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CONSTRUCTION AND KAHN'S 
CAPITAL 

Haroon Rashid interviews Abdul Wazid on his experience in the construction of 
Louis I. Kahn's Capital Complex, Dhaka. 

Introduction 
Louis I. Kahn's Capital Complex in 
Dhaka is an inspiring statement of 
extraordinary clarity and beauty. Its 
compatibility with the socio-economic 
context has often been questioned, with 
some, if very little, justification. Social 
relevance aside, the originality, power and 
aura of the complex are unparalleled in 
modern architecture. That a unique design 
of such magnitude was realized in 
Bangladesh solely with local materials, 
skill and technology, is in itself no mean 
achievement. But what does it mean to 
the local construction industry? 

This was one of the questions put to 
Abdul Wazid, retired Chief Engineer, 
Public Works Department (PWD). The 
discussion provides an insight into the 
realization of a dream and its local 
significance. 

Kahn's Innovations 
The construction of the Capital Complex 
was both an opportunity and a challenge. 
It was an opportunity to enhance and test 
local competence and a challenge because 
of its scale and innovative requirements. 
Kahn's Complex may be credited with 
more than one innovation - the scale of 
the building, the use of as-caste concrete 
and exposed brick masonry. Nothing of 
the kind has ever been attempted in 
Bangladesh before. Even the Frankie 
piles, recommended for the foundations, 
were new to Bangladesh. By a fortunate 
coincidence, Swiss Boring, a company 
with impeccable credentials and broad 
experience, was available for the piling. 
Even their experience had to be 
augmented with that of expatriate 
advisers. But were such piles necessary 
where familiar friction piles would have 
served just as well? It makes little sense 
introducing technology which has limited 
applicability, and this suggests that Kahn 
was not interested in what goes into the 
ground! 

Exposed Concrete 
Kahn was profoundly philosophical in 
temperament. His concern with local 
traditions of construction bordered on the 
obsessive. He wanted the concrete surface 

to bear the imprint of local skill and 
technology . No smear of paint or plaster 
was to adulterate the purity of the surface. 
Kahn preferred the matt surface wrought 
by timber to the gloss left by steel. To 
Kahn, building in the local tradition was 
the only way. Quality attainable through 
the best use of local materials and 
techniques was his ideal. Details and 
specifications were tailored to this one 
end. Kahn was meticulous and left 
nothing to chance. Fred Langford, a 
competent engineer, well-versed in the art 
and technique of construction, was sent 
to Dhaka well before construction of the 
superstructure was scheduled. Langford 
undertook an extensive situation analysis 
of the local tradition of construction. 
Wazid confirms that Langford, 
"understood well the limitations and 
potentials oflocal construction system". 
Through trial and error, Langford 
worked out the exact mix of concrete, the 
right timber, its required moisture 
content, type of form oil, and method of 
casting concrete. Within the limits of the 
local system, he designed the 
configuration and the size of formwork 
to the inclusion of form ties, nails and 
even the waterproofing to prevent or 
minimize leakage. This formwork was the 
basis of details and specifications for 
exposed concrete work of the Assembly 
building. "The fabrication of the 
formwork as designed by Langford" , 
observes Wazid, "required considerable 
skill and precision, beyond the general 
competence of workers who traditionally 
build them". Use of planed lumber with 
tongue and groove joints was a totally 
new dimension in formwork construction 
in Bangladesh. Ordinary carpenters 
worked lumber into formworks in the 
wood workshop to make doors, windows 
and furniture for the complex. 

But did the end justify the means? Was 
the resulting surface worth the trouble? 
Perhaps it was, from Kahn's philosophical 
perspective; but on the mundane and the 
temporal level, the effort seemed futile. 
Wazid contends that, "a better surface 
would have been possible with less 
effort" . While the concrete surface 
provoked ~ubilant' reaction from Kahn 

himself, it failed to arouse general interest; 
so much so that Wazid confesses to their 
apprehension as the Assembly emerged 
from the foundations. "People on the job 
found it difficult to comprehend and relate 
to it. It was not until the marble strips 
were placed in position that Kahn's vision 
finally started to unravel." However, the 
introduction of exposed concrete in 
Bangladesh is a milestone justified by 
subsequent qualitative improvement. 
Exposed concrete today is far superior to 
anything seen before. In appreciating the 
present excellence of exposed concrete 
one has to acknowledge the contribution 
of its pioneer. 

Exposed brick work 
Kahn's first reaction to the colour, quality 
of bricks and exposed brickwork was one 
of disappointment and concern. The 
bricks were uneven in colour, developed 
cracks and had manufacturing defects. 
With the introduction of dry-press 
moulding and furnace oil firing, the 
quality of bricks improved considerably. 
Masons and supervisors, not familiar with 
exposed brick masonry, fortunately, 
proved hard-working and willing 
learners. The results, despite the 
efflorescence and less than perfect 
pointing, are flattering in circumstances 
where both the masons and supervisors 
were unaccustomed to the exacting 
standards demanded of them. The 
exposed brick construction has had 
qualitative and quantitative implications 
for the local building industry. The 
proliferation of exposed brick buildings 
in Bangladesh, post-dating Kahn's 
complex, is indicative of its pervasive 
influence. But the novelty of the system 
has already worn off. Exposed brick 
masonry is relatively expensive and has 
not performed well in the humid tropical 
climate. The plastering of exposed brick 
surfaces in some of the buildings in the 
Complex itself, testifies to this. 

Scaffolding 
"Throughout the construction" , says 
W azid, "it was local materials and systems 
all the way. Even the crowning parabolic 
roof of the Assembly Chamber 117 feet 
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above the floor, was caste by the 
traditional system. The shuttering and 
scaffolding for the roof were locally 
fabricated from steel sections available at 
a PWD store." Traditional scaffolding 
materials were used for all other purposes. 
Local bamboos tied together in grids with 
coconut husk ropes were the basis of all 
scaffolding. Bamboo ramps were 
constructed to manually hoist building 
materials. Even the formwork for the 
arches was in wood and bamboo. Despite 
being different from anything used in the 
West, Kahn was complacent, as this was 
the local tradition responsible for 
centuries of architecture in Bangladesh. 
This, to Kahn, must have been a 
wonderful feeling. The only equipment 
imported was machinery for the wood 
workshop and four tower cranes to hoist 
materials. It was the first time that such 
expensive cranes had been employed in 
Bangladesh. Their use, even after 20 
years, is still extremely limited. 

Conclusion 
Putting his experience in perspective, 
Wazid praises the dedication, 
understanding and unity of purpose of the 
workmen, supervisors and engineers. 
"Even Kahn and his associates spared no 
efforts." Philosophical and poetic as he 
was, Kahn never imposed his views on 
others. He spent hours in discussion for 
no apparent reason other than to 
understand and be understood. Was Kahn 
happy with the progress and quality of 
workmanship? Wazid replies in the 
affirmative, adding, "It was not for Kahn, 
but for us to be unhappy. Construction 
was delayed as drawings were not 
forthcoming from Kahn's office. Delays 
were seldom due to lack of progress in 
construction or inability and 
incompetence of workmen." 

Kahn's buildings "express and respond 
to the materials and means they are built 
with. The system of construction is very 
clear in his building. They are always 
grounded in reality and tradition." 1 

Kahn's Capital reaffirms this principle and 
proves beyond doubt that great works of 
architecture can be built by very simple 
means. Through a clear understanding of 
the tradition of construction, Kahn 
establishes a meaningful interface between 
architecture and means of building. The 
Capital complex achieves integrity . It 
reflects a living tradition of construction 
that is unmistakably of the land. The 
imprint of local material and methods is 
so profound in Kahn's complex, that it 
almost seems to tell the story of how it 
was built. If Kahn's Capital has a lesson 
to offer, it is in the eternal relationship of 
architecture to materials and methods. It 
is this lesson that has provided the lead 
in building capacities and developing 
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skills. Rejuvenation of the lost art of 
exposed brick masonry has stimulated 
demand and manufacture of quality 
bricks; exposed as-caste concrete has 
kindled an interest in purity of materials 
and processes and there are the benefits 
of on-the-job training for numerous 
individuals. Formwork, concrete casting 
and exposed brick masonry, despite the 
high cost and climatic mismatch, have 
surpassed the standards set by Kahn's 
Capital. The singular contribution of the 
Capital is the confidence it has instilled 
in the local construction industry. 

1. Kawasaki, K., 'Interview 2: Thoughts About 
Louis I. Kahn', interview with Cesar Pelli, in 
A + U (Architecture plus Urbanism) Tokyo, 
November 1983, Extra Edition, pp. 217. 

1. The National Assembly Building, 
Sher-e-Banqlanagar. 

2. Huge openings in the exposed concrete 
are set deep to avoid the sun. 

3. The great ambulatory separating the 
chamber from spaces outside. 

4. Abdul Wazid. 

5. The use of exposed brick is seen in the 
hostel for the secretariat. 
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