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Muslims were great travelers: discoverers 
of countries, organizers of empires, experi
enced traders. At the time of the birth of 
Islam, Mecca itself was entirely a commer
cial city, a centre of both trade and high 
finance which stood at the crossroads of 
routes connecting Yemen to Syria and 
Abyssinia to Iraq It acted as a haram 
(sanctuary) to weary travelers who could 
come, rest and trade without fear of 
molestation 

As defined today, recreation tends to 
mean self-indulgent amusement. However, 
the history of Islam suggests a different 
connotation. Recreation was taken in the 
literal sense to signify "re-create," to 
refresh or rejuvenate oneself mentally and 
physically. Traditionally it has meant a 
journey into self-knowledge, removing one
self for spiritual transformation by retiring 
into a saint's khangah or zawiya. Often 
outside the city walls, these were also con
sidered abodes, sanctuaries and resting 
places for travelers Recreation also meant 
leaving the crowded and often unsanitary 
environment of the city to avail oneself of 
the specially-created paradise gardens, 
where arrangements for amusements were 
often made. 

The difference in meaning and attitude 
between recreation as self-indulgence and 
recreation as spiritual rejuvenation is not 
only a problem of old versus new interpre
tation; it is also the difference between the 
Third World and the technologically
advanced world To the latter, affluence 
has brought new kinds of recreation di
rected toward purely personal pleasure, a 
kind of art for art's sake. This is a luxury 

which we in the Third World cannot 
afford. Our great recreational gatherings 
are therefore linked with some functional 
or spiritual purpose. For example, the 
horse and cattle show in Lahore provides 
entertainment in the form of folk dances, 
musical bands, dancing camels and horses, 
but at the same time it fulfills the practical 
purpose of displaying the various horses, 
camels and cattle. 

Other great happenings, like the Mela 
Charaghan (the fair of the lamps) held in 
the historic Shalimar gardens in Lahore, is 
linked with spiritual rebirth. It attracts 
great numbers of people on the birthday 
of the saint Madhu Lal Shah, whose 
name, a composite of a Muslim divine and 
a Hindu disciple, celebrates their be
coming one. Similarly, the shrines of Sufis 
like Shah Baz Qalander or Data Ganj 
Baksh are great spiritual centres which 
attract pilgrims in vast numbers at the 
time of the urs (anniversary), when melas 
(fairs) are held, passion plays are per
formed and many cultural activities take 
place. 

Pilgrimage Travel 

If one considers tourism in the world of 
Islam in the context of travel, the Muslim 
world was never at a standstill. One is 
struck by the extraordinary mobility of the 
people for the purposes of pilgrimage, 
trade, education and jihad. The reason for 
this movement can be traced back pri
marily to the position of Mecca in the 
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Mecca, Saudi Arabia- pilgrims gathered in the Haram around the Ka'ba 
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Islamic world. Of the five fundamental 
pillars of Islam imposed upon the faithful, 
the most powerful of motives for travel is 
the performance of hajj. Hajj literally 
means qasd (betaking oneself to a person 
or place); technically it signifies going at a 
particular time to Mecca to perform cer
tain devotional acts required by Islam. 
The Ka'ba is considered the first house of 
divine worship, and a pilgrimage to it is 
incumbent upon every Muslim who has the 
means to undertake the journey; perform
ance of the hajj once in a lifetime is 
obligatory. Pilgrims come to Mecca from 
all over the Islamic world, and well
defined routes for pilgrim caravans be
came established. Later, shrines at the 
tombs of Sufis and saints who had become 
venerated and were attributed with baraka 
(divine power) also became centres of 
pilgrimage. 

Mercantile Travel 

Islam placed great emphasis on trading. In 
fact, the Muslim faith was initially spread 
along the caravan and sea routes. The 
route from Yemen to Syria supplied the 
West with Indian luxury goods and South 
Arabian frankincense; the overland cara
van route led to Muslim Central Asia, 
while the traditional silk road led to 
China. 

In the Islamic world, the wealth of the 
cities was dependent upon goods being 
brought and sent to distant corners of the 
earth, and traders traveled great distances. 
Ibn Battiita who traveled from one end of 
the IsI~~i~ ~orld to the other, describes 
the hardships faced by travelers. 

The caravan sets out from Tabuk and 
pushes on speedily night and day, for 

fear of this wilderness. Halfway through 
is the valley of al-Khaidir, which might 
well be the valley of Hell (God preserve 
us from it). One year the pilgrims 
suffered severe distress in this place by 
reason of the samoom wind which blows 
there; their water supplies dried up, and 
the price of a drink of water rose to a 
thousand dinars. Both seller and buyer 
perished. 

Describing his journey from Syria to 
Mecca, Ibn Battiita talks about the Pass of 
al-Sawan and about the desert, of which 
the saying goes: "He who enters it is lost, 
and he who leaves it is reborn." 

Educational Travel 

Another compelling motive for travel was 
education. The Islamic religion places 
great emphasis on knowledge and learn
ing. The acquisition of knowledge was 
made the standard for excellence, and was 
always spoken of in the highest terms of 
praise. This explains the insatiable thirst 
for knowledge evinced by the Muslims of 
long ago. As the holy Koran says, "The 
learned ones are the heirs of the prophets
they leave knowledge as their inheritance; 
he who inherits it inherits a great fortune" 
(B. 3:10). Anas relates that the Messenger 
of Allah said: "He who goes forth in 
search of knowledge is in the way of Allah 
till he returns." Great centres of learning 
were therefore established in Baghdad and 
Cairo, Kufa and Cordoba, Samarkand, 
Khawarzum and Shiraz. High levels of 
scientific and mathematical sophistication 
were achieved, and great works in philoso
phy, logic, metaphysics and jurisprudence 
produced. Scholars and students under
took long journeys across great distances 
to sit at the feet of famous masters. 

Ibn Jubayr, traveling in 578-581 Hijra, 
mentions the places for learning in various 
cities of the Islamic world. "The madras as 
of Baghdad are so beautifully constructed 
that they vie with palaces in their beauty, 
and income from many estates has been 
endowed through waqf for their upkeep." 
Talking about the madrasas in Alexandria, 
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he says "scholars come from far and wide 
to study here, and each one is provided 
with a house and a waziJa." Similarly, Ibn 
BaHii!a lists the names of scholars, nota
bles and qadis of Cairo and Damascus 
whose lectures he attended. Among these 
were famous authorities on logic, meta
physics, grammar and jurisprudence. He 
also speaks of scholars who licensed him 
to give lectures. 

Imperial Travel 

Imperial courts were always on the move, 
and elaborate arrangements were made for 
their travels. During the time of the 
Safavids in Iran, the court would move 
between Isfahan and the Caspian coast or 
the mountains. The Mughal court and 
capital tended to be wherever it suited the 
emperor for the time being; Jehangir 
divided his time between Agra, Ajmer and 
Lahore. The journeys of the imperial court 
during the reign of Akbar are celebrated, 
and gardens were laid out at the estab
lished halting places between Delhi and 
Kashmir. 

Emperor Aurangzeb spent a lifetime march
ing across South India, and Niccolao 
Manucchi, a Venetian gentleman of for
tune, describes one such march accompany
ing him. From Manucchi's account it is 
clear that all the pomp and grandeur of 
the court was maintained even in the 
temporary encampments. Tents were 
placed according to status, with sufficient 
space between the royal tents and those of 
the princes, nobles and generals; the tents 
of the rajahs and nobles, although high, 
must not be so high as those of the king. 
He relates, "It would be very lengthy to 
recount all the details of this march, the 
Mughals being extremely choice in such 
matters, overlooking no detail that could 
minister to their glory." 

Accommodations for Travelers 

Supplementing the fair-goers, the pilgrims, 
the traders, the scholars and the imperial 
courts, the large armies of the mujahideen 
spreading the faith of Islam were always 
on the move. To cater to this enormous 
variety of travelers, a range of hostelries 
and stopping-places were established all 
over the Muslim world. Not only the 
caravanserais, khans. hans and tekkiye 
were available, but also khangahs, ribats, 
zawiyas and even madrasas and mosques. 
The emphasis on performance of the hajj 
and the importance of trade and traders in 
the Muslim world led to the construction 
of monumental caravanserais (and their 
urban equivalent, the khans) along the 
well-organized trade and pilgrimage routes. 

Whereas the caravanserais have rightly 
been called the "palaces of the road," the 
khans, together with the silqs and the 

hammams clustering around the congrega
tional mosque, were the primary focal 
points of the urban landscape. Ibn 
BaHii!a, traveling from Damascus to 
Palestine, described the function of the 
caravanserai and the khan. "At each of 
these stations there is a hostelry (Junduq) 
which they call 'khan,' where travelers 
alight with their beasts, and outside each 
khan is a public watering place and a shop 
at which he may buy what he requires for 
himself and his beast." 

According to Niccolao Manucchi, the 
Indian serais were similar. 

These 'serais' are only intended for 
travellers; soldiers do not go into them. 
Each of them might hold from eight 
hundred to a thousand persons with 
their horses, camels and carriages, and 
some of them are even larger. They 
contain different rooms, halls and veran
das, with trees inside the courtyard and 

Fez, Morocco: merchant and beast unloading wares outside a funduq 

Photo: H-U Khan 
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many provision shops, also separate 
abodes for women and men who arrange 
the rooms and beds for the travellers. 
They are like fortified places with their 
bastions and strong gates; most of them 
are built of stone or brick. 

Almost all caravanserais present a square 
or rectangular walled exterior, with a 
single entrance which can be entered by a 
heavily laden beast. The central courtyard 
is enclosed by chambers to accommodate 
merchants with their servants, animals and 
merchandise. Water is provided for wash
ing and for ritual ablutions. After the 
fourteenth century larger caravanserais 
were also provided with mills, bakeries 
and teashops; they gave the impression of 
small villages. 

In Iran, particular attention was focused 
on the roads. A number of brick caravan
serais were built by the Safavid shahs to 
facilitate travel on the pilgrimage route to 
Mashhad. Similarly, the Seljuks built up 
an entire network of caravanserais. The 
number of Seljuk caravanserais in Turkey 
is perhaps even greater than that in Iran. 
Although they followed the Iranian model, 
the Thrkish examples were more richly 
decorated. Caravanserais were also built in 
great numbers in Mughal India. Niccolao 
Manucchi noted that for "the use of 
wayfarers, there are throughout the realms 
of the Mughal, on every route, many 
'serais.' " 

The urban equivalents of the caravanserais, 
known variously as khiins, qay~ariya or 
funduqs, were the key elements of the 
market. These monumental strongrooms 
or warehouses were usually two or three 
floors high, and rectangular or square in 
plan with a single portal. The ground floor 
was originally used for stables, shops and 
large-scale storage, while the upper floors 
housed chambers for merchants which 
could also store their merchandise. All 
sizable towns had a central marketplace 
with a covered bazaar or suq. Into this 
system of covered streets the khiin was 
built so that it occupied a prominent place 
in the centre of the city. Sometimes, as in 
the khans of Ottoman Aleppo, shops were 
built into the ground floor. These provided 
the merchants lodging there with a conven-

Edirne, Turkey: Ru.stem Pasha caravanserai, now converted into a hotel and shopping complex 

Photo: M Pehlivanoglu 

Edirne, Turkey: Ru.stem Pasha caravanserai View of the second-floor chambers from the courtyard 

Photo: M Pehlivanoglu 
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Fez, Morocco: funduq interior 
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ient outlet for the sale of their merchan
dise, and also served as a source of 
income for the upkeep of the khans. Be
cause of the stress in Islam on "works next 
to faith," khans were built by officials and 
private individuals and their revenues in 
turn supported many humanitarian and 
economic institutions. 

Another specifically Islamic architectural 
phenomenon is the tekkiye, the rest house 
for pilgrims. There is a monumental 
tekkiye complex designed by the great 
Ottoman architect Sin an in Damascus; that 
city had long served as a departure point 
for pilgrims. Situated in a huge meadow 
by the river, a small mosque faces an 
immense courtyard surrounded by double 
porticos. The majority of pilgrims pitched 
tents in the enclosure. A kitchen and 
refectories for the pilgrims, and service 

areas with a small bazaar supplying necessi
ties for the journey, were nearby. 

The martyrdom of Hazrat Hussain at 
Karbala and the growth of Shi'ism trans
formed Karbala, Najaf, Qum and 
Mashhad into major centres of pilgrimage. 
Tombs of Imams became venerated and 
attracted increasing numbers of pilgrims in 
search of blessings (baraka). Sufi shrines 
also became important religious loci, and 
each shrine contained some symbolic sig
nificance to which the pilgrims could 
relate. 

Many tombs were blessed with baraka. 
According to Ibn BaHiita, it was well
known that miracles were effected at the 
mausoleum containing the grave of Hazrat 
Ali. Certain days and nights have special 
significance in Islam; special prayers are 
offered at these times, and it is customary 
to visit the sacred burial places. The 
cemetery became one of the most impor
tant parts of the city, a place for pil
grimages, meetings, revivals, even orgies, 
suggesting a whole range of relations to 
the dead. 

Thus Ibn Jubayr spent the night at the 
graveyard of Qarafa in Cairo. According 
to him, "It is one of the wonders of the 
world, because in it are buried incalculable 
numbers of prophets, companions of the 
Prophet and men eminent for learning and 
religion. It also contains a number of 
mazars on which are built elegant and 
strong buildings." And Ibn BaHiita 
records that "by the tomb of Ibrahim 
Adham there is a fine religious house 
containing a water pool, and at which food 
is served to all comers. The people come 
to visit this convent on the night of mid
Shaban from all parts of Syria, and stay 
there for three nights." 

Khiingahs (khawaniq) abound in Muslim 
cities. Known by numerous other terms
tekke, buq' a (retreat), dargah (lodge), 
zawiya and ribat (monastic establishment 
and fortress )-the khiingah served as a 
retreat for fakirs and dervishes and a 
hostel for travelers; it was also used for 
socio-religious functions. Khangahs consist 
of ceremonial halls, cells, kitchen, refec
tory, punishment cell, library, special 

quarters for the sheikh and a guest house. 
Normally the madrasa plan was employed, 
and the khangah and madras a were often 
found side by side. 

In the course of his travels, Ibn BaHiita 
stayed at a number of khiingahs and 
hermitages managed with funds endowed 
through waqf. According to him the emirs 
vied with one another in the building and 
endowment of convents, mosques, reli
gious houses, colleges and sanctuaries. 
Through the funds derived from the waqf, 
everyone who visited these places received 
hospitality: food was served to all, and 
free lodging was provided to travelers. 

Serais (purpose-built enclosures) were also 
constructed outside the imperial sepulchral 
gardens, and special accommodation facil
ities were provided to a considerable 
number of people who frequented those 
tombs. At the tomb of Jehangir there is 
first an outer serai where travelers could 
find shelter for the night in a series of 
alcoves around the walls. A tall gateway 
gives access to the inner garden which 
contains the tomb. 

Special monumental caravanserais were 
sometimes built for use by the imperial 
courts. Examples built during the reign of 
the Safavid shahs included Mader-l Shah 
near Nantanz, Chah-l Siyah and Dhur; 
these were basically on the pattern of the 
caravanserai, but on a far more impressive 
scale. 

The temporary encampments built by the 
Mughal emperors, when the imperial 
courts moved in the summer to cooler 
climates, took the form of gardens in 
which the tents could be pitched. As the 
halting places for court journeys became 
established, great gardens like the Wah 
Bagh and Rajauri were laid out. Wah 
Bagh was founded on a spring at the foot 
of a hill and was a place of considerable 
luxury, with a series of baths, proper 
heating and ample water supply. The 
garden became a more permanent dwelling 
place in its own right. 



Paradise Gardens 

Gardens which provided opportunities for 
physical recreation and entertainment have 
long had a special place in the Islamic 
world. The hostile environment and the 
harsh climate characteristic of the Muslim 
world encouraged the laying out of gar
dens. The gardens have traditionally been 
the places where fairs are held, and have 
also been gathering places for amusement 
and pleasure. 

Ibn Batttita talks about the island to the 
north of Old Cairo known as al-Rawda, 
the garden, which was a pleasure park and 
promenade containing many beautiful gar
dens. According to him the people 
of Cairo were fond of amusement and 
pleasure, and he witnessed a fete there 
which was held for aI-Malik al-Basir's 
recovery from a fracture. The gardens of 
al-Rawda are also mentioned by Ibn 
Jubayr and are frequently referred to in 
Arabic writings, especially in the Arabian 
Nights. 

Such gardens were created as reflections 
of paradise on earth, and in essence were 
visions of the primordial garden which 
man lost through sin. Paradise gardens are 
found in similar form from Spain to Iran 
and from Central Asia to the Indian sub
continent. They developed primarily in 
Iran, and became a tradition which sur
vived all invasions and political upheavals. 
While the Moorish gardens came to per
fection in Granada, the Mughal gardens 
were most closely influenced by Persia. 

The gardens were formally planned, with 
paths laid out geometrically; watercourses 
representing the four rivers of life divide 
the rectangular garden into four quadrants 
called chahar bagh (four gardens) which 
symbolize the meeting of humanity and 
God. Beside each of the watercourses is a 
straight line of trees, and quadrants may 
also be filled with trees and precisely 
planted shrubbery beds, all irrigated by 
the water channels. Special trees and 
flowers of all kinds were imported and 
planted in the gardens. The whole is sur
rounded by a wall to keep out the sur
rounding desert with its dust-laden winds, 
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Kashan, Iran: fountain and portal in the 
Bagh-i-fin 
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and to give privacy and protection. A strik
ing characteristic of the paradise gardens is 
the way in which geometric symmetry is 
juxtaposed with freedom of plant growth. 

The prototype of the paradise garden is 
flat, but waterfalls were introduced in 
Persia where the gardens stood on the 
sides of hills. Waterfalls were also 
employed in the gardens built in Kashmir 
by the Mughals. In the early gardens the 
level landscape dictated an almost two
dimensional form. As supplies of water 
improved, the patterns of watercourses 

became increasingly intricate. Narrow chan
nels developed into wider canals and even 
into great tanks, as the Mughals dis
covered the cooling effect generated by 
large bodies of water. The single jet of the 
Persian garden multiplied into a hundred 
fountains at the Shalimar Bagh in Lahore. 

A number of these paradise gardens de
light us to this day. In addition to the 
Shalimar Gardens, the sepulchral gardens 
of the Taj Mahal, the tombs of Humayun 
and J ehangir, the gardens in the Lahore 
and Delhi Forts and the beautiful gardens 
in Kashmir are all surviving examples. It is 
clear that the lands of Islam have a rich 
heritage of buildings and gardens for tour
ism and recreation. It is also clear that 
buildings for tourism were never con
sidered in isolation, especially in the cities 
where they were invariably part of a com
plex of many other activities. However, 
the architecture in many Islamic countries 
was profoundly affected by factors beyond 
any control, factors which swept away 
traditional cultural values and social 
institutions. 

Western Influence 

The advent of capitalism, militarism and 
mechanization, and the conquest of the 
world by Western science and technology, 
heralded the emergence of a new era. 
Western superiority was never Set"1 by the 
West merely as a matter of technology. It 
was total superiority. Livingstone, 
Manchester and the Bible went hand in 
hand. It was the acceptance of the total 
superiority of European culture, not force 
alone, that held non-Europeans in lengthy 
psychological and political subordination. 
It induced in the conquered a sense of 
both inferiority and dependency, and their 
natural correlation-a belief in the in
evitability, even the rightness of the 
Western rule 

The alienation of man from man so la
mented in Western industrialized societies 
was nothing compared to the alienation of 
the colonizers from the colonized. The 
European was a temporary visitor to his 
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colonies, insulated from his subjects by 
physical, social and ideological distance 
and by an 'overwhelming gulf of power and 
custom, Mills' History of India, full of 
contempt for almost every feature of 
Indian (both Hindu and Muslim) civiliza
tion, became a kind of manual for the 
British in India, In order to administer 
their vast empires, the Western imperial 
powers created, in the words of Macaulay, 
"a class who may be interpreters between 
us and the millions whom we govern-a 
class of persons Indian in blood and 
colour, but English in tastes, in opinions, 
in morals and intellect." 

Through the widespread usage of English 
and setting up of anglicized schools and 
universities, young Indians acquired all the 
prejudices, axioms and ideals of their 
white colonizers; they became honourary 
Europeans. This highly anglicized new 
class which became increasingly influential 
in India bore the same feeling of contempt 
for their compatriots as did the British. 

India was gradually drained of her human 
physical resources and was reduced to a 
land of incredible prostration. There was 
a profound disturbance of the whole social 
order: the culture withered, the arts col
lapsed and Indians either forgot, ignored 
or denigrated their heritage. Sir Syed 
Ahmed Khan, the first man to espouse the 
ideas which led to the creation of 
Pakistan, founded a university for 
Muslims exactly on the lines of Oxford 
and Cambridge. He was so impressed by 
European civilization that he saw his task 
as that of persuading his community not 
only to accept British rule, but also to 
acquire Western culture. "The natives in 
India," he wrote, "high and low, mer
chants and petty shopkeepers, educated 
and illiterate, when contrasted with the 
English in education, manners and upright
ness, are as like them as a dirty animal is 
to an able and handsome man." He also 
proclaimed that "the British rule in India 
is the most wonderful phenomenon the 
world has ever seen." 

The modern Indian Muslim who emerged 
from this attitude wanted to shake off 
what he viewed as an old and decadent 

culture. He found that the new culture he 
now considered appropriate could be im
ported almost ready-made from Europe. 
Therefore, the new institutions that devel
oped in India had no roots in tradition. 
Cities, the centres of this new civilization, 
were full of strange new buildings, local 
versions of European (mainly Victorian 
Gothic) architecture. As a response to the 
demand for a new setting to display the 
power and grandeur of the British Raj, 
memorable urban landmarks and new edi
fices were erected in quantity, urban plan
ning was directed toward pomp and impres
siveness and a tradition for symbols of 
power thus emerged. 

In Muslim India, the urban elements
whatever their degree of importance
emphasized enclosed spaces and the 
interior as opposed to the exterior of 
buildings. Where the buildings had tradi
tionally been self-effacing, the new rulers 
built buildings which were self-assertive, 
full of rhetoric and gesture. Based on 
traditions of the European Renaissance 
and Baroque periods, a new urban order 
was created in which the buildings domi
nated space, wide avenues led to major 
edifices and the streets converged on a 
square or a monument. Every urban ele
ment was designed to impress the spec
tator, a tradition which survives to the 
present day. 

Independence did not lead to a qualitative 
break from the colonial social system, nor 
to any real social progress. Our present is 
only a quantitative and superficial varia
tion on the colonial past. Apart from the 
apparent transfer of power to constitu
tional bodies, imperialism handed over the 
substance and reality of power to a 
colonial bureaucracy which was in every 
material respect an alien phenomenon. Its 
role and ideology is wholly alien, and it is 
in essence an imperialist imposition 
clothed in native garb: aloof, conceited 
and unconcerned, it is an intruder in our 
society. Both the bureaucrats and compra
dores of the Western-educated elite are 
impressed by and approve of the complete 
ascendance of Western science and tech
nology. They are applying solutions of the 

industrially advanced countries as a pana
cea for very different local problems. 

In the area of tourism, it was felt that no 
efforts must be spared to provide facilities 
to amuse and indulge Western tourists, in 
order to attract them in ever greater 
numbers. The newly built tourist facilities 
were therefore based on concepts and 
standards of recreation in the affluent 
Western societies. Thus the high-rise hotel 
became one of the most distinctive fea
tures of our cities. 

The majority of Westerners have acquired 
their perceptions of Islamic architecture 
from buildings like the Brighton Pavilion, 
films about Arabian Nights and nightclubs 
with a pseudo-Islamic "oriental" 
atmosphere; all of these rely heavily on 
images of arches and domes. The percep
tions of the Western-educated elite are 
heavily coloured by the popular Western 
media; they are sadly lacking in any but a 
superficial knowledge of our Islamic heri
tage. It is not surprising, then, that our 
cities are dotted with buildings designed 
by both foreign and local architects which 
are at best called "instant Islamic." Their 
impression is created by the mere appli
cation of certain elements on the fa«ades. 
In every other respect they are poor imita
tions of buildings found all over the 
Western world. 

The first international hotels built in Paki
stan are good examples of "instant 
Islamic." Belonging to an international 
chain and designed by foreign architects, 
they were basically the stereotypical 
blocks; they only differed from their 
Western counterparts in the use of arches 
and pierced screens on the fa«ades. These 
decorative elements were symbolic ges
tures to placate the natives and to give a 
superficial impression to the tourists that 
they were in an Islamic country. 

Since tourism is a substantial foreign ex
change earner, great emphasis has been 
placed on international tourism. It was felt 
that in order to attract foreign tourists, 
gambling houses, nightclubs and bars must 
be built. Little attention was given to 
domestic tourism, to the development of 
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Riyadh, Saudi Arabia: an international hotel 

Photo: D. Kuban/Aga Khan Awards 

Tunisia' tourist village/hotel in the indigenous architectural style 

Photo: N. Ardalan/Aga Khan Awards 

places of cultural importance or to tradi
tional centres of pilgrimage. 

Latest developments in our countries, how
ever, point toward a return to funda
mentalism and populism, and a new aware
ness and assertion of self-identity. The old 
war between Dar al-Harab and Dar 
ai-Islam is being waged anew. The concept 
of Dar ai-Islam, supposedly buried with 
the defeat and death of Syed Ahmed 
Shaheed and his mujahideen at Balakot, 
has found a new life. The ideas and people 
that went into exile during the Caliphate 
Movement on the subcontinent were not 
forgotten: the exiles, the disinherited, the 
wretches of yesterday are coming back to 
claim their heritage. 

Strict new laws on drinking, entertainment 
and sex require that new directions in 
tourist recreational facilities be sought. 
These new regulations have disrupted 
plans developed for the promotion of 
tourism, since they are diametrically op
posed to those facilities planned for the 
pleasure and convenience of international 
tourists. Thus the beach resorts, casinos, 
bars and many new hotels, either built or 
in the planning stages, have become super
fluous with their present social unaccept
ability. Gadani Beach near Karachi, once 
promoted as a haven for tourists and 
including an ambitious project for a beach 
hotel, has now been taken over as a ship
wreckers' junkyard. A casino in Karachi, 
planned after the civil war in Lebanon to 
make Karachi a new magnet for tourists, 
now lies deserted by the sea, soon to 
become a magnificent ruin. Similarly, the 
structural skeleton of the Hyatt Regency 
Hotel in Karachi stands unfinished, a mute 
reminder of the good days of the past. 

The result of the back-to-Islam movement 
could have been a rediscovery of the 
moral and intellectual traditions of the 
past, coupled with the pursuit of spiritual 
growth and equilibrium, but in terms of 
architectural manifestation the results 
leave much to be desired. The real need 
was for a different orientation, a change in 
direction and attitude, but architectural 
solutions have responded by putting an 
even greater reliance on arches. In one 
hotel being constructed by an international 
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chi in, there are so many different forms 
of arches that one wonders whether this 
adaptation has not become a deformation, 
whether the whim of the client has not 
become stronger than the architect's own 
judgment. 

All hotels built in Pakistan for inter
national chains have been designed by 
foreign architects. For practical reasons 
the design operation was carried on out
side Pakistan. Since Western standards 
and Western models were used, it was not 
considered important to involve local archi
tects in the design process. It is not 
surprising, therefore, that despite the 
number of hotels being built we still have 
not produced any hotel experts in Paki
stan; we will continue to rely on foreign 
expertise for this building type. But can 
any architect, local or foreign, design a 
hotel building which is relevant and appro
priate when the models are exclusively 
Western ones? 

At this stage we do little more than apply 
certain local visual symbols to existing 
universal models. We can do little else, 
unless we fashion a hotel model appro
priate for our environment. This new 
model would be built upon a resource
conserving lifestyle which prevents waste 

and is based on minimum adequate stan
dards. The hotel buildings under construc
tion today are really public monuments in 
terms of their scale of resource inputs. 
Working as I am in the Third World, in an 
Islamic country with limited resources, I 
am concerned about these monuments: de
signed with emphasis on Western tech
niques and standards, using almost wholly 
imported materials and relying entirely on 
an artificially created environment, they 
are much too wasteful. 

The crucial problem for the people in the 
Third World is simple survival. Nonethe
less, we tend to build monumental edi
fices which are expensive, which depend 
on technology we do not possess and for 
which the maintenance is beyond our 
means. The Taj Mahal Hotel, designed by 
me and now under construction in 
Karachi, is a good example of what ought 
not to be done. Review of the process of 
its design may be a good way to describe 
the pressures one works under in a develop
ing country. 

The Taj Mahal Hotel is perhaps the first 
large hotel designed by a local architect 
without the benefit of advice from foreign 
experts. Sponsored by a Pakistani entre
preneur, the brief consisted of a 450-room 

convention-capacity hotel with a 2000-seat 
auditorium equipped with conference facili
ties. In order to generate funds at an 
earlier stage, a number of showrooms and 
boutiques are also incorporated. 

The site is close to the commercial centre 
of the city, situated at the junction of two 
important roads. The owner had paid an 
astronomical price for this prime land, and 
was interested mainly in two things: maxi
mum utilization of the land to maximize 
returns, and beginning construction as 
soon as possible. "As soon as possible" 
meant one month from my appointment. I 
did what I should never have agreed to 
do-I tried to meet the deadline. 

The owner had been impressed by hotels 
he had seen abroad, and wanted an effi
cient hotel. In order to optimize his invest
ment in land the hotel had to go fairly 
high, although for ease of construction the 
height was limited to ten stories. The 
usual standards demanded that it be air
conditioned, have a certain number of 
elevators and sufficient services: the solu
tion obviously pointed toward the Western 
hotel model. With the number of well
illustrated books and magazines published 
in the West, the model was easy to adopt, 
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Karachi, Pakistan: the 450-room Taj Mahal Hotel and Conference Centre Perspective of the complex designed by Yasmeen Lari 

Plan: Y Lari 
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and considering the constraints there 
seemed to be no alternative. 

This hotel and all others built on the 
Western model rely heavily on imported 
technology. The levels of energy and other 
resources needed to maintain high stan
dards far exceed the supplies available. 
The resource inputs required for the hotels 
can only be obtained by reducing re
sources allocated for purposes which have 
a better claim on national output. In a 
hotel the size of the Taj Mahal Hotel, the 
imported airconditioning system consumes 
100,000 gallons of water every day. This is 
a quantity which the arid city of Karachi 
can ill aford; it does not even have enough 
drinking water for its population of over 
six million. 

Electrical power is similarly overstrained. 
The technology for an artificial environ
ment uses an inordinate amount of electri
cal power. Demand already exceeds the 
supply, and the limited supplies available 
could be utilized for more productive 
purposes. The amount of energy and na
tional resources required for these build
ings should therefore be matters of great 
concern to us. The buildings for the 
privileged few absorb such a large pro
portion of national wealth that not enough 
is available for 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 a little more serious 
than merely the design of aesthetically 
pleasing buildings? One may enjoy plan
ning such edifices, but to the person 
passing by they are unreal, totally un
related to his problems and able to do 
nothing for his spiritual or physical well
being. What, then, is relevant and appro
priate? 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. 

Sometimes such an investment is made in 
a building that one has to question the 

morality of it. The Taj Mahal Hotel is 
expensive, its total cost about twelve 
million dollars. Most of its equipment and 
many fixtures and fittings are imported, 
causing a drain on the scarce foreign ex
change available to the country. But com
pared to this hotel, the cost of a foreign 
chain in both foreign currency and rupees 
is staggering. An international hotel of the 
same size, designed and built by a foreign 
consultancy group, has already cost five 
times more and is taking four times longer 
to build. The bank interest alone is pre
sumed to exceed the total cost of the Taj 
Mahal Hotel. 

I have already noted that work on the Taj 
Mahal Hotel started one month after the 
commission was drawn up, which was as 
soon asthe land was acquired. Foreign 
chains, however, require a couple of years 
from the date they acquire the land until 
the start of work on site. The work gets 
delayed as foreign consultants proliferate 
and visit the site and begin to face the new 
realities of actually executing their designs 
in a foreign land. All the consultants 
brought in to unravel the problem succeed 
in complicating it further, as by this time 
there is often a complete breakdown in 
communications. 

All this occurs because the client thinks 
that no expertise in this particular building 
type exists in-country, an error which is 
itself due to the fact that local architects 
are never integrated at the design stage. It 
has been completely forgotten that the 
architect performs many roles: he is the 
designer and supervisor and, most im
portant, the coordinator of all the con
sultants who together make a project. If a 
local architect were appointed to partici
pate in the design process and to act as 
coordinator, with a brief to draw upon all 
the foreign and local expertise which 
foreign resources could make available, 
projects might run more smoothly. 

Including the local architectural organi
zation in design and management would 
benefit the developers in two significant 
ways. It would encourage the development 
of badly needed local expertise, and would 
curb the tendency of consultants to use 
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imported technology, equipment and ma
terials, and designs and specifications in 
which each detail is oriented toward im
porting the smallest components from 
abroad. Employing local professionals 
would provide a more coordinated search 
for resource-conserving technology, and 
might result in the development of more 
appropriate solutions which encourage 
self-reliance and indigenous initiative. I 
believe that this would lead to more 
realistic costs and shorter construction 
times. 

A Government-Sponsored Project 

We have so far considered a private sector 
project in Pakistan. It would now be 
worthwhile to look at a tourist resort built 
by a government agency at Keenjhar 
Lake, midway between Karachi and 
Hyderabad. 

The brief I received was very impressive. 
It called for deluxe accommodations, a 
convention centre, restaurant, yacht har
bour and garden complete with water 
channels, fountains and waterfalls. In addi
tion, there was to be a fountain in the lake 
of the same size as the famed Geneva 
Lake fountain. The installation of the 
Keenjhar Lake fountain was calculated at 
one and a half million dollars, and the cost 
of running and maintaining it was also well 
beyond our means. But I was told that 
cost was no consideration. The project was 
directed toward international package 
tours, and the world was to be shown this 
latest symbol of modern Pakistan, com
plete with the largest fountain this side of 
Geneva Lake. 

When I dissented, I was told that these 
were the orders of the Prime Minister. 
When I volunteered to speak to the Prime 
Minister, to explain that such high ex
penditure was simply not justified for one 
fountain likely to be visited by only a few 
hundred people on weekends, the bureau
crat in charge flared up and said that if I 
so much as mentioned my objection to the 
Prime Minister he would lose his job. 
Fortunately, consultants called in to study 
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Keenjhar Lake (near Thatta), Pakistan' tourist resort Detail of master plan for landscaping. Architect: Yasmeen Lari 
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the feasibility of installing the fountain 
found the idea impractical, as the wind on 
the lake was too strong. The idea of trans
planting the Geneva Lake fountain from 
an urban setting to a deserted Pakistani 
lake miles from any city is symbolic of the 
pseudo-environment and illusion that we 
want to create. 
With the change of government, it became 
?bvious that the project had little impor
tance in the scale of national priorities, 
and only limited funds were available. Our 
original complex system of water channels 
and fountains had to be totally revised. 
The elaborate garden disappeared, and so 
did the convention centre and the yacht 
harbour. We redesigned the entire project 
in order to make it feasible. 

Looking back, I feel that as architects we 
had a certain responsibility in formulating 
a realistic brief. How far were we justified 
in catering to the demand for "modern" 
symbols in our designs? Does the architect 
have a responsibility to guide and in some 
cases discourage the overenthusiastic 
client? The Keenjhar tourist complex is 
not an isolated case; this issue raises its 
head again and again in the Third World. 
Although we often speak of limited re
sources, we have adopted the ritual of 
conspicuous waste; we forget that the key 
to conservation for countries poorly en
dowed with resources lies in the control of 
consumption. 

We ought to question the validity of 
so-called symbols of progress, particularly 
in the context of high-rise buildings 
and comparable engineering feats: they 
abound in the West, but are they suitable, 
appropriate and relevant to us? In the 
context of economic development, em
phasis should be placed on the evolution 
of lifestyles which save energy, time, mate
rials and foreign exchange; efforts should 
be directed toward moving away from 
those symbols of progress which are im
portant only because of their high visibility 
and their supposed allusions to success. 
Instead of emphasis on only science and 
technology, we need to direct ourselves 
toward humanization of the environment 
and balanced cultivation of our natural 
and social resources. 

Conclusions 

While many aspects of the Islamic heritage 
are important for us, the following are of 
particular relevance in the context of 
building for tourism: 
1) Places for travelers and for tourism 
were in abundance, and hostelries for all 
types and income groups of travelers were 
available. There was special emphasis on 
gardens as places for entertainment. 
2) Islam teaches humility, so buildings 
were kept low to denote a rejection of 
lUxury and ostentation. The construction 
of big buildings was considered syn
onymous with pride and arrogance. 
3) The secular and religious life is not 
separated in Islam, and buildings for trade 
and travel have formal and functional 
parallels in religious architecture. The 
same plan could be used for a number of 
different functions, and it was difficult to 
distinguish between a mosque, a madras a 
or a caravanserai. In the words of Grabar 
"the main concern of Islamic architecture' 
did not lie in the maintenance of certain 
forms, but in the expression of certain 
activities. " 
4) Islam discourages excessive expenditure 
on buildings and encourages the judicious 
use of resources. For both hot and dry and 
hot and humid climates, architecture was 
used as a means of controlling the environ
ment. The insulation properties of various 
materials were exploited and a range of 
ventilation systems developed. 
5) The outward form of the building is not 
considered important. The buildings are 
self-effacing, and the exterior gives no 
indication of the importance of the build
ing nor of its interior spatial organization. 
Even an important monument like the 
congregational mosque is usually obscured 
by buildings of secondary importance, like 
the bazaar, sl1q, khan or hammam. The 
grandeur and the beauty of a building is 
revealed only when you enter its portals. 
The inward-looking character, the focus 
on enclosed space and the element of sur
prise are used in buildings, in gardens and 
as an important feature of city design. 
These aspects are still visible today in the 
madinas and casbahs of ancient towns like 
Lahore and Peshawar. 

In designing buildings of importance, and 
particularly in designing buildings for tour
ism, certain issues demand consideration: 
1) The Western model is not appropriate 
because it requires sophisticated technol
ogy and conspicuous consumption of re
sources. A balanced resource-conserving 
model which exploits indigenous solutions 
for controlling the environment must be 
developed. 
2) Expenditure on buildings must be realis
tic. Excessive stress on standards and 
exorbitant expenditure in order to create 
political and status symbols in the race for 
modernity must be resisted. 
3) The clients, private developers as well 
as government agencies, must be made 
aware of the advisability of seeking other 
solutions. It is important that decisions not 
be taken purely on the basis of optimum 
utilization of land, or because on a visit to 
Europe or America the client had been 
dazzled by beautiful edifices. 
4) A partnership on an equal footing 
between local and foreign consultants is 
important. Such a partnership could seek 
to avoid unnecessary expenditure on ma
terials and undue emphasis on high stan
dards, and develop local expertise and 
self-reliance. 
5) Research on traditional forms and tech
niques is essential, so that professionals 
may be aided in the production of more 
appropriate buildings for the future, based 
upon the architectural inheritance of 
Islam. 

Note 

"Recreational and Tourist Complexes: An 
Overview" was co-authored by Yasmeen and Suhail 
Lari, and presented at the seminar by Yasmeen Lari 


