The Pakistan Arts Council that was — II —Naeem Tahir


At about midnight, a huge storm hit Lahore. Rain and winds blew the stage arrangements away and the ground was filled with water by the morning. Obviously, one would panic because all our preparations had been washed away 


In the interim period, i.e. late 1962 and part 1963, between the departure of Mr Faiz Ahmed Faiz and my joining as secretary, the office was held for short periods of time by Mr Mohsin Shirazi and by Mr Hamid Jalal, Director Public Relations WAPDA. Mr Hamid Jalal got the approval of the board of governors of Alhamra to appoint Mr Tajuddin Bhamani as the architect for the new proposed building. The perceived advantage was that Mr Bhamani, being associated with Edward Stone (the world-renowned architect who was designing the WAPDA house), would be able to benefit Alhamra by his experience. Also, he would charge less for his second project in Lahore. Mr Tajuddin Bhamani went as far as doing the preliminary sketch drawings and preparation of a model of the complex of buildings. I had joined the Arts Council as its secretary in September 1963. I displayed the model of the future building in the porch at the entrance to the main building. But, unfortunately, Mr Bhamani died of a heart attack. The council, once again, looked for an architect.

The story of the present Alhamra Complex is a very interesting one and is hardly known to many people. After the unfortunate demise of Tajuddin Bhamani, what I was left with was a ‘model’ and some preliminary design drawings of the proposed building. I decided to work on a detailed plan for the requirements of a cultural complex of the highest international standards. I sought the help of Professor Edward Hearn of the University of California. I had worked with Professor Hearn during the construction and planning of the huge cultural complex of the Theatre Arts at the University of California in Los Angeles. I also contacted architect Douglas Honnold who was the chairman of the World Architects Association — I had the good fortune of having known him and his family. I also contacted the British Theatre Architects Association. 

Professor Hearn sent me a draft of the technical details, according to our requirements. He specified suggested areas, gradients and light and sound standards. Douglas Honnold and his wife Lydia flew to Lahore at their own expense and stayed at their own expense at the then Nedous Hotel (now Avari) to get the feel of the area and the ambience. They quietly walked around, saw the gatherings and workings of the artists and sent an architectural concept. I also incorporated the suggestions of the British Theatre Architects Association and finally developed a detailed document of requirements and standards to assist the new architect. While we were doing this ‘homework’, something very interesting happened.

A very high level cultural troupe arrived from the USSR. It was comparable to the level of the Bolshevik Ballet. I was asked to prepare for their performance, which was to be inaugurated by President Ayub Khan. It was an impossible task to match the facilities available in Russia. I could only provide a simple platform of the international measurements for performance, and simple wing space in the lawns of Alhamra. Within 48 hours, and working round the clock, we prepared a temporary open-air theatre with 3,000 chairs. President Ayub arrived one day before to inaugurate the show the next evening and camped at the Government House. We completed everything and went home late in the evening. 

At about midnight, a huge storm hit Lahore. Rain and winds blew the stage arrangements away and the ground was filled with water by the morning. Obviously, one would panic because all our preparations had been washed away. The civil administration helped and we got to work — hundreds of blankets were purchased from Landa Bazaar to dry the ground and railway workers and WAPDA engineers were engaged to repair the stage. 

While all this damage control was going on I was struck by an idea. I suggested to the Chairman Pakistan Arts Council, Mr Justice S A Rahman that he should take the president aside for a few minutes on his arrival at Alhamra and request him for funds for an appropriate hall at Alhamra in order to avoid such situations in the future. The facts had proved that Pakistan was ill equipped to fulfil cultural pacts with friendly countries. I thought that the President of Pakistan, Mr Ayub Khan might just agree and our project for a new hall might be funded. Justice Rahman was reluctant to make a departure from the pre-arranged programme. It was difficult for a judge of the Supreme Court to violate the pre-arranged programme and the protocol, but he thought it was okay if a ‘young’ secretary of the council broke the protocol! I understood. I called Raja Tajammal Hussain, the then secretary finance to the Punjab government, and told him that I was going to attempt a breach of protocol to show the president of Pakistan the model of the new building and request him for funding. Raja Tajammal, a great supporter of the arts, said that the provincial budget was already in the press for printing and was to be presented in the provincial assembly in the next few days, but if he personally heard the president’s commitment for funding, he would be able to manage something. So it was agreed between him and I that he would be within hearing distance when I made the ‘breach’ of protocol! If I recall correctly, the ADC to the Governor, West Pakistan, General Musa Khan, was Captain Zareef and while determining the route and point of reception for the president’s entourage, we decided that the president would be received in the porch of the building, about 20 yards before the entrance to the performance arena but about three yards from where the model of the proposed building was displayed. The reception committee would be constituted of the board of governors of the council and Raja Tajammal, as an ex-officio member, would be included.

In the evening, as the president of Pakistan arrived at Alhamra, followed by his entourage, his car was stopped at the porch. A dramatic moment was to follow. 

(To be continued)
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