allah is the One who can guide him in that 
direction. 

One child is abroad, in Dubai. One 
child is studying in the eighth class, in the 
village. There are some children in the 
village too. There is a road that takes off 
beyond Sayyed Nawaz and next to chak 
Vilee Khan is my village Raikah. There is a 
guddi (group) of artisans there. Raikah is in 
fact known because of us. 

Now I was telling you about our elders . 
Well, there is a mosque in our village. A 
rustic job, you know how it is in the 
villages. Well, it has some timber pillars. 
They are broad at the base and tappered 
towards the top. They have fan shaped 
designs made by craftsmen. 

My grandfather had become blind. My 
father had just started to work. He brought 
him over, asking him to come to say a 
prayer when they were about to raise the 
main beam for the wooden roof Grand
father said "I cannot see a thing, what will I 
do there?" My father, liam Deen said, 
"You can say a prayer". 

So when he went there - my grand
father's name was Qaim Deen - they 
stood him next to one of those wooden 
pillars on which the beam was to be hung. 
He placed his hand along it, and said to my 
father "Oh Ilam Deen, bring a plumb-line. 
This is one and a half sooUar (an eighth of an 
inch) out." He is blind. They applied the 
plumb-line. Exactly a soottar and a half out 
He went to the next one - there were two 
columns in that hall - and saw that it was 
two soottars out, it was not true in plumb. 

In comparison with those folks we are 
nowhere. They are gone. The story is 
coming to an end. 

My father was like that too. When he 
finished a piece of wood-work - he work
ed on Sheesham (Indian rosewood) - when 

Detail of a doorway with carved wood panels inlaid 
with mirror-work. ' 

he fitted a door, you could shear a hair 
with it. He would fit it so close. In his 
time, he used to make the brass hinges 
himself His decorative work in wood was 
extremely fine. These were for residential 
buildings. Those were people who loved 
and partronised fine work. It's a matter of 
appreciation. 

Yet there will always be someone who 
is keen, who will ask you to make him 
something, with a love for this kind of art. 
There are even some houses in Islamabad 
for which my brother gets the designs from 
me. He takes my pupils to go and make a 
fireplace in wood, carve out some pillasters, 
do some mirror work, that sort of thing, 
for those who are fond of that sort of work. 
Others prefer plainness. 

But even today in this modem age, 
whereas the older buildings used to be 
plain, every new building now must have 
an arch. Either an arch or little pillars. The 
new buildings are again going for the old 
forms. But I say, where are they going to 
get the men to make those arches? 

They will all be done with a compass 
(i. e. circular or segmental). But if you were 
to ask them for an oval, or a satth (sixty), or 
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a trey-hissee (tri-partite), nobody knows 
how to construct these. No one can draw a 
sixty arch. An oval, no one even knows 
what an oval is, let alone be able to 
delineate it. Leave aside the compass, if we 
are to make the line of an oval, how do we 
draw it? 
Mumtaz: They say that in the old days 
they used to construct arches and domes 
without shuttering. How was that done? 
Mistree Hussain: The rooms which we 
make now, thirty or forty feet long, are 
done without shuttering. Each band be
comes an arch you see. Now for instance, 
take a sixty foot, or a thirty foot span, and a 
brick dome to be constructed. There will be 
no shuttering in it. It is without shuttering. 
But there are always two domes. The inner 
dome is separate and the outer dome is 
separate. The outer one adds to the adorn
ment of the exterior, while the inner one 
adds to the interior. Between them is a 
space, some seven or eight feet, according 
to the size and mass. 

The inner dome is made first. The inner 
dome is constructed from the inside, with a 
scaffolding on the inner side. The outer is 
made with an external scaffolding working 
from the outside. There is a scaffolding all 
round. Two domes. If there was only one 
dome, the outer dome, it would be attrac
tive from the outside but would become 
too deep from the inside. Similarly if there 
were only the inner dome it would not be 
visible from outside. So there are always 
two, But you or I, people who work in the 
trade, we know this. Another person will 
ask "How can there be two domes?" 

All the mosques have double domes. 
Mumtaz: What about the new way, with a 
reinforced concrete slab, and a sort of dome 
on top? 
Mistree Hussain: These are common 
craftsmen, you know, these days they 
make a timber shuttering and pour con
crete over it. That's not a dome, is it? That 
is just ignorance. Put some steel reinforce
ment and cement together and of course it 
will stand up. But that's not craftsmanship, 
is it? 

Kamil Khan Mumtaz is an architect in private practice 
in Lahore, under the name BKM Associates, and is a 
member of the Steering Committee of the Aga Khan . 
Award for Architecture. His book on the Architecture 
of Pakistan is to be published later this year, 


