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In the turmoil following the departure of the British the 

Indian subcontinent was divided into two separate states, 

India and Pakistan, the latter into two entities, namely East 

and West Pakistan. East Pakistan, dominated by its western 

partner, soon became a hotbed for the autonomy movement. 

In 1959 the government decided to establish a second capital 

at Dhaka in East Pakistan, an attempt at bridging the gap 

between the two. Each capital was invested with responsibili

ties which were supposed to be interrelated. The secretariat 

was set up in Islamabad while the general assembly was 

designated to be in Dhaka. However, the movements seeking 

independence continued to gain ground, and the ensuing 

repression from Islamabad sparked off the civil war in 1971. 

With Indian support East Pakistan achieved independence, 

adopted the name of Bangladesh, and made Dhaka its capital. 

In 1962 Louis Kahn was asked to make studies and plans 

for a National Assembly which was to be sited in the 'second 

capital', Dhaka. It was to be a symbol of the democratic 

power and modernity of the state. Begun in 1966, the 

construction work was interrupted by the civil war in 1971 

when only three quarters of the building was completed. 

Work resumed and by 1983, twenty years after it was first 

begun, the complex was completed. 

Bangladesh is a vast plain in the delta of the Ganges and 

the Brahmaputra Rivers. Its huge population depends on the 

rivers, the monsoons, and the level of the waters for its 

livelihood. Its capital, the city of Dhaka, is located on the 

river Buriganga. It is an old trading town that came into 

prominence during the Mughal Period, when it became the 

seat of government for the province of Bengal. Dhaka rapidly 

developed into one of the great emporiums of South-East 

Asia. The construction of the railway in the 1880s turned 

Dhaka's business priorities inwards towards the hinterland of 

India, and changed its character forever. River traffic began to 

lose its importance and the river banks their prestigious 

position. Dhaka's expansion began to spread north of the 

railway line rather than along the river. The old town 

remained Indian while the new town became British, the 

towns separated by the railway tracks which acted as the 

demarcation line between the two. The new section of town, 

called Ramna, continued to grow with the Raj and after 

independence. At present Dhaka has as area of 324 square 

kilometres, and a population of four and a half million. When 

The vertical scale of the exterior watts is modulated by thin strips 
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'here scaffolding would be set; OPPOSITE: Louis I Kahn saw this 
[ssembly Building as his most significant project, intended to many 

modernist principles with his regional sensibilities; OVERLEAP: 
Kahn was fond of castles, which are recalled here in the round 
towers at the entrance, and the moat around the entire building; 
'he ways in which light is modulated in the corridor surrounding 
'he main halt is characteristic of Kahn 's concern about the necessity 
>f having it pervade interior space 





the Pakistani Government decided to establish a second 

capital and assembly at Dhaka they wanted a site distant from 

Ramna. The site allocated for the Assembly Building was 

seven miles north of Dhaka city centre, in a low-lying, flat 

plain. It covers an area of eight hundred and forty acres, and 

is oblong in shape. Louis Kahn had indicated that a thousand 

acres was the minimum amount of land required to meet the 

needs of such a monumental project. Of the eight hundred 

and forty acres that were allotted for the complex, six 

hundred belonged to the Government and two hundred and 

forty were privately owned. 

The original brief called for a National Assembly building, 

as well as three hostels to house the ministers, delegates and 

other officials coming from West Pakistan. Other buildings 

and residences were also included in the programme. When 

the Republic of Bangladesh was formed in 1971. the new 

Government modified the plans, even though construction 

had been going on since 1964. The Assembly was expanded 

to seat two hundred and fifty to three hundred members, 

galleries had to accommodate five hundred visitors, plus 

another hundred for the press corps; a prayer hall, post 

office, commercial bank, library, restaurant, lounge facilities, 

a reception hall and offices for the President, ministers and 

other personnel were also added to the complex. 

Kahn planned the design in five major components which 

were to be placed in a 'necklace formation'. These comprise 

the National Assembly block, the centre-piece of the entire 

project and containing nine blocks, the south block or main 

plaza, the Presidential Square, the east hostels, and the west 

residential block. The layout of the complex is based on a 

main north-south axis, with the Assembly Chamber acting as 

the focal point of interest and attention. This was achieved by 

designing a monumental building for the Assembly itself, and 

by placing the smaller buildings on diagonals to the east and 

west of it. A man-made lake, which they face, separates them 

from the secretariat. 

The Assembly is in the form of a cylinder, in effect, a 

hollow concrete column with perforated walls. The 'column' 

is octagonal in shape, and there are eight sectors on the eight 

sides of the octagon. Against the eight sectors there are eight 

outer blocks. The nine blocks (including the central assembly 

block) interconnect only at levels one and three. The outer 

blocks are interconnected at even levels while the central 

block is connected with the central and eastern blocks at odd 

levels. The plaza entrance south block is not connected to the 

outer blocks at levels four and six. The 'column' is also used 

as a light regulating structure throughout the complex. Deep 

openings were cut out of the wall facades to protect the 

windows and to provide shelter from the wind and rain. 

To the south, the prayer hall forms the entrance to the 

Assembly buildings. This linking resulted from the realisation 

that the meaning of assembly attains a spiritual dimension 

when applied to community participation, which is what any 

Islamic community does when it goes to the mosque. From 

the north, the complex is approached through the park and 

The 'moat' accentuates the vertically of the Hall, which is reflected 
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Presidential Square. Facing the Assembly to the north is the 

Secretariat, with offices, halls and National Library. The 

hostels and dining halls are sited along the edge of the 

triangular lake looking towards the Assembly. Housing for 

the civil servants is to the west of the hostels. Covered 

walkways connect all the hostels to the Assembly. The 

hospital occupies the north-west sector of the complex. 

Vehicular traffic access is from the south. 

Kahn successfully used water in his landscaping design for 

the Assembly grounds. In a country that sees too much of 

water in the form of floods and rains, he managed to over

come the prejudice felt by many, and demonstrated that the 

control of water is what is important. His walled lakes are 

interconnected with drains and canals in a system that 

collects and channels the rainwater away from the site, and 

into the river. 

The design process was influenced by local architectural 

styles, and especially by Islamic pre-Mughal and Mughal 

architecture, especially the Mausoleum of Humayun in Delhi, 

the Red Fort at Agra and the Lal-Bagh Fort at Baharpur. 

Roman baths and pantheons were also studied, and the 

effects of the beaux-arts are also represented in the complex. 

In all, the design embodies a synthesis and interpretation of 

many cultures, endeavouring to be a symbol of universalism. 

Before the complex was started, before even the design 

process began, Louis Kahn established an office in Dhaka. He 

initiated a research programme to better understand local 

architectural styles and the traditions of building, and to 

evaluate the climatic factors that influence the city. He experi

mented with numerous techniques which later helped him to 

establish the methodology for the construction of his complex. 

Kahn wanted to use modern man-made materials that were 

imperfect, and to hide those imperfections with a perfect 

material, marble. His research team worked out the best type 

of forms for pouring concrete, how they were to be built, 

held in place, and be stripped without the necessity of 

rubbing or patching. It was determined that the tallest 

practical dimension for one day's work would be five feet, 

and this became the standard vertical unit of dimension of 

the whole building. Kahn accepted and liked the irregulari

ties of vertical wood forms, but he did not like the cold joints 

left by placing one day's concrete directly on top of the 

previous day's work. So he devised a recessed joint, six 

inches high. These joints, placed at five foot intervals, created 

a design out of a necessity. Their recesses gave him a 

precisely formed horizontal edge both on the inside and on 

the outside. The cold joints and tie holes were covered by 

marble inserts which were set in place later. The marble 

inserts on the exterior are alternately shaped with a project

ing drip moulding and a plain face. On the inside, the marble 

insert became a base at the floor line, and a band course 

halfway to the next floor. The floors are finished with 

terrazzo tiles with marble dividers, borders and bases. 

The Assembly building is constructed in rough-shuttered, 

fair-faced concrete inlaid with bands of white marble, the 

latter mask construction joints and incorporate drip mould

ings. Piling is Franki piles. Reinforced by bearing walls with 

masonry arches and reinforced concrete ties were used for 

the hotels and hostels. The reinforced plain, ribbed or 

coffered slabs were left exposed. This was the first major 

building complex in Bangladesh to use concrete as a building 

material. 

All the hostel buildings, the houses, and the outpatient 

departments are made of reinforced brick masonry-bearing 

wall construction. Since Bangladesh has abundant supplies of 

silt-rich clay, brick has long been a traditional and popular 

building material. It is both durable and inexpensive. In the 

recent past it has been supplanted by cement or concrete 

blocks which are faced with a stucco plaster. For the last 

century, stucco has been the most common facing material in 

Dhaka, but it peels and goes black with the monsoon and 

requires frequent whitewashing. Exposed brickwork, 

however, requires a minimum amount of maintenance. Kahn 

wanted the exposed brick work to be the only form of 

decoration, and so he meticulously designed sample walls, 

joints, arches, and stairs which were to act as the models for 

complex. They all had to meet his high standards. He even 

built a sample building in Dhaka which still stands. 

Lighting in the Assembly Chamber was designed to be effect

ed by a combination of diffused natural and artificial light. 

Maintaining a consistent illumination level, a balance 

between the natural and the artificial, has proven to be a 

problematic issue in the building. There are similar problems 

with the lighting in the prayer hall. Acoustics have also 

proven to be deficient, and there have been many complaints 

about echoes and reverberations, especially in the Assembly 

Chamber. Many of the areas that were intended to be 

naturally ventilated had to eventually be air conditioned, 

including both the mosque and the Assembly Chamber. This 

has added to the cost of the upkeep and maintenance of the 

buildings, and it is an extra load on the electricity system of 

the city. 

Some of the design features have also been a problem. The 

first and foremost being the complexity of the design which, 

especially for people unaccustomed to the layout of the 

buildings, causes disorientation. The intricate circulation 

patterns, as well as the complex vertical and horizontal 

orientation of the buildings adds to the confusion. Employees 

suffer because they feel that they have been cut off from the 

outside world by the massive concrete skin that envelops 

them. It is a building that is inward by nature. Its enclosed 

spaces are foreign to the local population which is used to 

open, low buildings with deep verandas, high ceilings and 

large windows. 

Architecture in humid zones is designed to admit breeze, 

and keep out the sun and the monsoon rains. Louis Kahn's 

building is only partly effective in responding to the local 

climate. The climate of Dhaka caused many problems for the 

complex as a whole, but especially for the four office wings 

with their deep window openings. The wind driven rain was 





so frequently of such a destructive force that the windows 

had to be covered. This was done with pre-cast concrete and 

panels of glass tiles; a violation of Kahn's rules. The original 

timber windows did not weather well and warped. They had 

to be replaced by aluminium frame windows. The heavy 

rainfall in Bangladesh was not correctly anticipated by ICahn, 

and rain has penetrated parts of the brickwork. The large open

ings while good for ventilation are bad for windswept rain. 

Its overall unfinished form of construction, the concrete 

facade, does not show any major signs of ageing. 

Some of the facilities attached to the complex are not 

being used for the purpose for which they were designed. 

The hostels, built to house members of the National 

Assembly, are now occupied by the staff and families of the 

military administration. What was to be a hostel for 

government officials functioned briefly as family residential 

quarters during the military rule of General Zia. It has now 

been divided into three civilian areas of accommodation: 

firstly, for non-residential MPs, from rural areas, who come 

to stay for the session; secondly, permanent accommodation 

for residents of the Dhaka constituency; and thirdly for 

civil servants. 

It is difficult to evaluate the total cost of this complex since 

its construction spanned a period of more than twenty years. 

In 1962, Louis I Kahn was selected to be the architect for the 

masterplan of this project. In 1964 an agreement was signed, 

and construction work began. By 1970 the work had already 

begun to slow down because of lack of funds. In 1971 civil 

war broke out, and East and West Pakistan became sepa

rated. Work on the complex was suspended. On December 

16th 1971. Bangladesh received its independence, and the 

concept of the Capitol Complex changed to that of a 

National Assembly. Work on the building recommenced. In 

1974 Louis Kahn died, and the Government engaged the 

firm of David Wisdom & Associates to secure the continuity 

of the design principles. Work progressed, and by 1982 an 

assembly session was held in the building. The completion 

of the project took another year. 

The Public Works Department is unable to give exact 

figures for the total cost of the complex, but the sum of TK 

1,332.38 million, or US $53 million has been quoted (in 

1983). Today, an average building in Bangladesh would cost 

about US $260 per square metre. The building of the Assem

bly cost US $650 per square metres in its day. Whatever its 

true cost, the budget for the National Assembly complex is 

largely surplus to that of any other construction undertaken 

in Bangladesh. The entire project was paid for with 

government funds. 

The annual maintenance and operation costs of the 

building was estimated by the Public Works Department to 

be TK 52.43 million, or about US $2 million in 1983. This 

includes the cost of the electricity, water, sewerage, land

scaping, and the salaries of the maintenance staff. This is an 

enormous annual cost for a country to support, especially 

one that has other urgent social and economic priorities. 

The same language of openings, used on the building exterior, is 
carried over into the corridor walls; OPPOSITE: The corridor in the 
Assembly Building was seen as more than afunctional circulation 
space, and recognised, in scale and profile, as the place where 
political decisions are actually influenced; OVERLEAF: The semi
circular form of the Assembly Hall stems from the architect's belief 
in the concept of gathering, as an elemental human institution; 
ground-floor plan; site plan 
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Louis Kahn's grand and powerful concept for a National 

Assembly in Dhaka dominates its setting like a fortified 

citadel. Its symbolic and aesthetic impact on the landscape is 

undeniable. In spite of the upheavals that the country 

suffered through the twenty years that this monumental 

complex took to be built, it did build it. 

It required an enormous local effort to keep up with the 

design and the high quality of the construction techniques 

required for the project. The fact that it was finally completed 

is a testimony to the commitment and the enthusiasm of the 

Bangladesh Government, the Public Works Department, and 

the construction workers. They justifiably express and 

manifest enormous pride in their ability to have undertaken 

and completed such a monumental enterprise. It has become 

a model for the pursuit of excellence in the architectural 

community, and a symbol of the country's desire for social 

and technological progress. 

The National Assembly has had a direct hand in helping 

the formation of the country's first school of architecture, 

inaugurated in the 1960s, and that of the Institute of Archi

tects of Bangladesh, created in 1972. It encouraged the 

renaissance of architecture as a profession, and that in a 

country where most of the building work is carried out by 

untrained individuals or construction engineers. It influenced 

students, and directly helped to produce talented architects. 

It also gave a big boost to and encouraged the building trade. 

The two basic materials, concrete and brick, that were 

used in the construction of the Assembly were shown at their 

best. Although concrete is too expensive a material for the 

majority, the use of bricks flourished. In Dhaka alone eight or 

nine new brickworks have been built, and this has opened 

up a new job market. The building of the National Assembly 

also benefited the workers and local craftsmen. The skills and 

experience gained by them on the construction site has 

equipped them for many other projects in the region or the 

Middle East. 

The National Assembly is considered unanimously by the 

inhabitants of Dhaka to be an important complex, a landmark 

in modern architecture. They are proud that it is in their city. 

They look upon it as a unique building endowed with 

national and international significance, and making a positive 

contribution to the culture and the environment of Bangla

desh. Even the political opposition is in favour of this 

complex; its high cost is justified as a symbol for the better

ment of the future. 

Throughout the political, social and economic turmoil of 

the past decades, the people of Bangladesh have been able 

to sanely and wisely differentiate between the human and 

social concept of what this complex represents. For 

individuals aspiring to justice and democracy the Sher-e-

Bangla Nagar complex stood as the symbol of an attainable 

and tangible ideal. 

By its virtue as great quality architecture the National 

Assembly created an overall awareness of innovation, 

composition, and design in the country. Its original synthesis 

of traditional culture and heritage with a totally modern spirit 

and design has created a new and contemporary identity in 

Bangladesh. The genius of Kahn, his geometric order and the 

complex mathematical values of his design, like those of a 

many-faceted precious stone, permeates the building. 

It has attracted international attention, and an Aga Khan 

Award. In spite of the huge costs, the people of Bangladesh 

are justifiably proud of their National Assembly, and consider 

it an investment in their future. 

FROM ABOVE: Kahn's enlightened rationalism is most evident in 
the Pythagorean logic of his forms; by recreating in concrete the 
ubiquitous parasol, used by Bangladeshis to protect themselves from 
the sun, Kahn has not only demonstrated his virtuosity in this 
material, but also his keen sense of observation and belief in meta
phor; OPPOSITE: Looking towards the rostrum in the Assembly Hall 


