The Changing Use of Mughal Sites: Colonial Era
Photographs of Mughal Lahore
Amna Saeed Gillani
amna.gillani@uni-bonn.de
Department of Asian and Islamic Art History
Bonn International Graduate School of Oriental and Asian Studies
University of Bonn
INTRODUCTION
The challenges for art historical studies and risks to the
historical monuments of Lahore are manifold. More often
than not an inquiry dealing with the historic sites and
monuments of Lahore generates more questions than
answers. Contemporary texts are the only source of
information about the Mughal historical buildings (15261752) with occasional reference from miniature paintings.
However, several monuments that are mentioned in the
texts are difficult to trace as not a vestige from them
remains. Photographs are yet another source that could
provide
substantial
information
regarding
the
undocumented changes brought about in a building or its
features. The purpose of this paper is twofold; first, to
highlight the complex nature of Lahore as a city with
multiple layers of history resulting in the numerous as well
as frequent changes into its built heritage, and second, to
assess the role of historical photographs*, if any, as an
evidence to the alterations brought to the forms and
features of these monuments during British Colonial
Period (1849-1947).
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(http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/fdl.html)]

RESEARCH POSTER PRESENTATION DESIGN © 2012

Source: Photographic record of Department of Archaeology, Lahore
Fort.

PHOTOGRAPHS FROM COLONIAL ERA
By the end of 18th century Lahore underwent considerable
destruction by the continuing invasions of Afghans, Marhattas,
and Sikhs. After the death of Aurangzeb in 1707, the Mughal
power gradually weakened and the regional political forces
became active throughout the large territory of India. Lahore
specifically suffered an extended period of destruction due to
the recurrent invasions by Afghans from the western borders
with the resistance from Sikh Misls (independent clans) of
Punjab until Ranjit Singh (r. 1801–39) consolidated them
together to establish Sikh rule in Punjab asserting Lahore as
the capital.
Architecturally Lahore became once again active and number
of monuments were constructed that are regarded as Sikh
architecture today but before the establishment of the Sikh rule
in Punjab, a lot of destruction and desecration of exiting
Mughal monuments was already done, which largely went
undocumented, owing to the turbulent political situation of
Lahore from 1745 and 1799. However, the assertion of
extensive devastation and regeneration started to appear in the
Colonial texts of mid-nineteenth century1 and Ranjit Singh was
often accused of continuing the pillage of Mughal monuments
for the sake of his own projects throughout Punjab. In Lahore
most of the construction took place within or near the Mughal
structures for example the construction of Athdara (literally
eight doors) adjacent to Musamman Burj where Ranjit Singh
used to hold his darbār, upper storey of Kāla Burj, Nāg
Temple, Ḥaveli Rāni Jindān and the Ḥazūri Bāgh were all built
in the periphery of Lahore Fort. Similarly Bādshāhi Mosque
suffered enormously during the Sikh period as it was also put
to different uses serving to fulfil the military purposes.
While the new structures built are easy to identify, the changes
that were brought into the already existing structures are often
difficult to recognize. The problem of identifying the minor
details of smaller features pertaining to one period can be
understood by James Wescoat’s description of Ranjit Sing’s
famous bārādari in Lahore Fort, “the Hazuri Bāgh is in fact a
Pakistani conservation of British reconstruction of Sikh
imitation of a Mughal garden located in a space that served as
a caravanserai during Mughal times”.2 Furthermore, Ranjit
Singh purportedly plundered the white marble from the Tombs
of Jahangir and Asif Khan in Shahdara for erecting this
bārādari.3 To what extent this phenomenon could fit into the
evolving theories of reuse in South Asian Architecture4 is yet
another debate.

REFERENCES
1. Nida Rehman, “Description, display and distribution: cultivating a garden identity
in late nineteenth-century Lahore,” Studies in the History of Gardens & Designed
Landscapes 34, no. 2 (2014), 178.
2. James L. Wescoat Jr., “Gardens, Urbanization, and Urbanism in Mughal Lahore:
1526-1657,” in Mughal Gardens: Sources, Places, Representations, and Prospects,
ed. James L. Wescoat Jr. and Joachim Wolschke-Bulmahn (1996), 141.
3. William Barr, Journal of a March from Delhi to Peshâwur, and from Thence to
Câbul, with the Mission of Lieut.-Colonel Sir C. M. Wade, KT. C.B., Including Travels
in the Punjab, A Visit to the City of Lahore, and a Narrative of Operations in the
Khyber Pass, Undertaken in 1839 (London: James Madden & Company, 1844), 98.
4. Hegewald, Julia A. B., and Subrata K. Mitra. Re-Use-The Art and Politics of
Integration and Anxiety. New Delhi: SAGE Publications, 2012.
*These photographs belong to the British era collection of ASI (Archaeological
Survey of India) and are currently in possession of Archaeology Department,
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Lahore.
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after the treatment. The photographer and exact dates are unknown.
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Source: Photographic record of Department of Archaeology,
Lahore Fort.

IMPLICATIONS
With the introduction of Photographic technique in India
under the British Rule, photographs of Lahore are also
found in various collections. However photographic
evidence for Lahore regarding architectural details is not
extensive. While most of the photographs capture facades
and panoramas, concentrating on the aesthetic aspect of
the composition, very few of them present a chance to
have a closer look at the smaller architectural details
within these vast monuments. For this purpose, I have
researched various photographic archives to identify the
changes in the monuments of Lahore and some
enlightening findings are generated. The photographs of
Jahangir quadrangle, for example, show how the large
water tank was once filled with earth and converted into a
tennis court to meet the needs of British troops residing
in the Fort. Later it was excavated by the Archaeological
Survey of India. In the following decades several changes
in its water features can be identified through
photographs that are often not found in the accompanying
texts of reports and other records of conservation.
Another photograph shows a Sikh era building that was
once located in front of Diwān-i cĀam but was razed
down in 1960. Some other photographs even depict
monuments that are still unidentified and might have
disappeared over the course of time.
The urban expansion of the metropolitan city over the last
decades and the lack of implementation of bylaws have
proved to be a nail in the coffin of the afterlife of
historical monuments. Many older structures were
privately inhabited, modified or even demolished to fulfil
the changing demands of the occupants. Layers of
construction above the older structures have left little
hope for the deeper historical analysis and those still
standing are in degrading condition. The only exceptions
are those sites that were inscribed to UNESCO World
Heritage Sites like Lahore Fort and Shalimar Garden in
1981, where tourist and local visitors could bring up
some economic gain in the form of entrance fee and use
the modern maintain lawns to enjoy family picnics or
school trips.
The gaps in records of each episode of conversion,
restoration, reuse and rehabilitation might not let us draw
definite conclusions, yet these rare photographs have
certain implications. They not just provide an insight into
the historical use of these monuments but also explains
how they were appropriated to meet the needs of their
users. It also illustrates how susceptible these sites were
during the time of political unrest or Colonial occupation
resulting into the disappearance of some monuments.
And finally they also present a possibility to analyse
individual areas of these vast monuments in detail which
hitherto is largely ignored in the current scholarship.

