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Following on the heels of the theme of 
MIMAR 5, "Open-to-Sky Space", we are 
taking up again but in an entirely different 
way, a subject broached in MIMAR 1: 
namely, the relevance of imported expertise 
and technology for the client culture in 
countries of the developing world. In so 
doing, our attention is turned towards two 
capitals in the Muslim world, Baghdad, 
Iraq and Dacca, Bangladesh, where efforts 
are underway to give expression through 
building to a national identity. Although the 
two operations, renewal and expansion of 
ancient Baghdad begun some three years 
ago and the construction of the capital 
complex, Sher-E-Bangla Nagar designed 
by Louis I. Kahn some 20 years ago, are 
very different in nature, in available re
sources, and in approach, a number of 
parallels suggest themselves and warrent 
discussion. 

Exterior detail of the east facade of the National 
Assembly Building, showing government offices. 
White strips of marble cast shadows at regular intervals, 
thereby modulatillg and giving rythmll to the concrete 
suifaces. 
Photograph: B. Taylor. 



Before setting out to enumerate those 
fundamental issues that allow one to 
meaningfully compare contemporary 
architectural transformations in an Iraqi and 
a Bengali ciry, our position as critic can be 
formulated as follows: The type of 
architecture, like the type of technology, a 
government client chooses to finance is an 
indication of its overall policy for national 
development. The selection of an architect, 
for example, either foreign or indigenous, 
reflects a decision on the part of the powers. 
that be to promote one or another strategies 
for modernisation. Modernisation has, as a 
rule, generally come to be synonymous 
with Westernisation as opposed to reliance 
upon locally-available intellectual and mate
rial resources. Political regimes, as is the 
case with both Iraq and Bangladesh, have 
tended in the past to adopt Western 
architectural models, including the neces
sary technology, expertise and materials, 
even when these are at variance with the 
econornic and political realities of the na
tion. 

The case of Louis Kahn's National 
Assembly building in Dacca is a case in 
point. Nearing completion earlier this year, 
the exterior facades were cleaned and 
scraped, window glass installed, and a por
tion of the edifice - the actual assembly 
chamber - was inaugurated in February, 
1982. Although much of this interior 
finishing work still remains to be done in 
the rest of the building, the major construc
tion is done and reflects what rnight j ustifi
ably be termed a super-human effort on the 
part of the Bangladeshi certainly in terms of 
their national budget, to see the Assembly 

Above, left: Building in the Bangia Bazaar of Dacca 
whose facade was inspired by the architecture of Kahn's 
capital complex. 
Above: Paving with cotlcrete olle of the lIan'ow lanes in 
Bar/gla Bazaar, Dacca's eldest. The colltmst between 
this 1I10St basic kind of improvement with the stupendous 
scale of the capital wldel1akillg bespeaks the illherelll 
cOlltradictiotlS often present 'ill the developmew policies of 
CO/llltl7es like Ballgladesh. 
Photographs: B. Tar/oi-. 

through to completion. But have the ends, 
after all, really justified the extravagant 
means required? 

As recent photos presented in this issue 
partially suggest, the assembly is an awe
inspiring and humbling mass of concrete. 
Above all the scale, vast and difficult to 
relate to as a human being, the proportions 
of certain spaces, and certainly the spectacu
lar mingling of light and darkness in the 
cavern-like interior produce marked emo
tional reactions to this monument of con
temporary architecture. However, the 
kinds of reactions the assembly provokes, it 
would seem, ought in some way to be 
related to the original intentions of the 
architect and/or of his client. What were 
these? 

If the government client in 1962 initially 
wanted a tangible symbol of unity between 
east and west Pakistan, where parliamen
tary democracy was to prevail as a form of 
government, the authorities in Dacca at 
various moments since independence, have 
pursued work on the capital complex as a 
sign of Bangladesh national identity and 
cultural itegrity. Kahn himself, on the other 
hand, expressed his intentions differently: 
" ... the idea which is still the prevailing idea 

38 

of the plan. This came simply from the 
realisation that assembly is of a transcenden
tal nature. Men came to assemble to touch 
the spirit of commonness, and I thought 
that this must be expressible". Further in the 
same text Kahn wrote: "What I am trying 
to do is to establish a belief out of a 
philosophy I can tum over to Pakistan so 
that whatever they do is always answerable 
to it." Whatever concordance there may 
have been between the high objectives of 
Louis Kahn and his governmental client, 
little of. either of the above mentioned 
frames of reference seems to have survived 
in the end result. 

As a symbol of national unity for a 
modem nation-state, whose constitution in
cludes many of the basic principles of par
liamentary democracy but whose actual 
goveming powers since independence from 
the British have most frequently been mar
tial law authorities, Kahn's "Citadel of 
Assembly" (the architect's own terminolo
gy) has a questionable relevance. The extent 
to which the people of Bangladesh, one of 
the very poorest (average per capital income 
US$90.OO a year) populations in the world 
economically-speaking, find anything in the 
architecture of assembly building to identify 
with culturally has yet to be shown. 

This is not necessarily the case for the 
red-brick residences, for ministers and 
administrations, situated on either side of 
the assembly, where in fact the smaller 
scale, the exposed brickwork and presence 
of interior courts have a definite relationship 
with earlier Bengali architecture. The 
assembly, of reinforced concrete and white 
marble strips, has none of these aesthetic 



characteristics, nor does it symbolise indige
nous social institutions. One is left with the 
conviction that the assembly building, so 
clear when reading the plan and so baffling 
as one tries to move through it, reflects the 
somewhat authoritarian policy decision to 
provide Bangladesh with a grandiose land
mark of political, social, and perhaps tech
nological, progress at whatever cost. 

The decision to adopt a modemised 
form of Western construction technology 
for the Assembly illustrates a choice typical 
of many third world countries to adhere to 
foreign concepts and values related to that 
ubiqituous phenomenon called "Progress". 
Portions of the report by Mr. Fred Largford 
published in this issue, who was the en
gineer sent by the architect to Dacca to 
experiment with adapting Western con
struction standards to the local situation and 
to train workers, reveal the kinds oflogistic
al and organisational problems involved in 
what was an attempt at transfer of technical 
know-how. The Dacca complex was not a 
classic "tum-key" operation like so many 
others in the 1960's and '70's; Bengali work
ers in large numbers were actually trained 
on the job by the department of public 
works. This fact not only explains, in part, 
why the building has taken so long to 
complete, but also how it is that Bangladesh 
construction companies are operating suc
cessfully in the Middle East market - as 
Mr. Cantacuzino points out in his article on 
Baghdad. 

Our argument clearly is not that Kahn's 
assembly building was a unique (or single) 
case of training manpower for a modem 
construction industry which was then ex
portable. Rather it is precisely the fact that 
the technology selected for such an enor
mous and prestigous undertaking did not 
contribute significantly to developing the 
overall economic infrastructure of the coun
try. Unskilled and semi-skilled labourers 
prefer to leave the country for abroad, 
where they can earn more, while their 
remittances (as in Yemen and many other 
countries) tend to encourage a consumer as 
opposed to a producer economy. These are 
but several observations of a structural na
ture. 

On a cultural level, Louis Kahn's assem
bly complex and more exactly the Ministe
rial Hostels have had noticeable repercus
sions locally over the last decade. Numer
ous villas in Dacca's most exclusive, upper
class suburbs sport Neo-Kahnian facades of 
red brick with apertures of pure geometric 
form: circles, semi-circles, triangles. Even 
more astonishing was the multi-storey 
building with such a facade to be seen in the 
heart of Dacca's BangIa Bazaar. The prop
rietor clearly hoped to benefit from such a 
decorative allusion to the capital in terms of 
his social and commercial status. The 
Kahnian architectural idiom, when con
fronted within the social and economic 

Curzon Hall, built by the British colonial administra
tion in Ramna, a new suburb if Dacca, in the early 
20th century. Constructed if red brick, a relatively 
durable material employed in Bengal in the past, the 
hall possesses deep, protected galleries whose scale and 
openings evoke those of Kahn's ministerial residences in 
the capital complex. 
Photograph: B. Taylor. 

context of the old bazaar or that of pre
dominently rural Bangladesh, seems to suf
fer from the effects of a radical dislocation, 
or displacement. There is a surrealistic 
dimension, almost like the 'readymades' of 
Marcel Duchamp, to the whole exercise. 

In the final analysis, what has transpired 
in Bangladesh with a good architect who 
produced a stunning gesture in space and 
form has also occurred elsewhere in the 
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developing world . with less good results, 
(and might happen in Baghdad if one is not 
attentive) namely, architecture and the tech
nology employed to achieve it, become 
vehicles for expressing something (eg. 
national 'identity', 'progress', political or 
religious doctrine, etc) which bears little 
relation to popular aspirations and capabili
ties. The processes by which acceptable, 
even good, architecture comes into being 
materially are every bit as crucial for our 
judgement of the final product as the intrin
sic qualities it may have. To have selected 
designers of talent for public commissions 
such as Dacca or Baghdad is already a 'plus' 
to insist as well that the building-to-be 
demonstrates coherent links with the structu
ral elements of a given society is even better. 


