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Historical significance 
Thatta is one of the few cities in Pakistan, which remained the capital of an independent 
region within the Indian subcontinent for almost seven hundred years. First it was the 
capital of the Sumro rulers1 of the lower Sindh from ca 1030 A.D., onwards. Later it was 
the capital of united Sindh under the Sammas2

Due to its geographic location and fertile hinterland, it was natural that Thatta became an 
emporium for commerce carried on between the Indian subcontinent and the northern and 
western countries. Located on the Indus Delta, fifteen miles from Bandar Lahore, its 
strategic location not only made it an ideal conjunction for transportation of merchandise

, the Arughans and the Tarkhans. Its 
importance increased during the Sammas rule (AD 1335-Ad 1520) despite it being 
conquered by Feroze Tughlaq in Ad 1360. It further flourished and prospered during the 
reign of the Arughans (AD 1523-AD 1554) and the Tarkhans (AD 1554-AD 1614). 
Thatta remained the center of the Sindh Suba even during the Mughal rule. In the 18th 
century it was replaced as the capital of Sindh by Hyderabad during the rule of the 
Talpurs. 
 

3 
by sea and land but also a religious stopover for Muslims traveling to Mecca. It was also 
on the way for Hindus traveling from the eastern parts of India destined for pilgrimage to 
Mount Hinglaj in Balochistan. Though already a capital of the kingdom of the Sumro’s 
its significance as an emporium increased due to the stability during the reign of the 
Samma, Arghun and Tarkhan. During this period it became renowned as a center of 
culture and learning, due to an influx of numerous scholars and Muslim intellectuals from 
the politically turmoil western Muslim countries. In the late 14th Century, Mutahhar Kara 
poetry4 compared Thatta with Paradise5. During the Summa rule, its importance as a 
center of culture was further enhanced when numerous migrating Sufis, intellectuals, 
craftsmen from Iran and Central Asia started to find refuge in the Indus valley6. Several 
folklore in the form of poetry were written during this period, the more memorable of 
which concerns Jam Tamachi and Nuri7

                                                
1 Who may have had a connection with the Qarmathians of Multan 
2 Its mention appeared in the Persian text of the Delhi Court. 
3 Goods bought and sent from abroad by sea.these merchandise was then transported inland to other regions 
of India as well as to Central Asia, Afghanistan etc. hence it was a market place of all commerce carried 
out between the Indian peninsula and the countries lying northwest and west of it. 
4 By late 14th C, it was already an emporium, well known for its famous woven material mentioned by the 
European travelers of the 17th to 19th C (Schimmel: 1983,7) 
5 Feroze Tughlaq poet. 
6 This is well elucidated by many modern historians. 
7 Jam Tamachi a member of the Royal Family who married a poor fisherman’s daughter. 

. The city prospered further under the stable but 



lengthy rule of the Summa ruler Jam Nizammuddin alias Jan Nindo(AD 1462-1508/9). 
Under Jam Nizammuddin, the city’s prosperity grew due to Jam Nizammudin’s friendly 
relations with the neighboring countries. Thattas’ significance as a cultural center and a 
market place on the cross road of international trade route of those times is well 
elucidated by many historians and poets. All through this time, the urban fabric of Thatta 
consisted of elegant buildings and gardens. The gardens were fed by canals brought to the 
city from River Indus. The same canals were also used for movement of boats from the 
seaport to the very door of the houses of the Thatta merchants. 
 
The Arughans8 succeeded the Sammas, their reign again peaceful9, also attracted 
craftsmen, Sufis, scholars and poets, along with intellectuals well versed in Euclidean 
geometry10, religious preaching, astrology as well as writers of religious judicious 
thinking11

Thatta was revitalized and embellished around late 17th Century by Khusrau Charkas, the 
Mughal governor of the area. He built 360 Sarays, public buildings, mosques, 
mausoleums, bridges, traveler lodges, palace etc.

 fleeing from politically distressed Eastern Iran who settled and passed through 
Thatta. Poetry was the favorite pursuit of some of the Arghun rulers themselves. 
However the rule of the Arughans ended shortly, Thatta was seized by Mirza Isa Tarkhan 
another descendent of Ekotimur. At this point, Sindh was carved into two; the Upper 
Sindh was controlled by Sultan Mehmood, and the lower Sindh by Mirza Isa Turkhan. 
The struggle that followed resultefd in the seizure of upper Sindh by the Mughal King 
Akbar, while Thatta was destroyed by Portugeese mercenaries at the invitation of Mirza 
Isa Tarkhan. Finally the entire Sindh was annexed into the Mughal Empire in 1591 AD. 

12, all of which have disappeared except 
the Dabigir Mosque (C 1568). Khusrau also built the Dargah of Abdullah Shah and a 
mausoleum for himself13. Even during his government, Thatta remained a center of 
scholarship. Later Aurengzeb the son of the Mughal ruler Shah Jehan became the 
governor of Thatta, maintaining the tradition of the past of the city, he revitalized as a 
center of scholarship and commerce. He created circumstances which promoted exchange 
of merchandise, manufacture of traditional cloth14, indigo and saltpeter. Aurengzeb’s 
better-known addition to the buildings of the city is the Jami Mosque. The British visitors 
of the period describe Thatta as one of the most flourishing of the oriental emporium, an 
alluvial and inundated country in the vicinity which yields the highest abundant crop of 
rice, sugar indigo and cotton. Captain Scott Hamilton15 in 1699 AD described the city as 
emporium of the Province a very large and rich city which contained 400 Madrasas16

                                                
8 Descendants of Timur’s officer, Ekotimur. 
9 All the time Humanyun had not been able to establish a government in India. 
10 The evidence of which can be seen in the monuments at Makli. 
11 Prof. M. Schimmel A Makli Hill. Institute of Central and West Asian studies, University of Karachi, p 
16. 
12 The palace was destroyed 1767 AD. 
13 There was already a tradition of building mosques and mausoleums established by the previous rulers. 
14 R Hughes Thomes in Memoirs on Sindh pulished in 1855 mentions manufacture of cloth in Thatta being 
superior to rest of Sindh. According to him it included,”loongees of silk cotton,interwoven with gold 
thread… of exquisite beauty and workmanship. Chintzes more superior of India. Fine cloth equal to those 
of Surat”. 
15 Sorely Dr. H. T. West Pakistan Gazetteers Sindh Region. P 80. 
16 Even though at that time 80,000 people mainly weavers had died from plague. Three years of plague and 
famine had been recorded, 1656,1659,1711. 

, 



and covered an area that was three miles long and half a mile broad. Hamilton also 
recorded a citadel at the west of the city, which accommodated 50,000 men and horses, 
barracks, stables and a palace for the Nawab. Hamilton citing Anno Domini17

By the second half of the 17th century Thatta started to decline. Nonetheless, its strategic 
geo-political location induced the British to establish a factory in the city in 1662. The 
British East India Company started two other ventures in 1758 and 1775. However by 
then Thatta had started to lose its former splendor owning to several reasons. Sorely 
deliberates the decline of Thatta to the silting of the Indus Channels which put an end to 
river trade, and the substitute of famous Sindh hand loom fabrics by aggressive marketed 
British factory manufactured textiles. The third reason seems to be the lack of interest of 
the later Mughal governors in the city. The final straw in decline of Thatta was the 
Talpurs’ moving the capital of Sindh to Hyderabad. However even as late as 1816, 
Pottinger describes Thatta having an appearance of a very large but dilapidated city, six 
miles in circumference, but remarks that the manufacture of traditional materials had 
reduced to a few white cloths and colored loongies

 states that, 
“Thatta stands about two miles from the river Indus, in a spacious plane, and they have 
canals out from the river to bring water to the city, and some for the use of their gardens, 
the King’s gardens were in a pretty condition in 1699 and were well stored with excellent 
fruit and flowers particularly, the most delicious pomegranate that I tasted.” 
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The urban tissue of Thatta consisted of monuments, bazaars, open spaces and dwellings. 
A considerable amount has been written about the monuments of Makli and Thatta but 
little about its dwellings. Pottinger (1816 AD) and Sorely (1911 AD) have described the 
houses in some detail. Pottinger records that,” the houses were built on a plan he had 
never met with in any other country, as the walls were made hollow by small pieces of 
sticks being nailed across each other, from the outer edges of a small frame of wood; 
these bits of stick are usually from eight to sixteen inches long, and are placed diagonal, 
so that they form a very strong frame on both sides, which is plastered over with mud, or 
mortar and afterwards has all the appearance of a solid wall. Some of the dwellings 
erected on this principle are three to four stories high, with heavy flat roofs, which is a 
proof that they are very strong; but I should doubt whether they would last long, as the 
instant two or three of the bits of wood get decayed in the walls, the whole must 
necessarily give way. Many of the better sort of houses are also built with brick and 
mortar, on a frame of timber; and all of them, from the governors palace to the lowest 
hotel have Badgeers’, which are a sort of ventilators, like chimnies, down which the wind 
blows cool and refreshing in the most sultry aperture, so as to exclude the hot wind and 

. While James Burns traveling 
through the city in Ad 1829 recorded its ancient grandeur and size, mentioning that with 
the exception of Cashmere, shawls and loongeis of silk and gold, the cloth generally worn 
by the citizens are of English manufacture. It seems that even these ever so unique and 
exceptional as late as 1855 AD. Thomes records loongies, silk interwoven with gold 
thread of “exquisite beauty and workmanship” he also points out that the population of 
the city had reduced to 11,400. 
 

                                                
17 Domini passed through Thatta in 1699 AD. 
18 Pottinger H. Lieutenant. Travels in Balochistan and Sindh, London. 1816, p 353. 



dust19”. Sorely in the census of 1911 noted two or three storied houses constructed of 
wattle and mud plaster. He also mentions that stone is never used in domestic 
architecture20. On the other hand, James burns21 who visited Sindh in the early 19th 
century saw only stone houses in Sindh. While Thomas traveling through Thatta recorded 
that the old houses were built of burnt bricks, but the modern ones of wood and mud, 
raised on a foundation of burnt bricks or stone, built several feet high, to prevent against 
damp during the time of inundation. Most of the old houses are now in a raid state of 
decay and their bricks are being removed for the foundation of new edifices.22

Lack of interest along with lack of understanding of conservation by relevant authorities 
has not only led to the deterioration of the historic sites, historic urban areas in the cities 
but also valuable monuments in Pakistan. The historic monuments of Pakistan have been 
either left to decay naturally

 
The four authors have given different descriptions of the Thatta houses. It seems likely 
from what exists today that the materials and construction techniques mentioned by all 
four i.e. stone, burnt brick, timber frame with burnt brick infill, timber wattle with mud 
plaster is accurate. Of significance is Pottingers’ note of their being unique and further 
more his and Thomas’ comment about the fragility of the timber and mud constructed 
houses. Of interest, is also Pottingers’ record of maintenance peculiar to their structure, 
and Thomas’ note concerning the bricks of old demolished structures used for building 
new houses. It seems that the houses Pottinger visited had undergone change by the time 
of Thomas’ visit to Thatta, as Pottinger does not mention stone and brick plinths. These 
plinths may have become essential due to flooding of the city, and the old delicate 
mud/timber houses mentioned by Pottinger may have started to be replaced by more 
durable materials. 
 
Present condition 
At the present, city of Thatta consists of historical monuments, dwellings and open areas 
manifested of squares and streets. The city, which had started to decay in the 18th 
century, has undergone subsequent tremendous deterioration. This kind of environmental 
degradation is one of the physical repercussions of the development policies perused 
under colonialism and thereafter by various national governments in Pakistan. While 
important new policies have now been evolved at the national scale concerning human 
settlements and the conservation of national geographic resources, not enough attention 
has been paid to the conservation of architectural and urban heritage and the cultural 
environments that they constitute. This has been especially true of the architectural 
heritage in the smaller cities of the country, which lost their historic territorial importance 
in the context of the colonial period, and due to the development of transportation and 
canal irrigation networks. In case of Thatta however we know that its importance had 
been lost due to other reasons at an earlier period in history. 
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19 Pottinger.p 353. 
20 Sorley,H.T. Sorely:West Pakistan Gazetteers Sindh Region. P 346. 
21 Burns J.A. Visit to the Court of Sindh. 1829. p 127. 
22 Thomes,R.H.Memoirs on Sindh. Vol I, Selections from the records of the Bombay government no XVII 
New Series, 1855,p 269. 
23 Seven of these monuments are the property of  the world as they are listed in the World Heritage List. 

, while others are being mercilessly rebuilt or renovated but 



not actually restored or conserved. So far only 397 monuments in Pakistan have been 
listed/protected, the rest have been left to find their own way of survival. The states’ 
concern of preserving domestic architecture is nowhere in picture! Owning to the use of 
materials such as stone and bricks many of the unacknowledged cultural property of 
Pakistan24 may survive for some time but the urban tissues of historic areas/ cities along 
with the dwellings is under greater threat. This is due to several reasons; one, the lack of 
knowledge and understanding of their historic importance for the continuation of our 
cultural entity25

Nevertheless like the brick and stone built monuments, houses in Thatta built of similar 
material may endure through time if not pulled down for commercial or other reasons

, two, the type of development which has taken place at the national, 
regional and city level, three the degradation of historic areas which has turned them into 
slums. The type of changes depends on the role and size of the city, its nature of 
development and the location of the historic urban tissue vis-à-vis the later development 
areas of the city. 
 
As far as Thatta is concerned, its population is still only around 23000. However due to 
lack of proper socio-economic development policies, lack of appropriate drainage 
systems, water supply and surfacing of roads, the city has acquired a severely degraded, 
un-sanitary and polluted environment. This seems to have transpired with wealthier 
citizens of Thatta moving out of the city leaving the city to the lower middle or lower 
class citizens. The Thatta bazaar is filthy to the extent that it is difficult to move through 
it. The houses on the other hand have been abandoned by their owners or are owned by 
the lower income group citizens. Those abandoned by the owners are either uninhabited 
or rented to people who cannot repair or maintain them. The occupied houses are either 
being used as residences or have been transformed into poorly kept go-
downs/warehouses. 
 

26. 
However the few remaining timber lath/mud plaster houses of Thatta will disappear 
altogether. For type and no. of surviving houses, see appendix 2. We know from 
Yasmeen lari’s book on traditional architecture of Thatta, that many more of these house 
types were present in 1989. Considering our study and that of Yasmeen lari’s, it is 
obvious that if these houses are not taken care of immediately there will be no example 
left of them. Hence Pakistan and the world heritage will loose not only a unique part of 
its heritage but also the knowledge of a unique method of construction/technology 
forever27

                                                
24 The monuments which are not protected may have a better fate than those being repaired by architects 
and archeologists of today. These experts are dealing with them without any scientific method of 
documentation, investigation, laboratory and their historic evaluation. Hence their approach to conservation 
is not based on any scientific approach leading to more irreversible damage of monuments rather than 
lengthening their life span. 
25 So far in Pakistan only music, poetry, literature and drama are considered “culture”. 
26 To avoid this, inventories should be made as soon as possible of cities and historic areas and they must 
be protected under some legislature. 
27 A heritage we should be proud of. 

. Thatta on the other hand will lose a plan type evolved in time to suit the 
climatic conditions, and the record of the life style of the period they were built in. 
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Aims of the project 
 
The long term aim of the project is to bring an awareness in the citizens of Thatta, the 
relevant government agencies and the people of Pakistan regarding the historic 
importance of Thatta city and other such historic cities which are diminishing at a very 
fast rate, for Thatta taken as an example of such cities, master plan will be prepared for 
the development of the city, incorporating the preservation of its historic urban tissue i.e., 
its open areas consisting of streets and squares, its monuments and the few remaining 
traditional dwellings. This will be brought to the notice of the relevant authorities and the 
citizens if Thatta. 
Simultaneously two of the timber lath/ mud-plaster houses of Thatta, which have already 
been identified, will be conserved through proper conserve methodology. The houses will 
be adapted for a new use in order that they are maintained in the future. By this it is 
hoped their significance, as an important cultural heritage of Pakistan will be brought to 
the notice of relevant government agencies of Pakistan. This will also generate pride of 
ownership and knowledge of their cultural value in the citizens of Thatta and the owners 
of the other historic houses. 
 
The safeguarding of these houses, built of very delicate material, under use by tenants 
who can’t repair or maintain them is as vital as of the blind dolphins. Humble as they 
may appear, they are unique, the last remnants of unique dwellings of a historically 
important city, and hence a crucial component of the cultural heritage of Pakistan. As a 
matter of fact their cultural value can’t be rated any less than that of the high profile, 
much valued, listed and legally protected monuments of Pakistan. 
 
 
 
 
 
Objectives of the project 
The project comprises of research, documentation of all surviving timber/lath mud plaster 
houses in Thatta and the actual conservation of two of such houses. The uniqueness and 
fragility of these houses has been pointed out by Pottinger. He has also informed us of the 
method of their repair and maintenance, therefore if some of these houses are conserved 
now we will be able to save a unique component of Pakistan’s cultural heritage and a 
traditional repair technique. 
The objectives are not only to save two houses but also to record the house form, plan 
types; the architectural/structural elements, the decorative motifs, and the physical 
condition of all existing stone and timber/lath mud plaster houses. Alongside this, a 
complete record of the documentation, survey, analysis, laboratory investigation and the 
methodology applied for conservation of the houses conserved will be maintained, 
documented and published to be used for educational purposes. 
 
Program 
Conservation and rehabilitation of two houses: Two houses have been identified for 
conservation and adaptive reuse (location shown on map appendix 2). Their selection was 



based on; one their location and two that they are at present occupied by tenants and can 
be rented and bought and three their location is in vicinity of the Shah Jahani Masjid, 
which is visited by large number of local and international tourists. 
House no 1 located behind the Shah Jahani mosque, on the street leading to the bazaar, 
while house no 2 is located on the road leading to a historic madrasa. With well designed 
sign-age and maps, the route to both the houses can create an interesting experience for 
visitors to the city. 
House no 2 is occupied by a biry maker and house no 1 is being used as go-down. The 
upper floor of house no 2 is used for residential purposes by the biry maker and the lower 
for making and producing biries. While the lower floor of house no 1 is used as go-down 
for storing grain, the upper floor is empty. It is proposed that both houses should be 
rented from the owners, conserved and adapted for new use, which will generate enough 
income to maintain them. 
Considering the houses’ plans, the nature of materials used for construction and their 
cultural significance, it is proposed that house no 2 can be adapted as a museum of Thatta 

city, and a café. While house no 1 can be converted into 
a restaurant. 
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FIRST FLOOR PLAN                                                                                         
 
 
 
Procedure 
Stage one 
Documentation Physical and triangulation method 
                           Photographic survey 
                           Written description 
                           Record of: changes, material and the mapping of weathering forms 
 
 
Investigation Historic 
                       Material analysis, other laboratory investigations 
                       Local repair methods 
 
 



Restitution 
 
Analysis and evaluation Historic 
                                          Physical 
                                          Results of laboratory investigations 
                                          Restitution 
                                         Of plan type and the form for evaluating its uniqueness and                              
potential for their reuse 
 
 
Conservation methods and approach 
 
Proposals for: conservation and necessary interventions 
 
Stage two: Implementation 
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