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1 ABSTRACT 

Modernist architect Louis Kahn’s (1901–74) landscape designs are a significant part of his projects. 
Though these landscapes play a substantial role, like the field, they remain invisible, latent, and 
thus taken for granted in comparison to his architecture(s), which are more visible and dominant. 
Therefore, while scholars have studied his projects extensively through an architectural lens, they 
remain unexplored through the lens of landscape. This paper examines the Kahn-designed 
National Assembly Building Complex (1963–82) in Dhaka, Bangladesh, considering how his 
designed landscape aided in the formation of Bangladesh's national identity during its postcolonial 
(1947) and postindependence (1971) eras. The key question it asks is: How has the paradox of the 
design’s manifesting both a Western receptivity and a traditional sensibility operated in its role as 
a national symbol?  With multimodal qualitative investigation: archival research, field observations, 
and spatial analysis, as well as interviewing Kahn scholars and professionals who were associated 
with the project, my paper aims to reveal the asymmetric power relations, the spatial hierarchy, and 
transcultural exchanges that undergird the project.  In so doing, this paper explores the role that 
Kahn's landscape has played in the formation of Bangladesh's multilayered postcolonial identity. 
Holistically, my study probes into Western colonialism and modernism’s instrumentality in 
homogenizing traditions and cultures across the world.  
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2 INTRODUCTION 
 
In 1963, the Pakistani Government called Louis I. Kahn (1901–1974) to design the National 

Assembly Building Complex in Dhaka, East Pakistan (now Bangladesh). After twenty years, the Complex, 
commonly known as the Jatiyo Shangshad Bhaban, was completed (1983). During that time, the cost had 
climbed from US 15 million dollars to US 32 million dollars, more than double the original estimate; this was 
amid the country’s improvised circumstances of the 1970s/80s and heavy reliance on foreign aid (Shafi, 
2017, p. 25). With time, the Complex became the most important piece in Bangladesh’s nationalist 
landscape and aided in forging the country’s national identity. 

With significant impact both locally and internationally, in 1986, Kahn’s Assembly Complex 
participated in the third triennial Aga Khan Award. However, it was rejected (out of 213 nominations) 
because it was “not ripe” (Master Jury Statement, 1986), rousing controversy. The Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture is given every three years to projects that successfully address the needs and aspirations of 
societies across the world in which Muslims have a significant presence. The jury seems to have been 
deeply divided. To quote one of the jurors, Mehmet Doruk Pamir, the award was rejected because, in the 
jury’s opinion, “It did not represent Islamic architecture and mostly because it was not representative of the 
people of Bangladesh.” This cycle focused on cultural continuity, public awareness, Islamic rootedness, 
and the essence of Muslim culture.  

In the next cycle, the decision was reversed, the 36 million sq. ft. Kahn-designed Complex received 
the Aga Khan award in the 1987–1989 cycle. It was at a time when the country was struggling with its 
democratic stature, facing military rule, and authoritarianism. This jury report stated, “The architect drew 
upon and assimilated both the vernacular and monumental archetypes of the region and abstracted and 
transformed, to a degree of utter purity, lasting architectural ideas from many eras and civilizations” (Steele, 
1994).  While plurality has been an essential characteristic of Islamic architecture and landscape which the 
Trust acknowledges, this paper finds the Complex’s syncretic existence in Bangladesh’s postcolonial, non-
Western context problematic. Thus, the paper offers a critical view centered around this decision and 
argues the Complex to be a neocolonial landscape, leaving it to be a result of “double colonization…going 
through their postcolonial transformations…colonized, decolonized, and then recolonized by global 
capitalism” (Samayeen, 2020, p. 244).  

  
2.1 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

Focusing on Louis Kahn’s landscape design, and its relationship to architecture, my research looks 
at the landscape as a mediatory device as well as an object of representation that aids in the formation of 
Bangladesh’s national identity in its postcolonial (after 1947) and postindependence eras (after 1971). I am 
interested, first, in how and why people and the nation writ large accepted the Complex as a fitting national 
emblem of the newly born country. Second, although Kahn was one of the most acclaimed architects of the 
twentieth century, his landscape design, which is a significant part of his work, remains invisible, and thus 
understudied. Many architects and scholars have analyzed Kahn’s designs (e.g., Scully 1962; Ronner 1977; 
Brownlee 1991; Brownlee and Long 1997; Carter 2005) through a lens of architecture. However, only a few 
have explored work through the lens of landscape. The two authors who contributed to this dearth of 
scholarship are historian Kazi Florian Sauter and Khaleed Ashraf. Departing from Sauter and Ashraf’s 
works, my research centers on nation-building, nationalism, and national identity, examining how tradition, 
culture, and history are exerted in a physical space and place.  

    Since landscape design is a field that is embodied with ideological imprints and embodiments, it 
requires both empirical and theoretical probing. Thus, this research irrespectively relies on the postcolonial 
and social theories of Homi Bhabha, Ernest Gellner, Clifford Geertz, Eric Hobsbawm, Benedict Anderson, 
and visual theory as realized in the landscape, theorized by D. Fairchild Ruggles and Dianna Harris. 
Consequently, bridging the rift between theory and landscape, my paper explores why and how these 
theoretical ideas of nationalism, culture, and sociopolitical mechanisms are manifested in the Complex 
landscape in general.  
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2.2 METHODS 
This research uses a multimodal qualitative method: archival research, field observations and 

spatial analysis, and interviews. The archival research probes communications between state officials and 
the design team and analyzes Kahn’s drawings and models (housed at the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Louis I. Kahn Archive). In addition to archival study, this research depends on spatial analyses of Kahn-
designed sites in Dhaka, India, and the United States. The professional interviewees include Henry Wilcots, 
Kahn’s project architect; Roy Vollmer, junior architect; and Amir Hussein, who was the person from the 
Department of Architecture, Ministry of Works during the Dhaka Complex construction. They all worked 
closely with Kahn on the Dhaka Project. Current officers in charge from the Bangladesh Government’s 
Department of Architecture such as architect Kazi Nasir and government’s PWD officers and arboriculturists 
like subdivisional officer Kazi Md Abu Sayeed, responsible for the maintenance of the Complex landscape, 
provided a lot of first-hand information as well. Other interviewees include Kahn scholars such as architect 
B. V. Doshi from India, William Whitaker in charge of the Louis Kahn archive, Professors Shamsul Wares 
and Qazi Mowla from Bangladesh University of Engineering and Technology, and Professors David Brown 
Lee, David D. Long, and David Leatherbarrow from the University of Pennsylvania. 

  
 

FIGURE 1: The National Assembly Building Complex in Dhaka (previously, was intended to be 
called Ayub Nagar), site location, and proximity to the airport, cantonment. 

 
3 HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 
The commission of the Complex was given to Kahn during a politically tumultuous period for the 

world due to the Cold War. Since the 1920s, several new capitol buildings were built that reflected the 
notion of modernity, adopting modern or Western architectural aesthetics (Khan, 2009). Modernism was 
thus embraced not only in Bangladesh but also in other South Asian cities and the cities of the Global 
South. The preference for foreign architects and importation of designs may seem antithetical to the spirit 
of sovereignty and nationalism, but at that time Western designs were regarded as a way of eradicating the 
stigma of being “of the East,” which often meant being somewhat regressive and antimodern. This idea 
itself was a form of indirect imperialism vis-à-vis the neocolonialism of the West triggered by Western-
educated elites such as Muzharul Islam, a Yale-educated Bengali architect who recommended Kahn, which 
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still dominates the design culture even today. After 1971, Bangladesh was born based on nationalist 
ideologies primarily linked with Bengali/Bangla-speaking groups. Consequently, the nationalist ideologies 
were more pluralistic, secular, and based distinctly on regional characteristics. 

In October 1958, Field Marshall-General Mohammed Ayub Khan took control of the parliamentary 
government of Pakistan by coup d’état. In June 1959, with an approaching election, the central government 
of Pakistan under him decided to create two new capitals, one in Islamabad in West Pakistan and the other 
one in Dhaka, in East Pakistan, to be named Ayub Nagar (Nagar meaning city in Bengali, Figure 1). As a 
military dictator, he pronounced himself devoted to a political system that combined democracy with the 
Muslim faith under his “Basic Democracy.”I He needed the support of East Pakistanis in the election to be 
held in 1965 (Goldhagen and Kahn, 2000, p. 163). Thus, the idea of the second capital was conceived to 
satisfy the growing antagonism of the population with the provincial government of East Pakistan. 
Correspondences show a clear intention to build an identity through the built environment; the client sought 
a politicized image of Islam that they called “Muslim Architecture” with modern techniques.ii Also, memos 
suggest that the perception of Muslim architecture consisted of iconographic elements like domes and 
arches.iii These were also deemed symbolic of modernization and development, in an environment that 
otherwise was rural, traditional, and hence was considered backward.  

In this regard, many foreign architects such as Edward Durrel Stone (1902-1978), and Greek 
architect and planner Constantinos A. Doxiadis (1913-1975) were working in Islamabad, West Pakistan at 
that time. They were figuring out ways of modernization through architecture and large-scale landscape 
interventions.  Kahn was also briefly in charge of designing the President’s Palace in Islamabad. Doxiadis 
had laid a grid in Islamabad and sites were given to different designs to develop within the gridded site. 
However, the grid, a divisive and controlling landscape component, was already a colonial gesture. Kahn, 
who was envisioning beyond his project scope, stepped over the international architects working on the 
same and surrounding sites. Nevertheless, he was eventually dismissed from designing in West Pakistan 
for the failure to provide the demanded Islamic symbols.iv  

To Ayub Kahn, implementing the same dogmas for East Pakistan was far less important; thus, its 
architectural aesthetics were overlooked since it was a political move and fast completion was necessary. 
Ashraf noted, “The decision to make a ‘second’ capital at Dhaka in the eastern region (East Pakistan) and 
to install the National Parliament there, was taken in 1959 not out of reverence for democratic institutions 
but as a bid to placate the growing discontent among the Bengalis against the hegemonic motives of 
western Pakistan” (Ashraf, 1994). Hence, while it was an endeavor to placate the growing turmoil of the 
Bengalis, it was also about bolstering Ayub Khan’s power. After Bangladesh’s bloody birth, the Complex 
name was changed to Sher-e-Bangla Nagar or the City of the Tiger. 

    
4 THE SITE  

With a renewed vision for a progressive Pakistan before Bangladesh’s independence (1971), 
Dhaka’s landscape transformation from agricultural farmland to the landscape of democracy was itself a 
neocolonial stance that began with the site selection. The Western idea of democracy was introduced, 
without appearing to be imposed. Kahn was initially given a site of 200 acres for the design of the new 
Assembly Complex, but this eventually grew to 2000 acres. The site’s expansive and flat land was being 
used for cultivation and a brick-making plant. To separate the new Complex from the existing city, it was 
placed far from the urban nucleus of Dhaka (Figure 1), near the army cantonment, and close to the military 
airport. This model of distancing from the center is not new; modern capital cities such as New Delhi and 
Brasilia were also placed in this way. The architect for the project, Vollmer, wrote that the West Pakistan 
government was naturally concerned with defense issues at the site; security for expected public resistance 
and political upheaval was a major concern (R. Vollmer, personal correspondence, Dec. 12, 2021). 
 The program of the Complex included an Assembly Building for the parliament, a supreme court, 
sports stadium and gymnasium, residence hostels for temporary and permanent housing of members of 
parliament and employees, educational facilities like schools and a library, a hospital, bazaar, recreational 
facilities, and more (McCarter, 2005, p. 259).  Khandker explains that, like with the Capitol of the United 
States in Washington, DC, Kahn enacted a height restriction in conjunction with the effect that other 
buildings surrounding the Sher-e-Bangla Nagar area cannot exceed its approximate height of 194 feet (N. 
Khandker, personal communications, Jan. 9, 2022). This injunction was to create reverence for the 
Assembly Building, which is still followed in the Sher-e-Bangla Nagar area. 

 



March 16-19, 2022 
 

119 
 

 
FIGURE 2:  Site plan, (Roads A, B, C). The Assembly Complex amid surrounding landscaped 
areas, the ha-ha at the bank of the lake, ruin-like housing forms, and ghat-like steps. Photo 

courtesy: Author’s collection. 
 
4.1  Kahn’s Assembly Complex Landscape 

Kahn’s architectural conception of the new Building Complex was not restricted solely to any 
singular built form. Instead, he imagined his design as a cultural ideal that would operate at a large scale, 
integrating architecture, landscape, and the city. In the Complex Kahn created a dialectical relationship 
between architectural forms and the surrounding landscape. Known to be simultaneously a modern, 
postmodern, regional, classical-modern, or Roman-modern architect by different scholars, his works are 
embedded with syncretism. We see this at the Dhaka Complex, which is modernist yet traditional, Western 
yet Bengali, open yet monumental, forward-looking yet reverential. With huge open areas, the Complex’s 
designed landscape is significantly bigger in scale than the Assembly Building (Figure 2), and it plays a 
vital role in constructing Bangladesh’s national identity. Regarding the design process, Kahn used 
landscape esquisses or early conceptual sketches (Carlhian,1979), so that the landscape seems to have 
preceded the architecture. His landscape design at Dhaka, therefore, demands to be read in the same 
sequence—from landscape to architecture and with special attention to the landscape.  

Kahn had a fascination for European castles, and Peter Reed (1989) has written that many of 
Kahn’s drawings closely resemble the aerial photographs of medieval castles, such as Beaumaris. Many 
scholars have referred to the building as resembling Scottish and Estonian castles.  Similarly, the Assembly 
Building of the Dhaka Complex also looks like a castle. Kahn imagined the Dhaka Assembly Building as a 
“Citadel of Assembly.” In his design, it was intended to be visually and axially connected to a “Citadel of 
Institution” in the north within the larger Complex landscape. Kahn’s mind thus dwelled on teleceptive, 
imaginary landscapes, inspired by faraway places. 

In Dhaka, although Kahn had traveled in South Asia when the commission was assigned, the team 
relied on “The Arabian Nights,” the English translation of the Arabic 1001 Nights. Vollmer (R. Vollmer, 
personal correspondence, Feb. 21, 2021) mentions that once he was hired by Kahn’s office, he was 
recommended to read the book by Duncan Buell, Kahn’s office architect, before going to Dhaka.v  
Interpreting Brownlee, it was seemingly an adventure of an unexplored place (following “Adventures of 
Unexplored Places,” Brownlee, 1997). This knack was also seemingly implicated in Kahn’s interest in 
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connecting the past to the present. But this very reliance which they thought could offer Bengal’s closest 
exotic representation also distances the design team from the reality of the region and explicates an 
orientalist categorization of cultural binaries—the “East” and the “West,” or the creation of the “otherness,” 
that Edward Said explained (Said, 1979). The quest also ascertained Kahn’s reputation for searching for 
cultural archetypes. He mentioned “The wish for a fairy tale is our inheritance of first desires. When you 
have desire, but you have no means, all you have to do is wish, and it is still a fairy tale” (Wurman, 1990, 
p. 33).  

The office’s first encounters with the site were through aerial views, which showed a flat land, vague 
plot lines, and a detached view of homesteads, buildings, and streets. Professor Qazi Mowla, who worked 
on the project, explains (Q. Mowla, personal communication, Jan. 12, 2022) that the site was more or less 
with sporadic small-sized water ponds, locally known as dobas, which essentially demarcated lower 
elevation and a mixture of land and water. Despite the annual monsoon, the site was not in the flood plain 
and had not been impacted by the major flood of 1954. For designing the Complex, the whole area was 
leveled, buildings removed, and the low spots were filled in, turning the site into a “tabula rasa.” In January 
of 1963, Kahn first went to see the site, a negative encounter in which he called it “a no man’s land 
completely without distinction; not a contour, a cluster of trees, not a distant landmark” (Curtis, 2013, p. 24). 
The site now gives only a remote trace of the prior landscape. 

 
4.2 Natural and spatial archetypes – water, ghats, and boats 

At this point, Kahn had already visited Mughal landscapes such as Humayun’s Tomb (16th c.) in 
Delhi and the Taj Mahal (17th c.) in Agra. In many ways, these historic edifices are reflected in his designs. 
His characteristic travel to search for “the beginning” continued in East Pakistan; he was in search of Bengali 
essence or “Volume Zero,” as he called it.  He visited Shalbon Vihara, a fourteen-hundred-year-old 
monastery in Moinamoti, eight miles from the district of Comilla, which is by a short helicopter ride, arguably 
his inspiration for the Complex design (N. R. Khan, personal communication, January 2019). In Dhaka, he 
also visited the Mughal Lalbagh Fort (17th c.).  He took a river cruise on the Buriganga river, the beginning 
point of Dhaka, a former port city. The riverine landscape of the Buriganga river fascinated him, and he 
made many sketches.  

These esquisses, I argue, marked one beginning of the Dhaka Complex design; the other was his 
fairytale imagination (Sauter, 2018, p. 275). So, there were two archetypes in the process, one local and 
Bengali and the other Western. In the visit, as one of his sketches depicts, Kahn also saw the colonial 
120egan-baris (Garden house) or Bungalows such as the Ahsan Manzil (19th c.), and even earlier Mughal 
and pre-Mughal edifices as ruins. With juxtaposed forms from the Hindu, the Islamic, and the Colonial-era 
positioned alongside the river, he glimpsed the pluralism that characterizes Bengal. Perhaps the riverine 
landscape became a pleasureful subaltern exotic landscape that Kahn was seeking or perhaps the water 
signaled a Bengali essence that existed, free of modern and cultural essentialism.  

Due to the monumentality and presence of the large water pool and garden, the red Plaza like 
Humayun’s Tomb podium, many scholars also argue about the influences of the Mughal landscape on 
Kahn’s Complex. However, in reverse, this research finds the Capital Complex’s placement amid gardens 
and open landscaped space more akin to modern landscape designs and particularly to those of capital 
complexes and institutional campuses of the mid-twentieth century.  The soaring monumentality is seen in 
the capital of Brasilia in Brazil or large modern corporate campuses like Eero Saarinen’s General Motors 
(1949) in Warren, Michigan, or his ATT Bell Lab (1925) in New Jersey built in that era, which both had water 
(artificial lake) near the building. Instead, Mughal landscapes were mostly established by the riversides (like 
the river Yamuna) with visual and yet no tactile relationship to the water. According to Ruggles and Amita 
Sinha, visuality is determined by cultural codes, and the Mughals established their own “scopic regimes,” 
which could be identified with the interface of water and land (Sinha and Ruggles 2004).  

Also, contrary to the creation of the plaza as in the Mughal example, the relation of the plaza with 
the architecture at the Dhaka Complex rather creates an illusion. Though it appears as if the Assembly 
Building rises from the plaza in reality it is detached from it. With a closer look, the isolation is visible, it 
seemingly rises from the water than the plaza. Therefore, this detachment operates as a ha-ha section 
(Figure 2, 3). For example, there are smaller, checkerboard gardens that step down and then rise again 
creating an inaccessible edge with the lake and thus, a ha-ha. This sectional detail recurs in the crescent 
lake road and its lake edge as well. Kahn’s expansive and exclusive styles use of ha-ha sections and 
landscape infrastructure in place-making makes him a modern-day Lancelot ‘Capability’ Brown, who was 
also popular in instrumentalizing ha-ha in vast English landscapes. 
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Numerous drawings and Kahn’s observations visiting Dhaka’s historic Boldah botanical garden 
(established in 1909) also show Kahn’s keen attention to ghats, a vernacular form that is embedded in 
Dhaka’s Bengali riverscape. These ghats are steps and embankments that act as transitional spaces 
between the water and the land. Framed by the sky and the water, the recurrent ghats are the key elements 
at the river’s edge, functioning as effective community spaces in Bengal. Also found in pukurs or dighis 
(large ponds), ghats are a symbol of a pluralist (found in both Hindu and Islamic cultural landscapes in the 
region) and an iconic placemaking device; they create a riverside horizon, which is inseparable from 
Bangladesh’s identity and collective cultural association. Often tied alongside ghats or floating amid the 
rivers, deshi (domestic) boats are also an inevitable feature of the natural and spatial archetypes. These 
boats were once the primary means of transportation in Bengal, which are now seen in the outskirts of 
urban areas and their rural counterparts These landscape representations also appear in the 500 TK note 
where the boat and the deltaic landscape are symbolized. Along with the national archetype, currency later 
also symbolized the National Building Complex on its 50-taka currency note and the national flower on 5-
taka currency notes 

Kahn’s sketching of riverscapes with boats, ghats, and sporadic ruins peeking in the backdrop 
recreated a Bengali picturesque landscape. Kahn’s oeuvre of travel sketches, resulting from his trips to Italy 
and around the Mediterranean (1950–51) and other European and North American cities, has helped in 
understanding Kahn’s meandering philosophies and idiosyncratic design development. His dramatized 
landscapes with contrasting colors, transforming sky and shadows in his artworks, turned into three-
dimensional design reality in his architectural works that are credited with romanticism. Kahn’s sketches of 
Bengal’s riverine landscape help us to understand the romantic mental imagery he carried (Figure 3, 4) 
into the Dhaka project.  

Though not close in design vocabulary and intent, the National Assembly Building Complex in 
Dhaka was planned like a city with the Mughal component baghs or gardens, water, and rich foliage, in 
conjunction with urban infrastructure. Today, with its civic plaza, gardens, and landscaped area, the 
National Assembly Building Complex stands as a large open space in the heart of the dense city. The 
central Assembly Building is flanked by two open plazas: the Southern Plaza, which opens as the complex’s 
southern entry, and to the north the “Presidential Plaza.” All the residences and institutional functions are 
grouped around the Assembly Building.  

Kahn asserted that in Bangladesh, one needs to think of “an architecture of the land” (Ashraf & 
Haq, 2002, p. 36). By that, he meant molding earth and water to create conditions for his architecture. Kahn 
said, “No building can go in it before the entire site area has plan direction.” One scholar has noted that the 
rural huts in Bengal are built on mounds and that the Assembly Building was also built on a mound that 
was created with soil from the excavation of the artificial lake surrounding it. The Assembly retained its 
supremacy as the “Citadel of Institution” in the composition, set in the center as a crowning element among 
surrounding buildings, lakes, gardens, and plazas. Being a Beaux Art–trained designer, Kahn placed these 
landscape elements with a French idiom such as the use of axes, centrality, perspectival vista, repoussoir 
(a feeling of infinity), and symmetricity. Initially, Kahn proposed some smaller gardens within the North 
premise that emulated the gardens in the Palace of Versailles designed by seventeenth-century French 
designer Andre Le Notre.  
The two major arterial roads are set on the East and West sides of the site going in the north and south 
directions that were meant to give access to the Complex. Later, as major urban spines, they influenced 
the city’s planning and subsequent growth. There are also three major fares (Figure 2) going East and 
West: Manik Mia Avenue (A), the internal site street (B), and Crescent Lake Road (C). While all these 
streets were designed with active sidewalks embellished with plants, Crescent Lake Road, which bifurcates 
the site was specifically designed to be a “promenade” (Figure 3). Kahn’s idea of the promenade or more 
commonly known as esplanades is not new in the region. They echo the way the British Raj has inserted 
colonial infrastructure in the past. Thus, with Kahn, the 1900s discrete planning strategy came anew. These 
promenades, as colonial defense devices, overlooked “White Towns,” military towns, port cities, and 
presidential towns such as Delhi, Kolkata, and Madras in India. They created a buffer against the natives 
or “black towns.”  
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FIGURE 3:  Landscaped areas of Dhaka Assembly Complex reflecting deltaic landscapes and local 

plants; Photo courtesy: Author’s collection. 
 
In Kahn’s design, the lake changed its location several times; initially, in the South, it was then 

moved to the North. But the main idea remained the same. The artificial lake surrounding the Assembly 
building and skirting the red bungalows creates a serene landscape that evokes a new Bengali 
Romanticism. This replication, reiteration, and reproduction of the Bengali riverine landscape archetype 
consequently generate a rejuvenated “genius loci” (or spirit of the place) of Norberg-Schulz (1992).  

The mound rising from the water is a depiction of Bengal’s omnipresent deltaic landscape. Kahn 
also carefully brought in a boat and embellished the lake with water lilies (or Nymphaea pubescens) 
commonly known as shapla, the national flower of Bangladesh, which further helped in reproducing and 
domesticating the landscape. Therefore, the water feature of Bengali romanticism contributed to the Bengali 
nationalist sentiment. 

While traditional ghats overlook the water and distant horizon with the architecture behind them, 
the ghats at the Complex are oriented toward the soaring Assembly building from each perimeter. As 
Ruggles and Harris argue, this instrumentality of vision over the landscape is intended and executed 
through designs (Harris and Ruggles, 2007). Hence, most of the time, public vision is constantly guided in 
the direction of the symbolic citadel, which seems heroic. Vollmer (R. Vollmer, personal email 
correspondence, April 3, 2020) confirms that the lake was instrumentalized as a historic and 
characteristically Western protection device—a castle moat.  But at the same time, Khandker (2022) also 
affirms the moat’s functionality as a security mechanism. 

It is not only the water and surrounding ghats that contribute to recreating Bengali imagery. Kahn 
also used local vegetation on the land. Drawings and scholarly materials from the Kahn Collection at AAUP 
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as well as Wilcot’s communications verify that the team devoted itself to learning from books, studied in 
local gardens, and also discussed with local horticulturalists in Dhaka’s PWD office.vi  According to Wilcots 
(H. Wilcots, personal communication, Jan. 6, 2022), a small nursery was placed on the Complex premise, 
which was not in the original ‘program’ and “was developed as a means to study plants for the Capitol 
campus.” A recent finding of a plan (done in 1980, from PWD’s Horticulture Department) showed a list and 
intended exact placements of native plants that Kahn suggested. These plants included aromatic floral 
shrubs: Mimosop Elengi (local name Bokul) in the hedge and a tall floral tree with a canopy, Cassia Fistula 
(locally called Sonalu), which are still present in the designated spots. While some of the shrubs were to 
create hedges, offering aromas, and overall landscape aesthetics the tall native trees were to control the 
visibility of the buildings. For this reason, the tree canopy, foliage, length, and placement distances were 
minutely considered. For the promenade area in Crescent Lake Road (Figure 2, road C) as well as on 
Manik Mia Avenue, Krishnachura, or Flame trees, were suggested. The Botanical name of the Flame tree 
is Delonix Regia. A plant with a large canopy-like form and red-orange flowers, the tree also provides shelter 
from sun and rain. This consciousness of vernacular landscape features even further establishes Kahn’s 
landscape inclinations, which paradoxically and reciprocally worked with his architectures, successfully 
suppressing their Western genealogy.vii 

Nevertheless, Kahn’s inclination towards natural elements and plants remained more like using 
“Landscape Forms”; sketches reveal that he studied the plant forms such as the tree shapes being conical 
or round and also their height, and width.  He likewise studied water plants like water lilies, to place them 
accordingly. Kahn, as Abu Sayeed (Kazi Abu Sayeed, personal communication, July 25, 2022) mentioned 
gave freedom to the PWD horticulturists to take final decisions. The final selection of plants and their 
execution was done by the PWD officer and Kahn team (later, after 1974, by David Wisdom Associates).  

Though there are landscaped areas (both wetland and dry land) and building areas, which remain 
separate from each other, there are also spatial moments where landscape and architecture intersect. Kahn 
saw the Complex as an institution of democracy, which therefore should be monumental. The building tends 
to appear like a sculpture on the landscape. The peripheral wall of the Assembly (as well as the bungalows) 
has large, 2-3 storied high voids that let landscape penetrate. Kahn’s inception of design began with 
weaving multiple layers of landscape and architecture as inseparable entities with symbiotic relationships. 
In other words, one could see through the large openings (2-3 three floor heights voids) from inside, which 
Adnan Morshed appropriately calls “windows of the city” (Tagore, 2019)  

Visuality and vision, as Ruggles theorized, play a powerful role in the designed landscapes. Kahn 
effectively employed classical and renaissance techniques such as perspectives, symmetricity, centrality, 
and axes to create distinctions and a visionary focus on the intensified Assembly building. While its 
omnidirectional form can be seen from all sides out there, in reverse, the indoor spaces are more enigmatic, 
establishing a power of vision and thus hierarchy. The double-layered walls are threshold spaces between 
outdoors and indoors and obscure the positions of the users inside. The building inside has 
circumambulatory paths on each floor; with slits, gaps, and intermittent openings (Figure 5) that offer views 
of the surrounding landscape and city. Following Harris and Ruggles, these design features connecting 
inside with outside or architecture with the landscape are neither fixed nor neutral; they indicate the power 
relations in the positions of the subject and object (Harris and Ruggles, 2007). The obscured position of the 
viewer reflects more potency than the subject on the lower ground. 

 
5 BEYOND TRANSCULTURALISM AND CRITICAL REGIONALISM: ASSEMBLY 
BUILDING ARCHITECTURE 
 

What are some of the design precedents that help us understand Kahn’s Dhaka project? To name 
a couple:  the massive walls of the Roman Baths (Kahn and Latour, 1991, p. 172), and the medieval 
Cathedral Basilica of St. Cecile (13th to 15th centuries) in Albi, which are reflected in the cylindrical forms. 
The walls and ambiguity along the circulatory path resemble Giovanni Battista Piranesi’s (1770–78) 
sketches of the Carceri (Jail). These are all continuations of the architectural culture of the West. These 
architectural design continuities can also be found in Kahn’s postwar projects such as the Unitarian Church 
in Rochester and the Hurva Synagogue in Jerusalem, Israel (second proposal 1969, third proposal 1973), 
and modernization becomes an interchangeable form and a part of universal design language. Surprisingly, 
the cylindrical form, used in both the synagogue and the church, unfamiliar in the Bengali vernacular design 
landscape, works as a dominant element in focus and contributes to the construction identity of Bangladesh. 
Thus, what Aga Khan Trust claims as “lasting architectural ideas from many eras and civilizations” are 
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adopted Western forms that, by the very tryst of the award, transform to be universal and theoretically 
license the Complex form to be recognized as local. 

 

 
FIGURE 4:  Sketches and esquisse from Kahn’s trip to the Buriganga river translated into reality. 
Photo courtesy: (top three images) Louis I. Kahn Collection, University of Pennsylvania and the 

Pennsylvania Historical and Museum Commission. Housed in the Harvey and Irwin Kroiz Gallery, 
the resources of the Kahn Collection are used with the permission of The Architectural Archives, 

the University of Pennsylvania (hereafter cited as Kahn Collection, AAUP); the image below: 
author’s collection. 

 
FIGURE 5:  View from inside of the Assembly Complex Building to outside, author personal    

collection dated October 18, 2021. 
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6 CONCLUSION 
 
What this paper tries to argue is that the role of architecture versus the role of the landscape here 

is uneven. While the architectural form is affected by Western design language, with interpretative Bengali 
symbols, the landscape, which was designed with renewed French classical vocabularies, successfully 
hides those European roots.  Thus, Kahn consciously used the Complex’s landscape design as a mediator, 
a mediatory device as well as an object of representation, to synthesize, camouflage, and domesticate his 
architecture in the larger democratic landscape. Hence, following anthropologist Lucia Michelutti (2007, pp. 
639–656), this paper calls it the “vernacularized democratic landscape.” Therefore, I argue, comprised of 
binaries—identity and otherness—Kahn’s Dhaka Complex landscape is a tool of the colonizers, I 
neocolonizers, resulting in a unique “hybrid” built environment. These inequalities between the West and 
the East are akin to the colonial hybridity of British architect Edwin Lutyen’s (1869-1944) designed 
Rashtrapati Bhaban (1912, Viceroy’s House), New Delhi, where the overall site plan reflects a strong 
genealogy of Beaux Art compositions (same for Kahn’s Dhaka Complex), and the details were Indian 
derivatives. There is a Mughal-inspired, abstracted garden in the rear of the Bhaban. 

While the modernist architectural structure of the Assembly instrumentalizes identity, it is Kahn’s 
designed landscape that normalizes and mediates the alien form and subsequently creates a hybrid yet 
democratic landscape. In his seminal book “Location of Culture,” Homi Bhabha (Bhabha, 2012, pp.145–
174) explains hybridity as a colonial constraint, a product as well as a tool of colonizers. He describes it as 
a device that was aptly used in the colonial period to emanate power and that lingers as an essential 
element of postcolonial conditions. To him, hybridity is used to create a control or appropriation of the 
colonized by the power-holding colonizers. It is in this sense that we can call the Dhaka project to be 
neocolonial. The Bengali archetype of water is instrumentalized as an element of romanticized landscape 
in a method of “mimicry,” echoing Bhabha’s words “almost the same, but not quite.” This echo of a deltaic 
landscape helps create a seamless synthesis resulting in a colonial, and in this case, neocolonial hybridity 
yet induces reverie and thus creates a nationalist delusion (Bhabha, 2012, p. 122). As Benedict Anderson 
argued, this myth is for many but not all (Anderson, 2006). The sentiment of “We are so proud” remains to 
be an unreal and fetishized democratic landscape and thus hegemonic normality. Thus, it is the power of 
landscape that functions in the landscape of power as a form of indirect cultural imperialism. 
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