




Pavilion Apartment  
Dhaka, Bangladesh 
 
 
I.  Introduction 
 

The Pavilion Apartment became a reality for a young couple, both architects, when they were 
given the flat in the Anjuman Manzil, a six-storey apartment building which had replaced a 
two-storey family house. The result is a space with four main functions: sitting, outdoor 
respite, sleeping and dining–cooking. While it takes care of the material needs of the 
inhabitants, the home also provides a setting for inner reflection and spiritual contemplation 
in an open court. The Pavilion Apartment is a project that has been handled with sensitivity, 
making a bold statement by allowing interior domestic needs to interact with nature on the 
sixth floor of a residential building in Dhaka. 

 
 
II.  Contextual Information 
 
A. Historical background 
 

A land with a rich cultural heritage of myths and legends, Bangladesh became a sovereign 
state in 1971 after separation from Pakistan. The country spreads over a total area of 119,724 
square kilometres and enjoys a tropical climate. The population density per square kilometre 
was 898 according to the census of 2001.  

 
Dhaka (formerly Dacca), the capital of Bangladesh, has a history that stretches back about 
four hundred years. It served as the Mughal capital of Bengal from 1608 to 1704 and was a 
trading centre for British, French and Dutch interests before coming under British rule in 
1765. In 1905 it was again named the capital of Bengal, and in 1956 it became the capital of 
East Pakistan. Dhaka began its growth from the northern bank of the Buriganga River. During 
each period, the city grew northwards. The pre-Mughal, Mughal and British periods together 
formed the old city of Dhaka, while the developments post-1947 (following partition from 
India) and then independence in 1971 have created the newer parts. The growth thereafter has 
been extraordinary. 

 
The current area of Dhaka is 1,464 square kilometres. According to a recent press release 
from the UN (24 March 2004), the population of the city in 2003 was estimated at 11.6 
million and is projected to grow to 17.9 million by 2015. At the moment, Dhaka is the twelfth 
largest city in the world and is predicted to become the seventh largest by 2015, with an 
annual growth rate of 3.78 per cent. 
 
Dhaka is located in one of the world's leading rice- and jute-growing regions. Its industries 
include textiles (jute, muslin, cotton) and food processing, especially rice milling. A variety of 
other consumer goods are also manufactured.  
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B. Local architectural character 
 

Fertile and active in trade by virtue of its climate and location and graced with a rich history, 
Dhaka boasts a varied architectural heritage, now mainly confined to the old city. Muslim 
influence is reflected in the more than seven hundred mosques and historic buildings found 
throughout the city. Although little is known of the pre-Mughal past of Dhaka, inscriptions on 
tombs and shrines dating from the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries bear witness to the early 
settlement of the area. The earliest monuments are the dargahs, khanqahs, tombs and 
mosques built by Arab missionaries who furthered the spread of Islam in the region. The 
Mughals built fortresses, mosques, tombs, katras (houses) and bridges. But a few of the 
monuments and structures of interest are Lalbagh Fort, Paribibi’s Tomb, Hussaini Dalan, 
Chawk Mosque, Bora Katra and Chotto Katra, Tongi, and the Dulai and Pagla bridges. In the 
past, Dhaka has been patronized by the Dutch, French, Armenians, Greeks and, of course, the 
British and the Nawabs.  

 
C.  Climatic conditions 
 

Dhaka is located in the geographic centre of the country, in the great deltaic region of the 
Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers. It is served by the port of Narayanganj, located sixteen 
kilometres to the south-east. The city is within the monsoon climate zone, with an average 
annual temperature of 25˚C and monthly mean temperatures varying between 18˚C in January 
and 29˚C in August. Nearly 80 per cent of the average annual rainfall of 1,854 millimetres (73 
inches) occurs between May and September. 

 
D.  Site and surroundings 
 

The Pavilion Apartment is one of four apartments located at the top of Anjuman Manzil. The 
building is in the Lalmatia residential area, an upper-income neighbourhood. Lalmatia is 
surrounded by Mohamadpur and Sher-e-Bangla Nagar to the north, Raja Bazar to the east, 
and Dhanmondi and Rayerbazar to the south. 
 
Beyond the residential buildings are the women’s college, Bangladesh Physical College, 
Commercial College, and the Graphics and Art College. Surrounding Anjuman Manzil are 
residential buildings of varying heights. The buildings are modern, constructed with 
reinforced cement concrete and brick infill.  
 
Anjuman Manzil is a six-storey building with four apartments on each floor, starting from the 
first floor. The ground floor is used for parking and a games room. The roof space is well 
planned, with segregated areas for drying clothes and communal use.  

 
E.  Topography  
 

The building was erected to replace a family home so that the various heirs could have an 
apartment each and surplus flats could be rented out. The site did not have any contours and is 
characterised by stable soil. 
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III.  Programme 
 
A.  What conditions gave rise to the formulation of the programme? 
 

The architects–clients–owners decided to create a ‘pavilion in the air’, generously open to 
celebrate the delights of rain, the warmth of the sun and the freshness of the wind breezes. 
They decided to challenge themselves by creating without restraint: ‘It was a quest for self-
examination, questioning, reasserting yet exploring.’ 

 
B.  Objectives 
 

The objectives were simple: first, to create a space to suit the lifestyle of the two people and 
to test their own design skills; and second, as sensitive professionals, to use the historic red 
bricks from buildings that were being dismantled in the old city. 

 
C.  Functional requirements 
 

Four main spaces were required: a sleeping area, sitting area, dining and cooking area, and an 
outdoor space, plus a washing area (bathroom). 

 
 
IV.  Description 
 
A.  Project data 
 

The apartment covers an area of 111.5 square metres. The rooms are all of generous height, 
but the most dramatic space is the court, which is surrounded by high walls. 

 
B.  Evolution of design concepts 
 

1. Response to physical constraints  
The architects took it as a challenge to make the most out of the space; in fact, they attempted 
to turn every constraint to their advantage. For example, the open court, which they refer to as 
the spiritual area, is designed to collect the rain and then to drain it off rather than shunning it 
altogether. By design, nature has been invited into the apartment, be it sun, wind or rain.  

 
2.  Response to user requirements 
Inspired by the char-bagh (literally meaning four gardens, a Mughal landscaping form), the 
user requirements of an open space, a living space, sleeping space and cooking-cum-eating 
area have been resolved. The 111.5-square-metre space was divided into quadrants: the foyer-
cum-sitting area, the court, the sleeping area, and the kitchen-cum-dining section. There is no 
space in the apartment that says ‘stay away’. Whoever enters the main door becomes part of 
the ‘couple’ (the architects–users) as the living quarters are open for all to see. The only space 
considered private is the bathroom which has a door. 
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3. Purely formal aspects 
Although the apartment is a free-flowing and open space, each quadrant has its own 
distinctive character. Every area and element has been designed with a passion for detail. 
While the emphasis is on the interior of an apartment, the project has been dealt with 
architecturally in terms of space planning, use of materials and detailing. Each material has 
been used innovatively with the striking effects of juxtaposition.  

 
As soon as a person enters through the main doorway, they see beyond into the space, with no 
walls to obstruct the view. In the entire apartment, because of their position and massing, only 
two elements appear imposing: the free-standing arch between the sitting area and the 
kitchen–dining area and the circular concrete cabinet over the bed. 

 
4. Landscaping 
A lone climbing jasmine, preserved from the original family home, is planted in the courtyard 
to climb up the brick wall.  

 
C.  Structure, materials, technology 
 

1. Structural systems 
The structural members are part of the overall apartment building and were cast in situ in 
reinforced concrete, in accordance with the Bangladesh National Building Code (BNBC). 

 
2.  Materials 
Structural members: steel, cement and concrete were used in the construction of the building, 
forming columns, beams and slabs. In the Pavilion Apartment, a special long-span beam 
moulded as a U-section spans the whole length and holds up the wall in the courtyard creating 
interest. 
 
Infill materials: For the entire building, the infill is local handmade brick, which is plastered 
and painted. In the apartment there is a combination of RCC walls with wood and exposed 
bricks taken from the demolished buildings of the old city. 
 
Renderings and finishes: The Pavilion Apartment has a variety of finishes on the vertical 
surfaces. The sitting area has a concrete wall that was cast in position, the formwork of which 
was built in pine (which is readily available) that was burnt on one side to transfer the texture 
of the wood to the concrete. The court has walls using bricks that were salvaged from old 
buildings. One wall has niches to house candles that are lit in the evenings. The bedroom 
‘walls’ are dominated by either pivoted-cum-sliding glass doors or wooden windows with 
louvre panels. Hammered copper gleams in the kitchen and eating area, used on the doors of 
the kitchen units. The entire floor is of travertine marble. Each element was positioned and 
checked. 

 
3.  Construction technology 
All the craftsmen felt challenged by the project, doing something that differed from the 
construction and fitting-out of a typical apartment building. The mild steel beam spanning the 
whole length that holds the courtyard wall erected above it was not an easy proposition for the 
steel worker. The brick arch that marks the transition from the sitting to the dining area had to 
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be taken down before the craftsmen got it right. The preparation of the formwork for the cast 
concrete was demanding. The carpenter, who used wooden strips and metal plates, needed to 
give a clear impression of the texture of the wood without allowing any water to flow out 
during casting. The circular cabinet in the sleeping area was cast in two pieces and the zinc-
plate doors were then printed with images. Glass panels were positioned in the ceiling at the 
time the concrete ceiling slabs were cast. The whole architectural practice went onto the roof 
to identify the right position for each piece of glass. The bottom face of the glass, which 
would be exposed inside the apartment, was protected with paper which was removed after 
the concrete slabs were stable and the formwork had been taken away. Brick masonry is not a 
new material, but the fact that the reused bricks were bonded with thick mortar, as was done 
in the past, is at variance with contemporary practice. The decorative application of broken 
porcelain on the wall is based on mosaic glasswork in mosques. The wooden frameless door 
has metal cords and tightening clamps on the four corners to control the planks, which shrink 
in the dry cold air and expand with humidity.  Louvre panels set into tall wooden shutters at a 
given height allow the flow of breeze to make sleep comfortable at floor level. All the water 
taps are stainless steel. 

 
4. Building services and site utilities 
All utilities are linked to the city system. A standby generator caters for all the apartments in 
the building when the city electricity supply fails. 

 
D. Origin of technology, materials, labour force, professionals 
 

1. Technology 
There is nothing novel in the technology used. The focus is on the behaviour of materials and 
an innovative approach to the use or application of these materials. The various hard surfaces 
reflect a conscious combination of warm materials (bricks and wood) and cold materials 
(concrete, marble, steel and copper), each distinct from the other. 

 
2. Materials 
The bricks came from demolished buildings in the old city. The architects–users feel that 
these bricks are of historic value as they are from structures built in Mughal times. The wood 
used to create texture on the cast concrete was from packing crates. Doors and windows are 
crafted from teak from Chittagong. The broken porcelain comes from rejected crockery 
discarded by ceramic factories. The Italian travertine marble for flooring and seats and 
benches was imported, but it was picked up by the architects–users from the supplier’s 
rejected debris, bought as a lot of varying sizes. 

 
3. Labour force 
All of the craftsmen were from different parts of Bangladesh: Dhaka, Comilla, Rajshahi, and 
so on. The carpenter, originally from Bangladesh, now lives in West Bengal. 

 
4. Professionals 
Architects: both architects were born and brought up in Dhaka 
Contractors: these were individual craftsmen who worked as a team 
Consultants: other consultants, such as a structural engineer, electricians and plumbers, were 
also from Dhaka 
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V.  Construction Schedule and Costs 
 
A.  History of project 
 

After the initial conceptual sketches, the design evolved as the work progressed on site. The 
designers and craftsmen worked together. At times, the architects’ sketchpad and laptop were 
on site to resolve issues and the workmen directly executed the work with their tools. The 
design phase began in October 2000 and was completed in November 2001, while the 
construction of the apartment began in December 2000 and was completed in December 
2001. Thus there was constant discussion and dialogue between the architects and the 
craftsmen. 

 
B.  Total costs and main sources of financing   
 

The costs given here are for the apartment covering an area of 111.5 square metres and not for 
the whole Anjuman Manzil block. The total cost of construction came to BDT 1.356 million 
(USD 23,380). This includes proportionate costs for the structural work, services, provision of 
a lift, generator and common facilities. The architects–users financed the project. 

 
C.  Comparative costs  
 

Although it is an apartment, no comparative costs can be presented because of the nature of 
typical apartments in Dhaka. 

 
D.  Qualitative analysis of costs  
 

The cost per square metre came to BDT 12,160 (USD 209). Of the total costs for the 
apartment only (not including the pro rata cost of the infrastructure of the whole building), the 
cost of materials was three times that of labour. 

 
E.  Maintenance costs  
 

Other than the use of electricity for lighting and gas for the stove, no energy is required for 
heating or cooling. The natural breeze keeps the occupants of the Pavilion Apartment 
comfortable throughout the day and night. 

 
F.  Ongoing costs 
 

No taxing maintenance is required. Other than standard domestic attention, such as a little 
polish here and there, maintenance requirements have been kept to a minimum.  

 
 
 
VI. Technical Assessment 
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A.  Functional assessment  
 

The Pavilion Apartment is a fine example of the open-plan concept. Each of the four main 
areas has a distinct use but there is nothing to interfere with movement from one quadrant to 
another. The scheme is like an open park with four distinct landscapes, all the beautiful vistas 
being within view.  

 
It is disappointing that the apartment is also its own landscaping. The setting is what 
congested urban Dhaka can offer, and the wide opening in the courtyard wall affords a limited 
view of the city. While the apartment is in the true sense a pavilion, being an ornamental 
structure with open sides, the serenity and aesthetic it affords are contained wholly within the 
pavilion. Contrary to a pavilion that serves as a vantage point to enjoy the surroundings, this 
pavilion confines its panorama to the inside.  

 
B. Climatic performance 
 

The architects say that they did not devise their design in response to any calculation of sun 
and wind directions but used intuition and their knowledge of living in Dhaka. The 
orientation of the court to the south and the gap between the parapet and the raised wall 
creates a constant funnelling in and out of air, thus producing a continuous breeze. 

 
C.  Response to treatment of water and rainfall 
 

The growth of algae on the bricks from the rainwater and the accumulation of wax as the 
nighttime candles melt are seen by the architects–inhabitants as parts of nature and the 
passage of time, and was why historic bricks were used in the first place. The collection of 
water in the shallow court and its draining off through side channels is low tech. 

 
D.  Environmental response 
 

The apartment looks down onto the gardens and roofs of neighbouring buildings. As a 
pavilion ideally affords a prospect, the entire cityscape represents the view, be it greenery or 
bricks and concrete. 

 
In spite of the openness of the apartment, coupled with the absence of mosquito screening, 
mosquitoes do not enter the flat. 

 
E.  Choice of material and, level of technology 
 

The apartment includes the use of many materials: concrete, brick, marble, wood, mild steel, 
stainless steel, copper and glass. Local craftsmen undertook all the work. Technology has 
been applied at a simple level; it is the design that has enriched the whole space, be it in the 
use of thick mortar for the brickwork to hark back to an earlier age, the detailing in the marble 
work to use a range of pieces in varying sizes, or finishing details such as stainless steel taps 
in the bathroom. 
1.  Response to and planning for emergency situations 
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Being part of the Anjuman Manzil, the apartment is designed to meet the national building 
codes. By orienting the court towards the south, prevailing winds have been used 
advantageously  

 
2.  Ageing and maintenance problems 
The architects expect the materials to perform well in all conditions, wet, humid, dry, hot and 
cold, maintaining a comfortable environment. 

 
3.  Design features 
The Anjuman Manzil is built on a plot of 669 square metres. The footprint is 516 square 
metres, with six floors and four medium-to-large apartments on each of the upper floors. The 
façade is rendered in brick in some parts and in concrete, plaster and paint in others. It is 
largely surrounded by apartment buildings. 

 
4.  Impact of the project on the site 
Since most low-rise bungalows in Dhaka are giving way to medium-sized apartment 
buildings, there is obviously an increased pressure on the infrastructure (utilities). Similarly, 
the number of cars on the fairly narrow roads is also increasing. 

 
5.  Durability and long-time viability of the project 
The design, choice and use of materials in the Pavilion Apartment mean that it is not limited 
to any one specific period of time but is conducive to contemporary living. 

 
6.  Interior design and furnishing 
With the pavilion concept in mind, free-standing furniture is kept to a minimum. The marble 
seats in the court and dining area, the low bed and the dining counter are all built in. And 
storage is cleverly resolved, more or less hidden under the bed and the seats, while the 
dressing room behind the brick door is skilfully planned. 
 
Every element, whether it is the wooden-textured concrete, rendering of the brickwork, 
placing of glass and mirrors on the ceiling, use of hammered copper as kitchen cabinet doors, 
or the laying of marble pieces, is by design not accident. 
 
The detailing in the bathroom of chinni-tikri, the broken-porcelain mural wall, the flow of 
water through a fountain to fill the bath, and the simple yet well designed taps are a testament 
to the refined thinking of the designers and the skill of the craftsmen.  

 
 
VII.  Users 
 
A.  User profile  
 

The architects are the clients, owners and users. It is enough to say that it is a purpose-
designed and built project for these two individuals to live their lives and entertain friends. 
The users are very pleased with the results. 

 
B.  User response 
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1.  How do architectural professionals and cultural intelligentsia view the project? 
It would not be inaccurate to say that the apartment is the ‘talk of the town’ among 
professionals, especially friends and fellow architects. All visitors, at any time of the day, feel 
extremely comfortable sitting in any part of the apartment without the use of a fan.  

 
The intelligentsia generally feel that these young architects have demonstrated maturity and 
sensitivity; a typical reaction is: ‘How many professionals would think about reusing the 
bricks, open-veined marble and the rest of the materials used?’ And the view is that, while the 
apartment has been planned to suit the particular lifestyle of two people, it is a pleasure to be 
in.  

 
2.  What is the popular reaction to the project? 
The project has received a fair bit of publicity in the local press as well as in publications in 
Asia and even an article in a German magazine. 

 
The popularity of the apartment has spread by word of mouth. Many people have called out 
of the blue and asked to see it. A wide cross-section of people from different professions – 
artists, teachers, doctors – find it a breath of fresh air in design work in Dhaka. 

 
3.  What do neighbours and those in the vicinity think about the project? 
Other residents in the building are highly complimentary about the project but at the same 
time feel that it would not suit the lifestyle of their families, except for an artist whose own 
apartment walls are rendered in textured paint. 

 
Neighbours never pry into the open bedroom, surprisingly, neither during the day nor the 
night.  

 
 
VIII.  Project Personnel 
 
A.  Identification of project personnel and their roles in the project  
 

Architects–clients–owners: Kashef Mahboob Chowdhury and Marina Tabassum (name of 
firm: Urbana). Both are from Dhaka and were educated at the Bangladesh University for 
Engineering and Technology 
Structural engineer: Matiur Rahaman 
Electrical engineer: Nasim Chowdhury 
Plumber: Azizul Haq 
Site engineers: Sultan Ahmed Patwary, Bazlur Rahman and Shah Alam Manik. The site 
engineers, who all came from Dhaka, supervised the work on site at all times. 
Master mason: Faridul Alam, originally from Rajshahi 
Formwork and concrete work: M. Kader, originally from Comilla 
Marble-laying contractor: M. Kamaluddin and M. Esharul, originally from Kushtia 
Carpenter: M. Chandra Das, originally from Manikganj, Dhaka, now settled in Shiliguri, West 
Bengal, India. His nephew, Jibon Chandra Das, also worked on the project. 
Chinni-Tikri (mosaic) craftsman: M. Jamshed, who lives and works in the old city. He 
specializes in colourful mosaic work for mosques. 
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Mild steel contractor: M. Imamuddin, originally from Barisal 
Stainless steel contractor: Chanchal Mahmood 

 
 
Khadija Jamal-Shaban 
May 2004 
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