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LUMS...
of grids & hexagons

Inevitably, the life and death of any 

architectural movement, like civilization, is 

based on a biological metaphor; but this is only 

somewhat relevant to anything as complex 

as an architectural language. Columns and 

curtain walls come and go irrespective of 

cultural health. This is not true of post modern 

urbanism, large developments such as the 

decade of buildings in eighties and nineties 

reveal. The entire of the country resulted in 

mix of various architects, styles, ages and uses 

of varied building typologies. Post modern 

architecture is obviously concerned with 

creation to articulate the pluralism of culture; 

and for architects and planners that of double-

coding; mixing their own professional tastes 

and technical skills with those of their ultimate 

clients- the inhabitants.

Above and beyond the formal properties 

of Habib Fida Ali’s work; the most valuable 

asset is in his development as an architect. 

This is where his creative genius reveals itself 

and where he is at his greatest. His primary 

Text | Maria Aslam 

Visuals | Habib Fida Ali Associates

It’s the end of January and the city is engulfed in fog, when 

one arrives at LUMS – Lahore University of Management 

Sciences. Two decades back the University sat in the 

outskirts of the city today it sits within the realm of its posh 

areas. The development of residential and commercial area 

surrounds the acres of land that the university inhabits. 

LUMS situates itself as a citadel, a somber architecture 

enclave that beacons the younger generation of Pakistan.  

LUMS occupies a distinct environment of its own, peculiar 

to its surroundings but resonating with the regional context 

of Lahore. 

The project was initiated in the early 1990’s , and today after 

more then three decades the seamless integration of the 

LUMS education complex buildings is what that one notices 

in the first study of this huge facility. Definitively there have 

been phases of new buildings added to the school campus 

as the academia encompassed other faculties to its program. 

But the language of design and construction remains the 

same. No doubt one of the best projects of Habib Fida 

Ali  - a project that he worked on for more then 30 years; 

wherein he masters his stroke on linearity, orthogonal 

lines and juxtaposition of brick construction methodology 

with concrete. Truly forming his distinctive vocabulary of 

modern architecture in Pakistan, Habib elucidates on the 

material that keeps him in raptures for decades; 

“...to me fair face is much like clay…it is a sculptural 

material to play with, and the texture too is very rewarding.” 

–Hasanuddin Khan, The architecture of Habib Fida Ali pg 

12

The complex is speckled with red brick, green foliage, and 

bands of concrete -grey that is what one can decipher as 

glimpses in the heavy fog. What overwhelms the senses is 

its foliage, the trees have matured, and there is a natural 

green cover that adds atmospheric dimensions to the 

entire complex, which is striking, mystical and poetic; 

highlighting the building details.

Visiting the complex exactly after a decade the landscape is 

the major, the strongest feature which confronts as hugging 

the architectural forms and binding them into yet another 

cohesive whole. HFA and me had planned to visit the site 

together but alas that was not meant to be, yet in every nook 

and corner that I walked and explored; his presence, his 

thoughts accompanied me.

Project: Lahore University of Management Sciences

Client: Board of Lahore University of Business Sciences

Architect: Habib Fida Ali

Project Architect: Mansoor Ghanchi

Structure Consultants: Republic Engineering & Progressive 

Engineering

Mechanical and Plumbing Consultant: Sasdat and Company

Electrical Consultant: Ayub Associates 

Contractor: M/s Technical Associates

                   M/s Tech Force

                   M/s Mughal Pakistan

                   M/s Fareed & Co

                   M/s Professional Construction services

Project commencement / completion: 1994 to 2017 

Plot area: 80 acres approx

* In the article, the word hexagon should be read as an octagon.
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He insists that to create, it is essential to 
discover, observe and update what one 
judges to be valuable. He demonstrates a 
high quality in architecture which need not 
be a grand gesture. His work expresses a 
confidence in his architectural craft over and 
above the flamboyant displays of technology 
or resources, affirming that architecture does 
not have to be fashionable to be important 
and valued.

contribution to contemporary architecture is a personal and particular architectural language 

that enables him to produce a collection of buildings that differed radically from those in the 

predominant style of the time. HFA’s affirmation of the familiar-and he has no ideological axe 

to grind, allowed him to experiment ideas, materials, techniques and forms and use them in an 

entirely individual way. He insists that to create, it is essential to discover, observe and update 

what one judges to be valuable. He demonstrates a high quality in architecture which need not 

be a grand gesture. His work expresses a confidence in his architectural craft over and above the 

flamboyant displays of technology or resources, 

affirming that architecture does not have to be 

fashionable to be important and valued. And 

there is his patient knowledge that simplicity 

and humility in the deployment of resources 

and materials have a genuine role to play in the 

creation of an architecture with which society 

as a whole can identify.

If we look at a series of buildings; at the time 

when Lahore University of Management 

Sciences (LUMS) academic complex was 

coming up, it shows supreme mastery of spaces 

and of an urban planning which actually 

happened in bits and pieces. Unfortunately 

what we see of LUMS today was never planned 

as an urban or master plan of the institute but 

still the complex development reiterates the 

designer’s stronghold on the intricacies of a 

master plan. 

LUMS was a limited competition between 

three firms which was won by Habib Fida Ali. 

During the presentation HFA had requested 

the board that if the project is awarded to them, 

a year for research and traveling to universities 

before the first concept was presented would 

be required. After a year of research and 

design critique with senior faculty at Harvard 

University the concept of LUMS was presented 

and unanimously approved by the board. 

The concept of Lahore Darwaza’s resulting in 

LUMS entrance porticoes, courtyard scheme, 

difference between air-conditioned and non 

air conditioned spaces are contextual idioms 

generated and applied to the campus site. This 

happened in 1994 and since then the master 

plan has been growing and evolving. Today in 

2018 almost the entire area of the campus is 

built. 

The campus design was evolved after research 

and analysis of understanding the nature of 

modern universities. The urban plan generated 

was based on a simple grid with academic 
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facility and library building upfront and the recreational facilities at the 

back. The male and female hostels were pushed towards the back but at 

opposite ends of the site. The project has continued in phases but the 

language has been consistently coherent. The hexagonal theme is repeated 

throughout the design. The hexagon takes the shape of the courtyard; 

in case of the academic building, is the central organizing element from 

which generates the axis leading to each of the secondary functions in 

This exaggerated contextual-ism has 
the virtue of showing a post modernism 
idea in its ultimate form, the idea that 
cultural and functional requirements 
should have priority over a homogenous 
expression and simple unity. In this 
cheerful building environment an order 
of hexagonal motifs, used at different 
scales binds the variety together.
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the academic block. This spatial arrangement 

creates an interesting play of positive and 

negative spaces with the courtyard being the 

nucleus. Thus underlining its importance as it 

not only binds the campus together but is also 

a space for various functions throughout the 

year.

The hexagon is repeated in different buildings, 

in the sports complex the facility is designed as 

volley ball and badminton courts with seating 

along the periphery. The hexagon in this case 

is a closed nucleus capped by a pyramidal roof. 

Secondary functions such as squash courts, 

gymnasium, games room, services and stores 

are arranged on the sides of each hexagon. 

An interesting composition of three hexagons 

is seen again in the other faculty block. A 

linear arrangement of spaces is linked to a 

composition of three hexagons which is used 

as lecture hall. The hexagonal void in the entry 

lobby reinforces the hexagonal theme. 

A characteristic rectangular shape might be 

deciphered as a teaching block of LUMS where 

students churn out one idea after another. 

The campus has now become the significant 

building type of the early nineties, the most 

suitable place for architectural expression 

and symbolism. LUMS University and its 

subsequent building take some of its previous 

urban ideas to an extreme. This exaggerated 

contextual-ism has the virtue of showing a 

post modernism idea in its ultimate form, the 

idea that cultural and functional requirements 

should have priority over a homogenous 

expression and simple unity. In this cheerful 

building environment an order of hexagonal 

motifs, used at different scales binds the variety 

together.

Beyond the material rational simplicity, there 

are still other forms and materials, so the 

effect of a complex oeuvres is, as in HFA’s work 

omnipresent. And the abstraction of themes 

is so great or subtle, that they are occasionally 

missed. The grid of brick and polished glazing 

all is a celebration of art, the local context of 

darwaza (that of entry) and the significance 

of building types. The complex is understated 

and ambiguous enough to require patient 

analysis, even architectural cryptography. 

There is no question that as a post modernist, 

contemporary architect HFA is a minimalist 

His stance like that of the 
‘grid lines’ which inhabit 
his work, is heroic. HFA 
says that; “architecture 
is quite simply supreme, 
the highest and noblest 
activity of individuals 
and their civilizations”.

who confines himself to one or two materials 

from which he constructs his intricate 

architectural details. The grey concrete and 

brick follows one almost everywhere, from 

the main academic block, to the hostels and 

mosque although it is punctuated by slight 

articulation and details which define different 

parts of the area with a specific character. This 

is place making of an allusive sort; a building 

with no specific interpretation that unlocks its 

secret, but many different keys that work on 

parts and combines to make it whole.

The campus is coherent in terms of material 

palette and architectural language. Since brick 

is used throughout the exterior of all facilities it 

ties the campus together; compounded with the 

use of punch windows and the vertical bricks 

running horizontally to create bands at the sill 

and lintel level in all the buildings. The campus 

buildings are designed along the lines of 

orthogonal geometry and the hexagonal theme 

with each having a consistent architectural 

language of celebrated portal entrances, 

material consistency and a clear guiding 

axiality of the campus. The concrete banding 

becomes the highlight in the development of 

later phases and brick in façade is then used as 

an infill. Basically, he has used his universal 

grammar of concrete structure with an infill 

of Lahore bricks and glass to speak about all 

the important functions, housing, assembly, 

classrooms, student union, sports complex, 

cafeteria, mosque and so forth.

The LUMS University is a geometrical ‘tour 

de force’ with interesting interiors especially 

around the main entrance portico. HFA was 

one of the first of the new wave to emerge from 

the shadow of Le Corbusier who dominated 

French architecture even after his death. 

Although HFA’s exteriors may veer towards 

the Corbusier in the handling of light, the 

rationalist grid, regular glazing and flat roofs 

but behind these severe facades the play of 

spaces are integrated with great fluidity and 

confidence.

His stance like that of the ‘grid lines’ which 

inhabit his work, is heroic. HFA says that; 

“architecture is quite simply supreme, the 

highest and noblest activity of individuals and 

their civilizations”. He has a utopian idealistic 

philosophy but one tempered with pragmatism. 

He believes that architecture can instruct us 

how to live but that it is still the individuals 

that determine how they will go forward in this 

new age. 

“The function of a space only exists when we 

act in that space”.

Unless the form is determined by its content, 

architecture is inevitably devoid of meaning. 

The content that inspires and engenders form 

is exclusively the product of the creative spirit, 

and though an architect may not be aware of 

it, he always will be imbued with the spirit of 

place.

The article was first published in 

ADA Volume 1 Edition 1, 2008




