
The Alhamra Arts Council buildings 

constitute a performing and visual arts 

complex that has become Pakistan's 

leading cultural centre. 



For having created a significant cultural complex as a continuously 

used art forum in the city of Lahore, while interpreting traditional 

Mughal style by way of a modern architectural vocabulary. The whole 

complex is a rare example of flexible spaces, and has enabled several 

additions to be made over time, each of which has in turn enhanced 

rather than detracted from, its overall architectural value. This is a 

very popular and successful public building, projecting its 

complexities in a simple and powerful manner. 





A former Imperial Mughal capital, Lahore 

is a city rich in an architectural heritage 

that reflects the political fortunes of its 

historic conquerors. The modern city was 

organized along a pattern set primarily 

by the British duringtheir hundred-year 

colonial rule of the Indian subcontinent. 

The Alhamra Arts Council is located at a 

corner of the old Mall Road that was laid 

during the colonial period to connect the 

city centre with a military cantonment to 

the southeast. At one end of the Mall, 

now called Shahrah Quaid-e Azam after 

Pakistan's founding father, are large, brick, 

state buildings intermixed with structures 

reflecting nineteenth-century British Neo

Gothic and local Mughal traditions. The 

other end, further from the city centre, is 

less intensely developed and retains the 

characteristics of a grand boulevard. 

When the British left the subcontinent 

in 1947, Pakistan emerged as a country 

in search of a cultural identity. In the 

immediate postcolonial period, two 

architectural directions developed, 

one based on the International Style and 

heavily influenced by Le Corbusier, the 

other on the Brutalist style of the 1960s. 

Attempts to replicate local motifs in 

modern building materials led to a hybrid 

mix of mannerist and eclectic effects. 

Other arts were also developing 

during the immediate postcolonial 

period, including the Alhamra Arts 

Council, a small, new, nongovernmental 

group interested in theatre and art. 

The government of Pakistan gave the 

council its present site, which for years 

was occupied only by a small hut and 

some temporary structures. Most of 

the council's theatrical productions 

were held in the open air. 

By the early 1970s, the council had 

a major cultural presence in Pakistan, 

and its members began consulting with 

architects to plan a permanent building. 

Nayyar Ali Dada, then a member of the 

council, was retained to design a complex 

to be built in four phases, the first of which 

would be a thousand-seat theatre. As 

the first phase was completed in 1979, 

ownership of the site was questioned. 

O P P O S I T E  and A B O V E  Nayyar Ali Dada 

developed a series of polygonal shapes 

that, with slightly tapered walls built in red 

brick, recall historic, red sandstone Mughal 

monuments in the city. The four-phase 

building programme included an art gallery 

(opposite) and three theatres. 





O P P O S I T E  Phase one of the complex, which 

faces on to the historic Mall Road in Lahore, 

is an an elongated octagonal building that 

holds a 1,000-seat theatre and provides 

professional backstage facilities. 

O P P O S I T E  B E L O W  In the third phase a 

450-seat theatre building was added to the 

rear of the first theatre, creating a courtyard 

setting from which the building is entered. 

R I G H T  The tapered walls ofthe buildings 

are opened at the corners, which are glazed. 

The fly tower hovers over the theatre complex 

composed of phases one and three. 
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G R O U N D - F L O O R  P L A N  

To resolve the conflict the state 

government stepped in, and the ensuing 

stages of development were carried out 

under the auspices ofthe government-

controlled Lahore Arts Council, which also 

funded the entire cultural complex at a 

total cost of us $2,000,000. 

Although the complex was designed 

and built over a period of fifteen years, 

Dada retained his basic design concepts. 

He began with the idea that a polygonal 

shape helps with acoustic requirements 

and can be put together in various 

combinations. Another basic premise 
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was the use of solid red-brick walls. A 

major departure from Dada's earlier 

work in concrete, the brick recalled the 

red sandstone of the Mughal Lahore Fort 

and Badshahi Mosque, the two most 

important historic buildings in the city. 

The locally produced brick was also 

the most economical material, a prime 

consideration given the small amount 

budgeted for the complex. 

The first-phase theatre building, the 

only piece of the complex visible from the 

u 
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various facilities has led to the development O 

of soft, public green spaces between them. £ 

The mostly windowless, massive walls, < 

which are the result of the Arts Council's 5 
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colourful murals and sculpture installations. 



ISO-SEAT THEATRE 

Mall, is a large, slightly elongated 

octagon, the walls of which appear to 

taper inwards, not unlike the walls of 

Lahore Fort. At the corners, the walls 

are separated to reveal vertical bands 

of recessed glazing, which softens the 

theatre's mass. Two smaller octagons 

that house backstage facilities are located 

on either side of the fly tower and frame 

a rear courtyard. Phase two, built to the 

northeast of the theatre and completed 

in 1984, is composed of four octagonal 

structures symmetrically arranged along a 

central access and housing administrative 

offices and exhibition galleries. The third 

phase, a hexagonal brick building, was 

attached to a back corner of phase one. 

The small auditorium within is accessible 

from the courtyard, a space which 

gained in importance when the third 

phase was completed in 1985. Phase 

four, set at the rear of the site, is two 

octagons, the slightly larger one 

containing a small auditorium for lectures 

1 Foyer below 

2 Stage library 

3 Passage 

4 Rehearsal room 

5 Dressing room 

8 Dying and drying 

9 Sewing and ironing 

10 Lockers 

11 Open-plan office 

12 Void below 

13 Stage 

15 Backstage 



O P P O S I T E  The theatre built in phase 

four sits at the back of the site and adjoins 

an administrative building and practice 

rooms. The theatre holds 250 people for 

lectures and traditional music 

performances. 

R I G H T  The 450-seat theatre constructed 

in phase three shares backstage facilities 

with the large theatre built in phase one. 

B E L O W  The 1,000-seat theatre built in 

the first phase stages sold-out commercial 

performances each night. The octagonal 

shape of the building sets up natural 

sightlines towards the stage. 





T H E S E  P A C E S  A dramatic lobby 

welcomes visitors to the largest theatre, 

which is accessed by two large and 

simply detailed stairs. The two-level lobby 

is partially tucked under the theatre seating, 

which can be seen in the stepped ceiling 

plan. The simple, broad stairs that lead 

to the theatre are in stark contrast with 

the tight spiral staircase that links the 

floors in the nearby two-storey art 

gallery building. 
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T H E S E  P A C E S  The art gallery, built 

in phase two, is composed of four 

symmetrically arranged octagons. The 

two central octagons are double-height 

exhibition spaces, which are connected by 

a mezzanine level. The only natural light 

source is through light shafts in the ceilings. 

and traditional music performances, 

the other containing offices. 

Since phase four was completed in 

1992, more than three thousand people a 

day have used the Alhamra Arts Council 

complex. The courtyard and green spaces 

that flow between the various facilities 

are busy by midday. The theatres 

accommodate two sold-out performances 

each night. The galleries are used for 

exhibitions of artists' and students' 

work, and the practice rooms are 

regularly occupied by music students 

and their teachers. 

Through the use of indigenous 

materials and traditional forms, Dada 

has innovatively recalled the images of the 

Mughal forts without the use of clichés or 

symbols. The Alhamra Arts Council is an 

important response to the issue of identity 

in a developing country. Together with 

its programme of theatre, music and art, 

the complex also restores Lahore's role 

as the cultural capital of Pakistan. 
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