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To study the tradition of woodcarving in the remote high mountain regions of Hunza and Nager
means dealing with indigenous folk art at the periphery of the Muslim world. In this regard, we
can expect artistic tradition to show less Islamic specificity and to be more rooted in local contexts,

including exposure to cultural impulses from the nearby areas of Baltistan and Kashmir.

Within northern Pakistan, the former kingdoms of Hunza and Nager constitute important politico-
geographical units situated in the mountain range of north-west Karakoram. They are inhabited by Bu-
rusho and Shina speaking Dards as well as by Wakhi, who immigrated from the nineteenth century
onwards from north-eastern Afghanistan into the northern territory of Hunza, close to the border with
China. The mountain peoples of Hunza and Nager are settled in oases along the main Hunza valley, with
the Hunzukuts living on the right bank and the Nagerkuts on the left bank of the river. Furthermore, Nag-
er also includes the side valley branching off at the village of Sumaiyar, as well as the area of Chalt-Chaprot
and the Bar valley extending from the lower Hunza valley. The main river represents a clear-cut religious
boundary with Twelver Shias in Nager and Ismaili Shias in Hun-
za. There is only a tiny minority of Twelvers (or Imami Shias) in
the Hunza village of Ganish and its surrounding hamlets.

The population of these former centralised states share a well-
defined and differentiated historical identity which must have been
particularly developed since Islamisation in the period between the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. History and religion found
their manifestation in representative architectural monuments in
which woodcarving traditions – the main subject of this article –
feature prominently.

In both Hunza and Nager, architectural constructions of royal
palaces, private houses, mosques (masjids), Shia places of assembly
(imambarhas, matam-sarais), and shrines of saints are usually decorat-
ed by ornate woodcarvings. The main types of timber used for con-
struction and carving are plane, pine, apricot, mulberry, and final-
ly a high quality walnut wood particularly favoured for the mimbar
(pulpit) in imambarhas. As an introduction to this folk art of wood-
carving, an overview of the different types of secular and religious
monuments will be given, before focussing in detail on the local

Fig. . Elaborately carved post in Altit fort 
(see also figs. , ).





vocabulary of patterns and motifs. Mention will be made of a selected number of buildings considered to
be representative examples of vernacular architecture. Notes and photographs of these structures and their
woodcarvings were collected during field trips in , , , ,  and . In the mean-
time, some of them have been renovated beyond recognition or even totally demolished; in other cases build-
ings and their specimens of artistic woodwork have been carefully preserved (such as the royal forts of Hun-
za). In some cases, loose single artefacts from dilapidated or destroyed buildings have been reintegrated
into newly erected structures.

ROYAL FORTS

In their inner structure, the forts of Hunza very much reflect the age-old building traditions of the archaic
house of the Central Asian mountain regions. In fact, they consist of a densely clustered and fortified ag-
glomeration of such archaic, single-room housing units, each one centred on its ha, the core of the house,
surrounded by four posts and a small roof opening to the sky.

The most ancient castle belonging to the royal dynasty of Hunza is situated on the edge of the village of
Altit, in a commanding position on a cliff high above the Hunza river (pl. ). Altit fort is probably around
nine hundred years old, showing traces of several phases of construction. The oldest part of the building
is to be found in a lantern-roofed room apparently used for official receptions. Laid out in the usual, rough-
ly square form widespread in the Pamir, Hindukush, Karakoram and Western Himalaya, with the roof
resting on four central wooden posts, it contains the most ancient surviving woodcarvings (fig. ). The
massive, elaborately carved post at the rear, relating to the platform on the right side of the room (which in
private houses is still reserved for men), is of special significance, as it refers to the cosmological concept of
the ‘pillar of the world’.1 Its profile tapers towards the triple voluted capital and it is intricately carved on
all four sides within three delimited zones. Stepping outside the dark labyrinthine interior chambers, sim-
ilar floral and geometric patterns on several broad decorative door frames attract the visitor’s eye, for instance

the portals of the tall central watchtower (sixteenth century) and
of the adjacent small one-room building (fig. ). Remarkably,
door panels are never carved.

Likewise, in the over seven-hundred-years-old Baltit fort (restored
- by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture) with its more than
seventy identified phases of construction, central posts and door
frames feature particularly rich carving. The stylised patterns are
finely executed in different grades of high and low relief, often
grooved, but also deeply cut through as can be seen, for example,
in the ruler’s bedroom on the second floor (pl. ). Here, as well
as in private houses, the door frames of the small cubicles, con-
structed in the corners of a room and used as storage space, show
several narrow ornamental bands. Another element of interior
architecture, typical for the private chambers of local palaces, are
the decorative wooden niches inspired by the chini-khanas found be-
tween Ottoman Turkey and Iran in the west and Mughal India in
the east. In Baltit fort, a beautiful older example can be seen in theFig. . Carved door frame in a private home 

in Baltit-Diramishal (Hunza).





queen’s room on the second floor. A more recent one, dating from the first
half of the twentieth century, made in open latticework is found in the
sunny living room on the second floor and was used to exhibit precious
objects. Lattice windows serving ventilation are a traditional feature of
local mosques, but in the royal palaces of Hunza and Nager and in some
private homes they assume a dominant role as architectural components
of attached verandas, creating dramatic effects of light and shade. 

This sort of ‘open timberwork’ with geometric patterns set into rect-
angular panels is widely known in the subcontinent as jali. In the Karako-
ram it is known as Kashmiri panjira and has apparently been borrowed from
Kashmir quite late, during the nineteenth century. Characteristic speci-
mens can be seen on the veranda shading the royal dais and in the adja-
cent balcony of Baltit fort, both made by Ustad Surato, from Tsil-
Ganish, in the early twentieth century, and in a more elaborate form in
the distinguished house of the late Raja Muzafar ud-Din Shah in the vil-
lage of Ghulmeth in Nager. Throughout the twentieth century and up
to today, latticework has been extensively used for the decoration of
Twelver Shia and Ismaili assembly halls in Hunza and Nager.

Jali-screens also constitute prominent architectural features of the last re-
maining edifice formerly connected to the royal palace of Nager, situat-
ed on the glacier moraine in the main village of Uyum Nager. Judging
by old drawings and oral descriptions, the former Nager fort was similar
in construction to Baltit fort, but collapsed at the end of the nineteenth
century.2 According to oral tradition, it was built by craftsmen and work-
ers from Baltistan. Another palace, dismantled in the middle of the twen-
tieth century, was then built further up the moraine, with an adjacent and
still existing royal assembly hall. The latter is an almost quadrangular,
flat-roofed pavilion (measuring . x  m) with pillars, round arches, and
a multi-cusped arch for the entrance (fig. ).

During court sessions, the ruler used to sit on a dais along the back wall
of this reception hall (called marka thaang in the local Burushaski language)
facing the qibla (prayer direction towards Mecca). The structure of the re-
ception hall with its latticework on the front side and its three multi-cusped
arches in the centre shows strong influences of provincial Mughal archi-
tecture mediated by craftsmen from Kashmir.3 According to oral trad-
itions preserved in the families of carpenters (tarkhan) in Nager, it was
Ustad Kudu from Srinagar who was invited by Mir Sikandar Khan at the end of the s to construct
this reception hall in Uyum Nager. He stayed for a year and collaborated with local craftsmen. The paint-
ed ceiling of the pavilion with its sun discs in different shapes also dates from that period. It is further nar-
rated that a famous Kashmiri carpenter named Ustad Sono, who settled in Gilgit, had already come to

Fig. . Ornamental woodcarving 
on a balcony in Baltit fort (Hunza).

Fig. . Latticework in the house 
of the late Raja Muzafar ud-Din 
Shah in Ghulmeth (Nager).





Nager in the time of Tham Zafar Khan (who ruled de facto -
) to embellish the old fort and adjacent wooden porticoes.

PRIVATE HOUSES

Until the abolition of both kingdoms in  and  respective-
ly, the traditional societies of Hunza and Nager were distinctly strati-
fied, with a tiny minority of privileged noble families occupying
the top of the social pyramid. The homes of the well-to-do (and to
a lesser degree those of commoners) were decorated with wood-
carvings. In an affluent household, verandas, door frames, pillars
and capitals, storage containers, cabinets, wall shelves, and furni-
ture (such as cradles and boxes) were richly carved, whereas the
small living room of a poor family probably only had the door frame
of the box-like storage room adorned with chiselled patterns. Like-
wise, the house of a wazir or a powerful village headman could be
two-storeyed. In this way, the layout of a private home and the qual-
ity and quantity of its artistic embellishment represented the rank,
wealth, and sophistication of its owner. As an exception to this
status-based use of woodcarvings, the houses of a carpenter could
sometimes be richly decorated, thereby demonstrating his master-
ship – and this holds true up to the present.

Generally speaking, these craftsmen (locally known as chake ustad)
do any kind of woodwork from the construction of buildings and
the decorative carving of architecture to the manufacture of vessels
of different shapes, water-pipes, cradles, boxes, musical instru-
ments, household utensils, agricultural tools, and in olden times
bows and arrows. As far as Nager is concerned, and for all the
second half of the twentieth century, Ustad Yusuf Ali (Uyum
Nager-Nikokhan) is considered the best carpenter. He was a dis-
ciple of the famous Ustad Shaban Mashqula from Uyum Nager-
Gashakushal. The late tarkhan Ustad Mozahir’s house in Chalt-
Bala (dating from the late nineteenth century with later additions
made in the first third of the twentieth century) is a good example
of a number of architectural details (fig. ). The showpiece ve-
randa with octagonal columns, multi-cusped arches, and rect-
angular panels with elaborate latticework is clearly influenced by
Kashmiri woodwork. Similarly, inside the main room, the fluted
middle part of the central columns with their leaf-shaped endings
point to provincial Mughal models. The capitals, however, show
rosettes and horn-shaped volutes in indigenous style. Finally, the
built-in cupboards are covered with carved floral motifs.

Fig. . Royal reception hall 
in Uyum Nager (late th century).

Fig. . Jali-work in the home 
of Ustad Mozahir in Chalt-Bala (Nager).





Within the domestic setting, many houses in Hunza have retained (or reproduced) the traditional scheme
with four posts defining the square inner space (ha) of the dwelling. A number of old houses in Hunza and
Nager still preserve the more ancient form of posts with two step-like transitions to the capital (as also ob-
served in Baltit fort). Variations occur in the form and decoration of the base and of the adjoining bulbous,
often fluted part. The different levels of working-, sitting-, and sleeping-platforms around the common ha
of a traditional house are sometimes bordered by low balustrades decorated with floral patterns (fig. ). 

The central roof opening above the ha, composed of an overlay of decreasing, diagonally superimposed
squares of small beams, constitutes an essential carpentry task and marks, structurally and symbolically, the
navel of the house and the location of the fireplace (figs. , , pl. ).

RELIGIOUS BUILDINGS

Turning our attention to the Islamic architecture of mosques, it must be remembered that Islam in Hunza
has a relatively recent track record. Missionaries spreading the Twelver Shia faith (Ithna Ashari Shi’ism)
reached the Karakoram from Kashmir via Baltistan in about the sixteenth century, but this by no means
implies that the population converted at that time, nor that mosques were constructed in that early period.
A more thorough conversion to the orthodox Twelver Shia creed apparently took place during the course
of the eighteenth century and continued progressively through the nineteenth century.

The local type of mosque has no courtyard and no
minaret. In principle it consists of a rather small
cube-shaped and flat-roofed prayer chamber, used
particularly in the winter season (figs. , ; pls.
, ). It is generally surrounded by two arcades
forming an angle (especially in Hunza) or preced-
ed by just one front arcade (often in Nager). This
corresponds to the so-called mountain type of
mosque also found in other parts of northern Paki-
stan.4 There are striking similarities, for instance,
with the mosque architecture of the Shigar valley, a

Fig. . Fluted pillar with voluted capital showing 
ram’s horn design (Chalt-Bala/Nager).

Fig. . Carved floral ornaments on a cabinet 
in Ustad Mozahir’s house (Chalt-Bala/Nager).

Fig. . Ghulwating mosque in Baltit (Hunza) with two arcades.





region of Baltistan culturally linked with Nager. In
single cases one also finds three arcades, or even a cir-
cumambulatory hall on all four sides of the build-
ing. Early mosques, such as the tiny room adjacent
to the watchtower in Altit fort and the Kamal masjid
in Uyum Nager, are simple cube-shaped structures
in the traditional half-timbered cator and cribbage
construction technique (see chapter  in this book).

Woodcarvings are found on the door frame (consist-
ing of up to six narrow bands each filled with
stylised patterns), on open-work windows, and on
the mihrab (prayer niche). The old community
mosque of Baltit, built in the time of Tham Shah
Ghazanfar Khan (in advanced state of dilapidation
in  and dismantled shortly after), had a rather
spacious angled veranda hall in comparison to other
smaller mosques (fig. ). Dating from the middle
of the nineteenth century,5 its grille-like open timber
work still bears a distinctive local character, inde-
pendent from the Kashmiri jalis that emerged to-
wards the end of the nineteenth century. The same
holds true for two mosques situated right in the cen-
tre of the old fortified village (khan) of Ganish, the
Rupikuts masjid and Mamurokuts masjid (fig. ; pl.
). Their arch-like fillings placed between the four
posts on the front side are dominated by rosettes and

multi-lobed niches – characteristic motifs to be discussed later in greater detail. This particular sort of niche
is also found on two adjacent mosques (both allegedly built in the eighteenth century under the rule of Tham
Silum Khan) at the assembly place of Dorkhan as well as on the small private ‘hanging’ mosque belong-
ing to Wazir Qudratullah Beg’s house in Baltit (fig. ). In comparison, other mosques (such as the
Budinkuts masjid in Ganish) show multi-cusped arches and a low railing between the veranda posts, filled
with Kashmiri latticework. As confirmed by statements from local greybeards, such mosques are of later
origin and have to be dated to the first half of the twentieth century. Apart from the woodwork on arcades
– which can be used as a tentative method for dating the buildings – the peculiarity of the ancient Hunza
mosques in Ganish, Dorkhan, Baltit-Diramishal (Ghulwating masjid) and Aliabad-Gulkhan (Aqhon
Fazil masjid, fig. , dismantled in the s) is the fact that each prayer chamber is entirely constructed of
wood and almost completely covered with elaborate carvings.

This sweeping surface carving is not found in the neighbouring area of Nager where all the buildings are
constructed in half-timbering. The cube-shaped, unpretentious Kamal masjid in Uyum Nager, three metres
high with a base measuring . x . metres, somewhat resembles a truncated tower. Supposedly it is the
oldest mosque in Nager, with a date of  inscribed on a window lintel.6 In addition to the date, there

Fig. . Shah Ghazanfar mosque in Baltit (Hunza).

Fig. . Aqhon Fazil mosque in Aliabad-Gulkhan (Hunza).





are Arabic inscriptions of the kalima and basmala for-
mulas as well as the name of God and those of the
panjtan pak (Muhammad, Ali, Fatima, Hasan,
Husain). As usual in the Karakoram, the mihrab is
small and low and in this case simply marked by a
multi-cusped arch. 

There were a further three old, already dilapidated
mosques on the polo ground in Uyum Nager, each
with a single veranda partly built in stonework, ap-
parently following architectural models of Baltistan.
They were constructed in the time of Tham Zafar
Khan in the nineteenth century, commissioned by
the noble clans of the Musharkuts, Potikuts and
Qhutayating. The mosques of the latter two could
still be seen in the early s, but were then demol-
ished. In comparison to the above-mentioned
mosques of Hunza with their intricate woodcarv-
ings, the aesthetics of Nager mosques surviving
from the first half of the twentieth century are de-
termined by Kashmiri jalis, multi-cusped arches and
low veranda balustrades with carved panels. An ex-
ception are, however, the carved doors of religious
monuments, such as those of the courtyard mosque
in Askurdas or of the old Shia assembly hall of
Sumaiyar-Jatorkhan.

While mosques in Nager are rather simple and less
decorated structures in comparison to those of Hunza, Twelver Shia assembly halls are often lavishly carved,
and have also been painted since the middle of the twentieth century. The old imambarha at Sumaiyar, for
instance, built in the time of Tham Zafar Khan towards the end of the nineteenth century, had excellent-
ly carved posts and ribbed columns as well as fine open work on the mimbar. These carvings were reused in
 in a newly constructed communal hall. The main building components of contemporary imambarhas
from the twentieth century are a spacious quadrangular hall usually surrounded by two arcades forming an
angle and a flat roof with a central octagonal lantern. In addition to several windows, the lantern provides
light and air to the building. The different exterior and interior elements of this architecture are carved and
painted in the local style of popular decorative folk art (figs. -).

Building upon the earlier door-carving tradition, special emphasis is laid on the luxuriant decoration of the
portal-like door. Whereas earlier, unpainted specimens mostly had relief work of rosettes in different shapes
set in panels or cartouches, the colourful modern doors show greater variety, as they are made by craftsmen
competing in embellishing the imambarhas. Ustad Yusuf Ali, for instance, has created a particularly charm-
ing composition showing two arches set on top of each other through subdividing the rectangular door in-

Fig. . Imambarha of Uyum Nager-Nikokhan (Nager).

Fig. . Richly decorated lantern roof in the imambarha
of Pheker-Khan.





to ten panels (fig. ). The panels are symmetrically filled with flower vases and geometrical patterns. Sev-
eral ornate frames further enhance the portal. This design can be found in many of the more than fourteen
imambarhas constructed in Nager by this master craftsman. Other examples, such as the door of the assem-
bly hall in Sumaiyar-Raisman (fig. ), are typical expressions of folk art reflecting a sense of naivety –
a phenomenon also encountered in the European Alps or in Scandinavia. Of distinctly modern taste are
colourful doors with geometric mosaic work of stars or abstract kilim motifs, flanked by cassettes, and a
round arch above the door filled with glass mosaic work. These techniques of decoration were borrowed
in the late s from Gilgit. Likewise, the contemporary Ismaili jamatkhanas of Hunza reflect modern taste
in decoration and hardly show traditional woodcarvings.

The interior architecture of imambarhas is focused on the two-stepped mimbar and its ornamented rear wall
(fig. ), on the spandrels of the round arches, on the wooden partition wall between the men’s and the
women’s section as well as on the ceiling. Craftsmen usually combine different techniques, such as relief
work of more or less stylised floral patterns, geometric Kashmiri panjiras, mosaic work using small pieces
of wood in the Balti style, glass mosaic work (windows and lantern roof ), and painting. The colour spec-
trum is predominantly composed of black (symbol of ritual mourning), red (symbol for the martyrdom of
Imam Husain) and green (symbol for Imam Hasan), plus shining white, yellow and different shades of
blue. The richly coloured panelling of the qibla wall in the Doshkuts imambarha of Hopar-Hakalshal is a
good example of such popular aesthetics. Recently, craftsmen also used plastic sheets with ornamental all-
over patterning in combination with wooden mosaic work to create a vivid impression of sun discs and
stars in the octagonal lantern roof (for example the imambarha of Pheker-Khan; fig. ). Remarkable ex-
amples of local religious folk art are the depictions of Karbala scenes and ibex hunting painted on span-
drels in the imambarha of Bar and the Arabic inscriptions and the depiction of a bird (both cut out from
wood) on the rear wall of the mimbar in Sumaiyar-Jatorkhan.

Fig. . Carved and painted door of
the imambarha of Hopar-Goshoshal 
(Nager).

Fig. . Portal of the imambarha
of Sumaiyar-Raisman (Nager).

Fig. . Mimbar and ornamented rear wall 
in the imambarha of Bar (Nager).





Another common type of religious building is the shrine. In Nager and
Hunza, a number of holy men are venerated – some of them Muslim
saints who are thought to have been missionaries of Islam, others be-
longing to the pre-Islamic past. Their shrines were frequently renovat-
ed or newly built, sometimes changing the sites beyond recognition, such
as in the case of Sayyed Shah Wali in the Nager village of Ghulmeth.7

This is the reason why artistic woodwork has rarely survived up till now.
On the other hand, holy places are often very simple structures because,
according to an indigenous religious world-view, numinous power is
often experienced in stones and rocks. Woodcarving therefore only ap-
pears at times on doors of stone enclosures, for instance in the astanas
(nineteenth/twentieth century) of Sayyed Shah Wali in the Hunza vil-
lages of Maiyun and Khanabad. The only remarkable exception is a
shrine in in the Fatima garden of Askurdas (Nager) – a half-timbered,
flat-roofed astana supposed to contain the tomb of a small child belong-
ing to a Sayyed family (fig. ). The multi-cusped arches and the jali
panels of the veranda section clearly show Kashmiri influence and could
be dated to the late nineteenth/early twentieth century. However, inside
the building, there are voluted capitals and carved patterns reflecting the
local taste already seen in domestic architecture. Similarly, the insertion
of small rectangular panels of open work into massive posts can be seen
as a feature of local aesthetics sometimes found in religious buildings.

VOCABULARY OF PATTERNS AND MOTIFS

Having identified the architectural elements likely to be embellished with
woodcarvings, a survey of the patterns and motifs (based on a docu-
mentation of more than  photographs) will confirm that there is no
fundamental distinction in the decoration programme between domes-
tic and religious architecture. The range of motifs includes a variety of
stylised floral ornaments and a more limited number of geometric forms,
but generally excludes figural representation, as found in local embroi-
dery and jewellery. Since the focus of this chapter will be on the reper-
toire of traditional design before the middle of the twentieth century, I
will not consider here the painted decoration of contemporary Shia as-
sembly halls in Nager and Hunza with their more naturalistic depic-
tions of flowers and even figural representations, but concentrate on the
traditional ornamental patterns.

Floral ornaments
The predominance of floral patterns and motifs becomes clear from the
study of cardboard stencils (figs. , ), which are a key for the un-
derstanding of the local decorative vocabulary (at least as far as nine-
teenth-century Kashmiri influence is concerned). These stencils used by

Fig. . Carved door frame in the astana
of Sayyed Shah Wali in Khanabad 
(Hunza).

Fig. . Sayyed shrine in Askurdas 
(Nager) with multi-cusped arches
and latticework.

Fig. . Voluted capitals 
in the Sayyed shrine of Askurdas.





the carpenters and often inherited from their forefathers are very similar to those of the silversmiths. The
latter preserve the tradition of cutting out motifs from a folded sheet of paper in order to apply them to the
metalwork. As the silversmiths of Nager originally came from Kashmir in the eighteenth century, their
forefathers most probably brought this technique from the east.8 The cardboard stencils belonging to the
family of the late Ustad Mozahir, a master carpenter from Chalt-Bala, show different symmetrical com-
positions of leaves (mainly five-petalled flowers, but also trefoils and transitions to buds) inscribed in squared
frames or standing alone. Within the Shia universe, the preference for five-petalled flowers could be inter-
preted as a reference to the panjtan pak. In addition, there are quatrefoils, leafy scrolls and rosettes.

A look at the more ancient woodcarvings of royal palaces, mosques and assembly halls shows that floral
ornaments are almost always set in square frames and repeated extensively to fill bands and to cover larger
surfaces wherever possible – for instance in door panels or in open timber work. Arabesque-like scroll-
work used for decorative bands is called mudakhil, a Persian term for ‘border’, which also denotes similar
floral compositions on the rims of cross-stitched women’s caps.9 Likewise, bud-like shapes and entwined
floral shapes standing in opposition form continuous scrolls. Rows of palmettes are sometimes used to
decorate the long carved boards bordering the roofs of mosques in Nager. The ancient paisley (boteh) mo-
tif widespread in West and Central Asia and commonly associated with the flame or with fertility is al-
so found on local woodcarved bands. Altit fort features a particular shape with the scrolled end of the leaf
reaching out far to the right or left (fig. ). Rosettes, usually six- or seven-petalled (askuring, phitimuts),
are motifs with a great continuity, well-known from Gandhara culture, and they now dominate contem-
porary women’s embroidery (fig. ). In woodcarvings they are either placed as single accentuating mo-
tifs or arranged in groups, for instance on spandrels, wall panels and on the ceiling. Sometimes they ap-
pear in the form of discs divided into sections resembling solar emblems. Furthermore, woodcarvers found
original solutions to combine a rosette or quatrefoil with a leafy part ending in a trefoil, thereby flexibly
adapting to the narrow panel of a low balustrade (fig. ). A rare motif consisting of an X-shaped
stylised flower with horn-like leaves and set into a sort of sun disc appears at the Rupikuts masjid in Gan-
ish (fig. ). The same design called turiangkishe phiti is found in local cross-stitched embroidery.10

Fig. . Cardboard stencils with floral ornaments 
(Chalt-Bala/Nager).

Fig. . Cardboard stencil with interlaced circles 
(Chalt-Bala/Nager).





Fig. . Paisley-motifs in Altit fort.
Fig. . Voluted capitals in Baltit fort.
Fig. . Balustrade with floral ornamentation 
in a private home in Baltit.

Fig. . Seven-petalled rosettes 
in a mosque in Ganish.
Fig. . Woodcarvings showing the turiangkishe 
phiti motif (lower right panel) and niches 
in Rupikuts mosque in Ganish.





The volute capitals may take multiple forms: usually they have two
or three volutes on each side (fig. ), sometimes even seven; they
may also appear in the shape of stylised ram’s horns. The latter are
also found on door frames. 

Geometric patterns
Within the traditional design repertoire of Hunza and Nager, geo-
metric patterns play a less dominant role in comparison to more
natural floral ornaments. On larger surfaces, we find compositions
of intersecting octagons and circles (fig. ), crosses in deep un-
dercutting, tiny stars, and mesh-like configurations consisting of
squares and triangles (fig. ). The latter resemble those of the
woodcarvings in Indus Kohistan.11 In Hunza and Nager, square
and triangle symmetries are shared designs also used on small
wooden boxes and in embroidery on the flat, plate-like upper part
of women’s caps. More often one observes narrow bands created
by rhombus (filled with floral designs), squares standing on top
with inscribed crosses, rectangular shapes with inscribed crosses of
the straight type and of the Andrew-type, zigzag and waves. A
tracery of intersecting ogival units (that is to say a classic ornament
of Islamic art known throughout the Iranian world and in Mughal
India), appears on pillars of the old imambarha in Sumaiyar. Like-
wise, the variety of repetitive jali-work, particularly found in the

Shia assembly halls of Nager but also in other buildings, is a truly Islamic pattern characteristic of Mus-
lim architecture between Andalusia and India.

Symbolic motifs
A typical motif of local design is the swastika, an ancient symbol of the sun or fire already known from
the Indus valley civilisation and widespread in northern Pakistan from the rock carvings of antiquity to
contemporary folk art. In Hunza and Nager it appears in various geometric configurations in royal palaces,
private houses, mosques, and as small infill in minute cross-stitched embroideries (fig. ). Derived from
the cross and imbued with the idea of movement, this motif is always carved in high relief and mostly turn-
ing to the right.

Another remarkable motif, to my knowledge almost exclusively found in the old mosques of Hunza, is a
small symmetrically composed multi-lobed niche with a sort of peak on the top (fig. ). This niche al-
so marks the lintel of the entrance to Baltit fort. It is either fully cut out from wood, forming decorative open
work on verandas and window-like openings of the prayer chamber, or it is deeply cut out from a board.
There are single niches set into quadrangular frames, vertical rows of single niches, two niches side by side
or ensembles of three niches showing a kind of larger triangle. Considering the particular form of this niche
(with a basis and multi-storeyed structure) and its multiple use in local mosque design, it is tempting to re-
fer to the form of the Buddhist stupa. Buddhism flourished for a certain period in the Hunza valley as can
be deducted from the inscriptions and stupa-drawings on the ‘sacred rocks’ of Haldeikish near Ganish and

Fig. . Geometric patterns on the façade 
of Ghulwating mosque in Baltit (fig. ).





from the former stupa of Thol (Nager) described by Sir Aurel Stein.12 Stupas, as the main Buddhist monu-
ments, were venerated and countlessly depicted in the upper Indus valley since the turn of the millennia at
least until the eighth century AD. It has to be mentioned that, in addition to woodcarving, the same motif
of the stupa-like niche is also found in the shape of large silver pendants in Nager jewellery (fig. ) as well
as in the shape of wall niches in local homes used for burning oil-lamps.

A unique, stylised figurative motif, which I only saw on a decorative board in Ghulwating masjid in Baltit-
Diramishal, shows two fishes facing each other (fig. ). The animal is depicted with a rosette in lieu of
a head, scale-like dots on the body, a long tail fin, as well as a clearly indicated side fin. Both fishes are sur-
rounded by snake- or dragon-like beings. The same motif often appears in the contemporary popular art
of painted and decorated trucks and other vehicles in the lowland provinces of Pakistan. In the pre-Islamic
past, many zoomorphic motifs of symbolic significance were in use, such as the depiction of a horse (sym-
bol of status and wealth) on a capital in the bazme thaang (hall for entertainment) of Baltit fort and of pairs
of stylised birds in Altit fort.13 Another unusual motif appears on the Mamurokuts masjid in Ganish. It is

Fig. . Board carved with floral ornaments 
and swastika motifs in Altit fort.

Fig. . Rupikuts mosque in Ganish with stupa-like niches (see also fig. ).

Fig. . Triangles and squares 
on a post in the darbar hall of Altit fort.

Fig. . Silver pendant in the shape 
of a stupa-like niche (Uyum Nager).





executed in open work and strongly resembles the form
of a bow and arrow, the weapons of local warriors in
ancient Hunza and Nager (fig. ).

CONCLUSION

To summarise the discussion of the artistic woodcarv-
ing tradition in Hunza and Nager, first it has to be
stressed that the number of artefacts, as well as the range
of patterns and motifs, is more restricted and less elab-
orate in comparison to densely wooded regions such as
Kashmir, Indus Kohistan or Swat with their lavish
woodwork and greater richness of forms. Second, the
overview of vernacular architecture and of the vocab-
ulary of ornamentation has shown that we can distin-
guish different decorative styles: there is an ancient lay-
er consisting of pillars with voluted capitals and of
rather small-scale and simple floral and geometric pat-
terns appearing on boards and door frames which con-
stitute a distinct folk tradition pre-dating the introduc-
tion of Islam. It has been suggested earlier by Erika
Schmitt () that the decorative elements of this folk
art of the Karakoram and Hindukush were borrowed
from the art of Gandhara, representing a substratum of
motifs within that historical region where Buddhism
flourished in the Kushana period. Thus, similarly to In-
dus Kohistan14 from where many kinship groups of
Hunza and Nager trace their origin, there seems to be a

continuous tradition of vernacular, stylistically rather homogenous decorative design on the level of folk
culture. This might have been nurtured by early Iranian influences since late antiquity or by later ones ab-
sorbed via Badakhshan. Nevertheless, there must have been further external stimuli as well, encouraging
the borrowing of visually meaningful symbols such as the swastika and probably the stupa-like niche.

The exposure to Muslim areas and the final conversion to Islam (with restrictions on the representation of
living beings) paved the way to more prolific floral and geometric ornamentation. These influences of an-
iconic Islamic art with its emphasis on the principles of abstraction, symmetry, and repetition were, apart
from Badakhshan, basically mediated via Kashmir with its characteristic wooden style of architecture.
Trade and cultural transfer between Kashmir and especially Nager played an important role.15 Columned
verandas, jali-screens, decorative carving of door panels, arabesques and other curvilinear motifs known
from the stencils of woodcarvers can be attributed to this late eastern influence. At least since about the
middle of the nineteenth century Nager craftsmen were in contact with Kashmiri carpenters settled in Gilgit
and in some cases Kashmiri experts were hired to supervise construction projects in Nager. Sometimes lo-
cal carpenters, such as Ustad Surato, went to Kashmir to learn more about woodwork. 

Fig. . Carved motif of affronted fishes with snakes 
in Ghulwating mosque in Baltit-Diramishal.

Fig. . Bow and arrow motif on Mamurokuts mosque 
in Ganish.





Nevertheless, Baltistan also might have earlier mediated
traits of Kashmiri art. Whole kinship groups from Baltistan
migrated to Upper Nager, others only stayed temporarily,
and noble families of Nager intermarried with those of Shi-
gar. Furthermore, it is reported that skilled Balti craftsmen
came in the entourage of princesses to Hunza and Nager
and worked on the construction of palaces. According to
oral tradition, this happened in Hunza in the time of King
Ayasho II and his son Prince Sultan. Thus, the impact of
Baltistan on architecture and woodwork (and generally on
material culture) must be seriously taken into consideration.
A particular feature of religious buildings in Baltistan, orig-
inally borrowed from the architecture of Kashmir (mosque
of Shah Hamadan and the jami masjid, both in Srinagar), is
the form of pyramidal spires.16 In Hunza they are found in
Baltit fort and in several Shia assembly halls. Furthermore,
D. L. R. Lorimer already mentioned a “pattern of door
known as Baloski hing”,17 that is to say a ‘Balti door’ which
has deepenings for the fingers to open the door. Another ex-
ternal stimulus for local folk art came through textiles im-
ported from the Pamir region and from Eastern Turkestan.

In addition to the indigenous pre-Islamic style of wood-
carving and to what could be called the Kashmiri style, lo-
cal craftsmen from Nager recently created an exuberant style
of decorating imambarhas. This innovative, albeit eclectic
style with its richly coloured and delicately carved architectural elements has been developing since about
the middle of the twentieth century. Furthermore, inspiration brought back from pilgrimages to Iran also
have to be taken into account. As a true expression of popular taste it shows the creativity, vividness and
dynamics typically found in folk art. Apparently this folk art has already reached its zenith, since the most
recent specimens of imambarhas in Nager are following the example of modern concrete mosques frequent-
ly seen all over Pakistan reflecting a more austere brand of Islam devoid of any aesthetic charms. 

Fig. . Pyramidal spire on the roof of Baltit fort 
showing eastern influence (see also figs. , ).
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