
Profile 

MIMAR presents a Pakistani architect's 
thoughts on issues related to Islamic 
architecture and the search for new 
appropriate models for developing 
countries. 
Yasmeen Lari has been in private practice in 
Karachi since the mid-1960's. She was trained in 
England at the Oxford Poly technique and re
turned to Pakiswn to "unlearn and relearn" the 

MIMAR: In the past few years, Islamic 
ideology has become important in the gov
ernment's thinking in Pakistan. How do 
you feel Islam could or should effect the 
country's architecture? 

Lari: Many aspects of the Islamic heritage 
are important for us. Islam teaches humility, 
which could be reflected in our buildings -
for instance they can be kept low to denote 
a rejection of ostentation. Secular and reli
gious life is not separated in Islam and 
buildings for trade and travel have their 
parallels in religious architecture. The same 
plan can be used for a number of different 
functions. To paraphrase Professor Grabar, 
"the main concern of Islamic architecture 
did not lie in the maintenance of certain 
forms, but the expression of certain activi
ties". Islam suggests interiority as a concept. 
The outward form of a building is not 
considered important. The buildings are 
self-efacing, and the exterior gives no in
dication of the importance of the building 
nor of its interior spatial organisation. Even 
an important monument like the congrega
tional mosque is usually obscured by build
ings of secondary importance such as the 
bazaar. The grandeur and beauty of a build
ing is revealed only when you enter its 
portals. The inward-looking character, the 
focus on enclosed space and the element of 
surprise are used in buildings, in gardens 
and as an important feature of city design. 
These aspects are stilI visible today in the 
medinas of ancient towns like Lahore and 
Peshawar. 

Islam discourages excessive expenditure 
on buildings and encourages the judicious 
use of resources. For both hot-dry and 
hot-humid climates, architecture was used 
as a means of tempering the environment. 
Excessive stress on standards and exorbitant 
expenditure in order to create political and 
status symbols in the race for modemity 
must be resisted. 

I believe that the lessons Islam teaches us 
can be of importance, if we do not interpret 
them stylistically or blindly. 
MIMAR: One has had to contend with a 
break with the past Muslim heritage of 
Pakistan and the adoption of Western mod
els. How, in your view, has this effected the 
image of an indigenous Islamic architecture? 
Lari: Independence did not lead to a 
qualitative break from the colonial social 
and organisational systems. Our present is 

Yasmeen Lari 

realities if architectural practice in the country. 
She has been involved in the design if a broad 
range if building types; from tourism develop
ment schemes if single hotels to waterside resorts; 
arui a number if urban and rural planning 
projects. Her work covers both the private and 
public sectors and she has been a consultant to 
international agencies such as the World Bank. 
She has always been an outspoken critic of 

"Can we architects 
working in the Third 
Wodd afford to consider 
projects in isolation? ... the 
issues are more serious than 
the design of aesthetically 
pleasing or even good 
buildings. " 

only a quantitative and superficial variation 
on the colonial past. Its ideology alien to our 
culture and its architecture a rather interest
ing imposition on our own. 

The majority of Westerners have ac
quired their perceptions of Islamic 
architecture from buildings like the Bright
on Pavilion, films on the Arabian Nights 
and other "popular" interpretations of Mus
lim culture. The perceptions, of even our 
own Westem-educated elite, are heavily 
coloured by the Western media; they are 
lacking in any but a superficial knowledge 
of our Islamic heritage. It is not surprising 
then, that our cities are dotted with build
ings designed by both foreign and local 
architects which can at best be called 'instant 
Islamic'. Their image is created by the mere 
application of certain elements of the 
facades. In other respects they are poor 
imitations of buildings found all over the 
Western world. 
MlMAR: I know that you are a strong 
advocate of developing indigenous exper
tise. But don't you think that architects 
from other countries may have a contribu
tion to make in local architectures? 
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architecture and its practice in Pakiswn . 
In 1980 she was elected president if the 

Architects Institute if Pakiswn and in 1981 
became an advisor to the government on the 
formulation if a new Housing Policy for the 
country. 

MIMAR's Hasan-Uddin Khan has known 
Lari for over ten years, and here presents some if 
her ideas .from writings and conversations. 

Lari: Perhaps. But the Pakistani experi
ence in this respect has been negative. For 
example, Edward Durrell Stone did some 
very important buildings in the country, 
and was the first to create this "instant 
Islamic". I remember being in the offices of 
the Capital Development Authority when a 
building model was supplied along with 
models of different kinds of domes, so that 
the chairman could choo se the one he 
wanted! May be that is why I think it is so 
important that local architects be involved 
when these things are being done. We don't 
have many good architects in Pakistan, but 
unless they are allowed to become involved 
in the major projects in their own cities, 
how are they going to get better? 

There is a Westem me riel that we tend 
to adopt, and this is the time to rethink and 
redefine our needs - only then can we 
create something new, different and 
appropriate to our culture. 
MlMAR: Perhaps I can try tv gC[ you to 
define the kinds of appropriate models you 
think should be developed. 
Lari: The crucial problem for the people 
in the Third World is simply survival. 
Nonetheless we tend to build structures 
which are expensive, which depend on 
technology we do not possess and for 
which the maintenance is beyond our 
means. The buildings conserve vast 
amounts of energy and are a drain on city 
resources rather than conttibuting to the 
environment. The buildings for the pri
vileged few absorb such a large proportion 
of national wealth that not enough is avail
able to the general public. 

Can we architects working in the Third 
World afford to consider such projects in 
isolation? Can we close our eyes to the fact 
that the issues are more serious than merely 
the design of aesthetically pleasing or even 
good buildings? One may eqioy planning 
such edifices, but to the common person 
they are unreal, totally unrelated to his 
problems and able to do nothing for his 
spiritual or physical well-being. What then 
is relevant and appropriate? What should be 
the scale of expenditure on such buildings? 
Should the designs reflect concern for a 
resource-conserving future? In this context 
we would do well to remember that Islam 
encourages the judicious use of resources 
and discourages excessive expenditure on 
buildings. 
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tii Text compiled by 
MIMAR's editors. 
Drawings and photographs 
courtesy if Lari Associates. 

Lari House, Karachi 
Lari House, Karachi, Pakistan (1973) 

The site which is approximately 1505 
square metres has a drop of sixteen feet (5 
metres) across it. The house sits at the edge 
of the drop and has a twenty foot (6 metres) 
cantilevered verandah which gives a drama
tic view of the garden below. The house is a 
reinforced concrete framed structure with 
brick facing. 

The structure is based on a four foot (1.2 
metres) grid with exposed beams support
ing pyramids of asbestos cement. Some of 
these have openings which act as wind 
catchers, which is a traditional element that 
is used in this region to encourage air 
circulation. 

The internal layout itself is based on an 
open plan, except for the bedrooms. The 
overall design allows for a continuous flow 
of breeze throughout. 

First floor plan 

Graund floor plan 
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Left: Plans 
1. Drawing/dining 5. Children area 
2. Study 6. Kitchen 
3. Bedroom 7. Laundry area 
4. Bath 

Photographs by S. Lari 
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Khan House, Karachi, Pakistan (1969). 

The Khan House, located in the Defence 
Officers Housing Society; an upper-income 
residential area of Karachi, was Yasmeen 
Lari's second house (the first being for her 
brother). It is for Mr. Naser-Ud-Deen 
Khan, a company executive. The house is 
on a square comer plot of approximately 
1000 square yards (836.13 square metres) 
and has a covered area of around 3,000 
square feet (278.7 square metres). At that 
time it was common for houses to be twice 
that size. 

The three bedroom dwelling was de
signed dividing family and entertainment 
areas. The large open dining and living area, 

Khan House, Karachi 

defined by a change of levels, is covered by 
a ribbed roof designed by the structural 
engineer Mr. E .!. Sheikh. 

The house reminiscent of desert 
architecture, with its lime white-washed 
plastered walls, its intimate internal court
yard surrounded on three sides by the 
building, and its split-level floors and gar
dens provide the house with a pleasing 
simplicity and sophistication. 

Right: Floor plan 
1. Entrance hall 4. Dining 
2. Kitchen 5. Living room 
3. Staff rooms 6. Bedrooms 

Photographs: M.N. Khall Plan 
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Anny Barracks for sixty men (July 
1981). 

Area: 6000 square feet (557.4 square metres) 
Construction: Vault and dome 
Materials: Walls - locally manufactured sun
dried earth brick with foundations ofbrick, with a 
damp-proof course of bitumen. Roof - covered 
with a lime plaster; floors - cement concrete 
poured in place; inside finish - mud plaster 
mixed with straw. (This process has been well 
recorded by the British during the colonial era.) 
This plastering took 3 days. 

Quite often I initiate projects. For example, 
a year or so ago I talked to the President of 
Pakistan about appropriate buildings in 
mud. He was supportive and as a prototype 
with the help oflocal builders constructed a 
two-room mud building. It was a learning 
process for all of us. In the beginning the 
masons refused to work without shuttering I 
They regarded this as a retrogressive step 
and below their dignity! I had to persuade 

Army Barracks, Bahawalpur 

them, cojole them into building this way 
with promises that this prototype could lead 
to more work and even some publicity. 
This building system was used for the 
subsequent sixty-man barracks. The 
masons were given the drawings but were 
allowed to alter the methods of construction 
to best suit themselves. This way of work
ing proved to be productive. 

I then showed the building to several 
high ranking officers in the army who were 
also supportive but somewhat reluctant to 
change usual army procedures for building 
through letting out contracts. Luckily with 
their support I was able to convince them 
that this method of building, especially for 
remote rural areas, would ease their build
ing problems as soldiers themselves could 
easily construct such buildings rather than 
having to import both materials and labour. 

In March 1981 the go-ahead was given 
and work started. By early July the troops 
moved into the 6000 square feet vault and 
dome building. The total project took only 
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four months to complete, whereas a similar 
standard army building would take at least 
twice that long! The cost was about 55% of 
'normal' building costs. 

I see myself as an activist where I try to 
mobilise a patron, get a project going and 
hope that others will follow up on it -
which they will if the work is successful. 
Strangely enough my problems were not 
created by the army bureaucracy but by the 
core of professionals! The army engineer 
found this approach unorthordox and re
garded it with great suspicion. I was thus 
very careful to see that the project was real 
and did what it set out to do - otherwise it 
would have just been another isolated ex
periment. There is hope that this building 
would lead to other similar projects. 

Below, lift: Plan 
1. Rooms 
2. N.C.O's rooms 
3. Courtyard 
Below: Vault construction 
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Angoori Bagh Housing, Lahore, Pakis
tan (1977). 

Number if units: 787 
Cost: Rs. 14,586,344 ($US 1,459,(00) 
Approximate cost per square foot: IUS 3.00 

This project was part if an ambitious scheme by 
the Government to provide housing for the low 
and middle income groups. Five multiple housing 
schemes in all were designed by Lari Associates, 
consisting if approximately 6000 dwelling units 
varying from one-room flats to two-bedroom 
rowhouses. Because if a lack of funding, the 
project was only partially built. 

The site, which covers 470,000 square feet 
(43,663 square metres), is set off on two 
sides by vehicular roads, and on a third by a 
canal separating it from Katchi Abadi, a 
squatter settlement for whose residents the 
new housing was originally intended. 

Immediately following the Punjab gov
ernment decision to build the new units, the 
community became involved in formulat
ing the brief with Mrs. Lari, the architect. 
After preliminary designs had been drawn 
up, a general meeting was held in the 
Shalimar Gardens of Lahore, attended by 
the political leadership construction com
pany representatives, the architects, the 
liaison group and some 2000 members of 
the community itself Models, sketches and 
other visual and graphic materials were 
presented and a thorough airing of ideas by 
future users brought about alterations in the 
original conception. 

The project was designed with a mini
mum square footage for each unit (300-400 
square feet). They are arranged back-to
back with simple cross wall construction, 
using the cheapest local brick. The cluster 
grouping (14 units) minimises construction 
while providing maximum protection from 
the intense summer sunlight. The verandas 
and courtyards provide cross ventilation 
and increase the small £loor-area. They are 
enclosed with brick grills (djal/is) to ensure 

Site Plan 

Angoori Bagh Housing, Lahore 

Above: Angoori Bagh Housing from different 
viewpoints. 
Photographs: M. Hassan. Copyright Aga Khan 
Awards. 

privacy, allow ventilation and filter sun
light. The £loor slabs and roofs are rein
forced concrete, poured in place. Timber 
frames hold glass windows. All materials 
are produced locally except steel, Which is 
imported and rolled in Pakistan. 

"In Lahore," says Mrs. Lari, "people are 
adverse to living in £lats as they have always 
lived close to the ground. We explained to 
them that in order to accommodate all the 
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families it was essential to go higher. When 
we explained the design, with the help of 
models and drawings, how each housing 
unit even at the second £loor would have a 
courtyard, they agreed to the design. 

"Lahore is a historical city and boasts 
some of the finest Moghul architecture. The 
old city is full of our cultural heritage. It was 
important therefore to design a develop
ment which would blend with the environ
ment and be in continuity with our tradi
tions. In designing this scheme I consciously 
tried to forget most of the lessons I had 
leaamed in the West - both design princi
ples and planning standards. 

o 



Extended elevation 

"I have tried to create an environment 
reminiscent of our old and historical cities of 
Lahore and Peshawar, an environment of 
human scale which would relate well to the 
life-style of our people, both socially and 
climatically. Also incorporated in the design 
are the lessons I learned from working in 
slums among the people living at subsist
ence level. For example, narrow pedestrian 
streets are multi-purpose as children's play
ground, a place for socialising, where peo
ple may take their charpoys (string beds), a 
vendor's s.elling place or whatever. Above 
all! they must be spaces for human interac
tion. 

"I find the five-storey walk up or multi
storey apartment block totally unsuitable 
for the urban poor because of the confined 
space and the way they separate people 
from the ground and from one another. 
Our approach at Angoori Bagh is more 
applicable to the housing problems of the 
poor in developing countries than is the 
Western type apartment block. " 

The units were constructed with 70% 
unskilled labour. They were intended for 
low-income occupants who earned approx
imately Rs. 300 (or $US30) per month. 
When the project was completed in 1975 
the selling prices, including the land, were 
set at Rs. 10,000 for Category I (350 square 
feet) and Rs. 13,000 for Category II (520 
square feet). In 1977 after the units had been 
vacant for two years, it was decided that the 
market value was Rs. 28,000 and Rs. 35,000 
respectively. Ironically, it seems that the 
units were allotted to ' users just before 
elections for an advance payment of Rs. 
5000. Once the people had moved into the 
units they refused to pay anything more. 
However, the actual residents are not pri
marily the poorest classes, but are from the 
upper middle class income group. The 
failure on the government's part to recover 
a larger proportion of actual costs precluded 
the financing of the later phases of the 
project, including the social and commercial 
facilities. 

First floor plan 

1. Sitting room/Bedroom 
2. Kitchen 
3. Bath/Shower areas 
4. Verandahs 
5. Open courtyard 
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Jacob Lines Redevelopment, Karachi, 
Pakistan 

The Jacob Lines area is located in the healt of the 
city of Karachi. It is a residential neighbourhood, 
still predominantly occupied by squatters, some of 
whom have lived in the area for over twenty jive 
years. The area covers 650 acres (263 hectares) 
and houses ·approximately 16,500 families, of 
which 12,000 live in juggies (make-shift hous
ing) and 3,500 are the families of armedjorces 
personnel. The land belongs to the armed forces 
and is administered by them. Over the years the 
area has become run-down due to overcrowding 
and inadequate services. The present military 
government decided to redevelop the Lines area, 
upgrading it but attempting to provide housingfor 
most of the present inhabitants. 

Above: Jacob Lines redevelopment area: strategi
cally located in the healt of Karachi is prime 
income-generating land. 
Right: Present land use map. (For the key refer 
to the chait below). 

Acres 

Lines Redevelopment, Karachi 

Acres 
Total Area 661.5 • Housing 226.8 

• Military Land 190.5 

• Existing Institutions 57.4 

Roads 79.4 

Bus Terminus 10.6 

• Bazaar 2.5 

Sector 1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 

Total 
Area 
37.1 
32.3 
21.9 
35.6 
10.1 
27.8 
27.4 
34.6 

--_._---------------- --_.-_ .. _ .. _----
Amenities High rise Walk-up Cluster Total 

Area Units Units Plot Units 
5.7 576 182 1820 2578 
3.0 432 70 1 770 2272 
0.7 432 70 1255 1 757 
1.4 432 70 2155 2657 
0.1 760 760 
1.3 432 84 1590 2106 
0.8 432 98 1560 2090 
1.0 432 98 2165 2695 

• Mixed-Use 61.7 Total 226.8 14.0 3168 672 13 075 16915 
Commercial Development 
CiteCl- C9 Reservoir 

.-.. --.~ .. - -.. - .-.---.---.. - ... - -.. - .-.. -.-.,.-- ... -.-- ... _------_._----._.---_.'_. __ ._._--_. __ .-----,_ ... __ ._.~ 
12.2 

• Health/Education Site 8.9 • N.C. Flats 11.7 

After consulting the councillors and repre
sentatives of the Lines area, Yasmeen Lari 
recommended that the only viable approach 
to redevelopment was to improve it on a 
self-financing basis. The land would be 
pooled and equitably divided, the infras
tructure laid in the main streets and certain 
areas designed by her planning team. In late 
1980 the government agreed to her proposal 
and twenty-six acres have already been 
cleared and its inhabitants allocated tempor
ary land on the outskirts of the city with the 
option to return at the completion of this 
phase of the work. Each plot will have 45 
square yards, permitting the 'construction of 
two rooms, a kitchen area and a garden or 
courtyard, 

A majority of the Jacob Lines area inhabitants 
live in housing constructed with recycled mate
rials. Small businesses line the vehicular roads . 
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The old sewage and water systems are severely 
inadequate and there is no garbage collection by 
the city. This, coupled with the fact that the 
inhabitants are squatters (and therefore unimpor
tant to the authorities) causes the environment to 
detoriate rapidly , 
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The second phase of the operation will 
be to rebuild neighbourhoods with the 
involvement of the people without having 
to uproot them. As Lari says "It is neither 
just, nor a solution to uproot poor people. 
Given a chance and a boost they can im
prove their own environment. But planners 
must stop being remote from the people 
and slum upgrading should be carried out 
with the involvement of the people them
selves and with the minimum of govern
ment subsidies. The communities must 
play a role in the decision-making and 
implementation of the project." 

It will be interesting to observe whether 
Y asmeen Lari will be able to run the project 
in the way she envisages it. Earmarking 
land for commercial activities and the 
attempt to 'allocate' land fairly, will unleash 
market forces and politicking amongst the 
wealthier population. However, this pro
ject, unlike most low-income urban rede
velopment schemes in Pakistan, has the 
potential of being realised in the manner it 
has been conceived, as both the manage
ment/phasing and financial components 
have been realistically planned. 

Top, lift: The diagram shows how the resettle
ment of the population has been planned. The 
densities will remain close to the present ones, and 
on an average, around 15 to 20 percent of the 
people will be forced to move out of the area to 
alternative (less desirable) land which will be 
provided by the government. 

Existing Population 16532 

Juggies 12966 

Barracks 3566 

Lift: Plan and elevations of a mixed-use commer
cial area within the redevelopment area. The 
urban prqile will change considerably with the 
introduction of high-rise buildings. 
Below: The strategy of redevelopment calls for 
the use of land on the main vehicular roads for 
commercial income generating activities. Some of 
this revenue will be used to subsidise housing in 
other parts of the area . The redevelopment is to 
be carried out in phases to allow for resettling 
existing populations in their original locations . 



Yasmeen Lari Taj Mahal Hotel, Karachi 
Taj Mahal Hotel, Karachi, Pakistan 
(1981). 

The Taj Mahal Hotel in Karachi is an example 
of 'instant architecture'. It took only twenty-three 
months after the word go, to become operational. 
It comprises 450 bedrooms, banqueting hall and 
restaurants, auditorium, pools and a shopping 
arcade. 

The site is close to the commercial centre of the 
city, at the junction of two important roads. The 
owner, a private developer, paid a very high ' 
price for this prime land, and was interested in 
maximum land utilisation for greatest financial 
return and project completion in the shortest 
possible time. Construction started only six weeks 
after Lari was appointed as architect. Building 
approvals were expedited by making special 
presentations to the Cantonment Board (IPhich 
controls planningfor this plot of land) explaininJ? 
the concept and aims of the project and its design 
features. 

The Taj Mahal is not a 'five star' hotel but 
has most of the comforts and services ex
pected of a business quality hotel. It is fully 
air-conditioned. There is a 1,600 seat au-

Ground floor plan 

ditorium with facilities for simultaneous 
translation in five languages. The banquet
ing hall seats over 400 people and there are 
two other restaurants and a coffee shop. 
The showrooms and shops, which were 
incorporated into the design to generate 
funds, are serviced by an underground car 
park. 

It e is noteworthy that this building cost 
around US$12 million in comparison to the 
Sheraton Hotel which is under construction 
in Karachi at a budgeted cost of around 
US$90 million. Internationally owned ven
tures, with foreign consultants, inevitably 
take longer and cost more. There is a 
common assumption that the expertise for 
large projects of this nature does not exist 
within Pakistan, which may be the case in a 
few specialised facilities. If a local architect 
was appointed and acted as coordinator, 
with a brief to draw upon both foreign and 
local expertise, projects might run more 
smoothly and the local profession be given 
a chance to develop its skills. For this reason 
alone the Taj Mahal Hotel, with its short
comings, is an important project for the 
development of architecture in Pakistan. 
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1. Showroom 
2. Stage 
3. Auditorium 
4. Shops 
5. Auditorium Joyer 
6. ConJem,ce rootns 
7. Toilels 
8. Changing rooms 
9. Coffee shop 

to. Lounge 
11. Entrance lounge 
12. Offices 
13. Kitchen 
14. Restaurant 
15. Swimming pool 

ti1 




