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ECLECTIC EXTRAVAGANZA 
Murlidhar Dawani describes the 'marriage halls' that 
constitute some of the most bizarre and outlandish 

commercial architecture in Karachi 

T he gaudy, unconventional 
marriage halls that line Kar
achi's busiest streets are a com

. paratively recent phenomenon. 
They emerged during the late 1970s to 
accommodate and celebrate the marriage 
ceremony - one of the most important 
social and cultural functions of oriental 
society - and they reflect the growing 
importance of this ceremony in Pakistan. 
The halls cater for the lower- and middle
income group city dwellers who often 
live in cramped, box-like apartments or 
houses. 

Before marriage halls came into vogue 

Above: Marriage halls in North Nazimabad, 
designed by Nasim Siddiqi: varied styles 
include neo-colonial and recreation of a 
rustic grotto. 

lower- and middle-class weddings were 
usually conducted in homes and open 
spaces of the neighbourhood. (Upper 
middle-class people generally used and 
continue to 'use hotels, lawns and gardens 
in the wealthier areas.) The rapid increase 
in population, the break-up of the 
extended family into 'nuclear' farnilies and 
the significance of weddings in the new 
social set-up are all factors that have 
paved the way for buildings to house 
more elaborate marriage ceremonies. 

The changing social values are in turn 
a response to more promising economic 
conditions in the country. From the early 

1970s to the 1980s, Pakistan underwent 
a dramatic economic boom based on 
financial aid from rich Arab States and the 
large Pakistani labour force which went 
to work in those countries, principally 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United 
Arab Emirates. The boom influenced all 
sectors of Pakistani society, and 
particularly affected and upgraded the 
lower- and middle-class life-styles. 

This situation also spurred great 
changes in architectural trends. Marriage 
halls became a status symbol for lower
and middle-class people, and weddings 
were often performed in an ostentatious 
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From top, left to right: Two avant-garde 
designs by Nasim Siddiqi at North 
Nazimabad. 'Shalimar Palace' in North 
Nazimabad, designed by Nasim Siddiqi. 
'Mumtaz Mahal' at Gulsham Iqbal, 
designed by Hamid Siddiqi and 'Decent 
Hall' at Gulsham Iqbal, designed by Abdul 
Majeed Khan. A reflection of the Brazilia 
architectural vocabulary in marriage halls in 
the 1980s in Karachi. 
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and 'flashy' manner, which generated a 
gimmicky-style of architecture to meet 
popular tastes. 

The emphasis in the halls is on fa<;ade 
and charade - mock reality. This is a 
stage for melodrama in loudest possible 
tone. Developers and designers have 
appealed to ordinary people's emotions 
through fantasia and dreamland arch
itecture, adopting a landscape as the 
setting for the excitement of modern life, 
which is noisy, exotic and aggressive. 
Marriage hall architecture is an explicit 
manifestation of popular art; a phen
omenon of the 1970s when popular 
culture was presented in abstract expres
sionism, which triumphed over the con
temporary modern and folk styles. 

The marriage ceremony itself has 
become very elaborate and extravagant. 
Display, demonstration and conspicuous 
consumption are an integral part of the 
occasion. The average wedding can 
involve between 500 to 800 guests, which 
is the average capacity of most halls. The 
colourful ceremonies and rituals of 
marriage are in many ways representative 
of Indo-Islamic culture. The extremes 
of colours and sounds range from 
pulsating sound-tracks to video cameras, 
bright lights and flashy ornaments and 
clothes. 

The basic requirements of a hall are 
very few. Each is divided into two 
portions: ground floor for the groom and 
male guests and first floor for the bride 
and female guests. Every floor contains 
a stage for the bride and groom 
respectively, where all the marriage 
ceremonies are performed. After the 
Nikkah ceremony which also usually 
takes place in the hall, the bride and 

Above: At night the unconventional forms 
of the marriage halls in North Nazimabad 
are picked out in multi-coloured neon. 

groom and their parents receive and 
exchange greetings. After that food is 
served on separate floors for men and 
women. In a final ceremony the bride and 
groom leave for their new home followed 
by a procession of cars. 

Marriage in Pakistan is, however, quite 
a seasonal affair. These venues are very 
busy in and around both Eid festivals, and 
rates are correspondingly higher. In the 
off-peak season (in the Islamic months of 
Ramzan, Ziquad, Muharram and Safar), 
few marriages take place. Superstition also 
dictates that weddings should not be 
performed on certain days and dates. 

The fa<;ades of marriage halls make a 
strong statement about the function of the 
building, and the people it caters for. 
These halls are an amalgam of many 
elements from various styles in modern 
construction techniques, executed in 
fantastic and often weird combinations. 
The eclectic and flamboyant use of 
symbolic elements, such as intriguing 
arches, circular openings, decorated 
monumental staircases, elaborate 
balconies, mouldings and classical orders 
characterized by lavish use of ornament, 
evoke Hollywood's images of The Arabian 
Nights. The layout of most of the 
structures emphasizes display. Sweeping 
staircases and imposing galleries from 
which to view the proceedings can be 
seen in garish tubelight glory from the 
public thoroughfares. 

Typically, the front elevations are 
adorned with marble, polished granite 
tiles, extensive use of glass and modernist, 
streamlined features. The latest trend in 
marriage hall architecture is to install 
rocks and artificial greenery, accompanied 
by fountains and lights. This can create 
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the illusion that the marriage is taking 
place on a film set recreation of woods 
and mountains areas. 

With their mammoth scale, colourful 
features and glossy characteristics, these 
halls have a tremendous visual impact 
upon the urban landscape. At night when 
they are illuminated, the chic but off-beat 
fa<;ades appear even more compelling. 
The designers of marriage halls, often 
small-time architects, have capitalized on 
the opportunity to materialize their 
wildest fantasies and illusions without 
worrying about scale, proportion, com
position, geometry, materials, lucidity and 
coherence. 

The architecture of marriage halls does 
not have a counterpart in other countries; 
nor is it an international fusion of styles. 
However, as a product of the metropolis, 
a tangible reflection of this art can be 
perceived in the neighbourhood mosque 
and residential and commercial arch
itecture of lower- and middle- income 
people. 

Marriage halls are an embodiment of 
romanticism and a reaction to the formal
ity, containment, seriousness and in
tellectual discipline of art and architecture. 
Their strength lies in the commitment to 
feeling, sheer entertainment and freedom 
of expression. They reflect a change in the 
underlying social reality within the once 
ultra-conservative lower- and middle
class people. More specifically, they 
represent the breaking of the shackles of 
traditional culture and the flaunting of 
upward social mobility. 
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