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Approaches to Education 

The Education of the Muslim Architect 

Spiro Kosta! 

This is my first direct involvement in the 
proceedings of the Aga Khan Award 
although, thanks to their exemplary pub
lished record, I am, of course, familiar with 
the nature and particulars of the concerns of 
the Award. And as a newcomer, it behooves 
me first to introduce myself, which is to say, 
to justify my presence in your midst. 

I am the child of a Greek family, born and 
raised in Turkey. I have, therefore, first 
hand knowledge of an estimable Islamic 
country, and also of the concepts underlying 
the dar-ai-Islam, the millennial gift of that 
religion to secure under its aegis a commun
ity of disparate peoples and cultures. 

My home town is Istanbul, the great city of 
Constantine, Justinian, Fatih, Siileyman and 
Atatiirk. It is this city that engraved upon 
my mind, before all else, the power of his
torical continuities, of the remarkable ability 
of urban fabrics to bestir and adjust them
selves through time, transcending the speci
ficities of one tradition and living on to host 
another. 

By training and practice, I am an architec
tural historian who believes his primary task 
to be the effort to recreate and convey the 
actual processes of designing, building and 
using the man-made environments of the 
past. I understand architecture to mean 
quite simply, all buildings, the standard 'and 
the fancy, and their arrangement into land
scapes of form. In my work I am concerned 
with context and ritual, with uses and users. 

There are, in my view, two sides to the 
history of architecture, and they are insepar
able - or should be. That history is, first of 
all, the documented account of, and com
mentary upon, our built world. But people 
lived in these places - and still do They 
have played and prayed and died in them -
and still do. I consider it my professional 
imperative not to excise their story, not to 
speak of architecture as if it were a collec
tion of empty, pretty shells. It is with that 
story that the history of architecture becom
es a moving dialogue between ourselves and 
the place and time of our inquiry, and the 
historian a sort of moderator, an mediator if 
you like, between us and them. 

Recently I published a general history of 
architecture with some of these directives in 
mind. In it I spoke of houses and monu
ments of the public realm, and of Muslim, 
Christian and Hindu architecture and their 
concurrence. I paired Florence with Cairo 
Venice with Istanbul. I tried to look at the' 
protean physical responses of world cultures 
to the common urgencies of human exist
ence - faith, death, power and the anxiety 
of being abroad in a realm not entirely of 
our own making and beyond our compre
hensive understanding. 

More to the point for this seminar, I put 
together, ten years ago now, a book on the 
history ofthe architectural profession, which 
has much to say about the education of the 
architect, and even a little bit to say about 
the architect within the culture of Islam. 
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Finally, you might wish to know in this apo 
logia pro praesentia sua that since 1965 I 
have taught history in the school of architec
ture of the University of California at Ber
keley, and that my repertory includes a 
course on Islamic architecture offered inter
mittently and with special fondness, more as 
a labour of love than because of any claim to 
pre-emptory scholarship. The course is 
popular, and most of the students who take 
it are of course non-Muslim They take it, at 
the most ephemeral level, because the mate
rial is different, exotic, unfamiliar, visually 
appealing But somewhere along the way I 
invariably glimpse a deeper motivation. In 
attending lectures, they are engaged in a 
reflective protest against the authenticated 
roll call of their own Western tradition, its 
seeming determinism; and so they expiate 
the stealthy knowledge that prejudice, 
chauvinism and the imperialist urge breed as 
readily at drafting tables as they do in the 
workings of regimes and the uncharted re
gions of ill-education minds. In the end, we 
are what we know. 

I rehearse all this in order to lay bare the 
background for the remarks I have prepared 
by way of a prelude to your deliberations on 
the education of the Muslim architect. I real
ise that the title of the seminar is given as 
"Architecture Education in the Islamic 
World". But those of us who teach Muslim 
students in Western institutions should not 
presume to know how it should be done in 
their home countries, or if, indeed, there has 
to be an architectural education in the Islam
ic world distinct from what that education 
should be in the Western world. If this is not 
the case, then the venue of that education 
should be of little consequence. 

What is there, I wonder now, more to being 
a Muslim architect than that one is born and 
raised within the fold of Islam, which, as we 
know, ranges in intensity from the funda
mentalist to the secular? Does it involve 
more than being desirous of contributing 
one's talents to that great commonwealth of 
faith - a contribution which can itself range 
from doing architecture in an Islamic coun
try in an Islamic mode, to doing good archi
tecture anywhere, the excellence of which 
will ultimately enhance the fortunes and in-
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fluence of Islam? I remember Mr Correa, in 
one of your seminar reports, saying that it 
was Le Corbusier's work in India that blazed 
a trail for a whole generation of young Indi
an architects creating Indian architecture, 
and I have testaments of the trail of Hassan 
Fathy across the landscape of Western cam
puses galvanising the sensibilities of Western 
architects and their students with the fervour 
of his message. 

Obviously I am manoeuvering myself into a 
position where I can argue, for the subject at 
hand at any rate, that the disjunction be
tween East and West has been overdrawn. 
By this I do not at all mean that students 
from Islamic countries are well served by 
attending foreign schools of architecture, or 
others closer to home modelled after them. I 
mean, rather, to raise two immediate points 
of commonality. 

There is, to state the more obvious point 
first, no standard model in the West for the 
teaching of architecture, though there are 
some shared teaching methods, such as the 
indestructible tradition of the design studio; 
and I am sure this is the case in Islamic 
countries as well So here we have a com
monality of confusion, if you will, or, to 
sound positive about it, of pluralism 

More importantly, the dilemmas confront
ing the educators and students of architec
ture in the Islamic world in the last twenty 
years are more fully matched in the West 
than is generally conceded. Our architec
ture, too, has been through a long history
denying phase which caught up with us in 
the acrid ferment of the 1960s. We, too, 
have struggled to mitigate the often heart
less, problem-solving, aloof orientation of 
an internationalist technocracy by pleas for 
consideration of the un empowered , searches 
for cultural anchors in the surging tides of 
efficient and formulaic uniformity, care for 
the needs of users and the encouragement of 
participatory processes And, when pro
grammes such as the Aga Khan Award set 
out to restore a sense of historical depth to 
the making of a modern Islamic environ
ment, we, too, had finally stemmed the cul
ture-resistant asceticism of the Modern with 
a Post-Modern defence of place and time 

So we may, after all, be in the same boat. 
The upheaval of the post -industrial era 
brought a crisis of culture to both of us, to 
the West earlier and in more protracted 
fashion. We went through a long succession 
of historicist exercises called "revivals" -
Greek and Gothic and Romanesque and 
Egyptian - in search of a mythic womb, of 
a way to hold on to what we knew we had 
achieved, while plunging to a new and fear
some adventure whose outcome we could 
not see. That search for us has yet to end. 
The East confronted a similar crisis more 
precipitously, but with similar reactions. 

The main architectural question for all of us, 
in the East and in the West, may well be the 
same, central one of how we educate young 
men and women who wish to practice the 
venerable profession of architecture in the 
overwhelmingly complicated enterprise of 
our day 

I have some thoughts to share with you on 
this head. They will not formulate a curricu
lum or propose a line of action They are the 
I uminations of one who has taught in an 
unusual and first-rate school of architecture 
for twenty years, one who had the luxury of 
studying what went on during that time, re
flecting upon it dispassionately, because he 
did not have to worry about ever having to 
do architecture 

Let me rush into the breach with some bold 
assertions, and ask your indulgence as I 
elaborate upon them. 

1) The education of the architect is not exclu
sively, or even primmily, afunction of 
schools of architectUle 

The reliance of the education of the archi
tect on professional schools is, as history 
goes, a recent occurrence. It has to do with 
the professionalisation of architecture 
beginning a century or so ago, with licens
ing, with the increasingly specialised build
ing types and building technologies, and 
other such developments that removed the 
architect from the intimacies of a craft
oriented trade and of apprenticeship, involv
ing learning by doing Prior to that and since 
the 1660s, there was only the French 
academic tradition, which we loosely call the 
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(Method of Ottoman architecture) by Montani 
Efendi and Boghos Efendi Chachian, Istanbul, 1873 
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Beaux Arts, as a structured curriculum with 
claims of universality. What a school implies 
is, in fact, a common body of knowledge and 
a common method that can be imparted to 
would-be architects, and the presumption at 
least of a well-articulated theory on which 
this intellectual construct is believed to rest 
The resistence to architecture schools, the 
urge to disparage such institutions, has al
ways been there. For those who saw and see 
architecture as an intuitive and practical art, 
the rigidity of a curriculum propped up by 
book-learning was, and is, hard to take. 

But schools are here to stay. The profession 
is, indeed, far too complex to master empir
ically, unless one strictly limits its practice. 
And so, we are saddled forever, it would 
seem, with the huge task of designing and 
redesigning curricula. My present point is 
that, inevitable though schools and the 
varying merits of their approaches may be, 
we should emphasise the exceedingly 
circumscribed role they play in the educa
tion of an architect. There is no substitute 
for the experience of travel that opens the 
eye and builds up a storehouse of impress
ions, no substitute for the excitement of 
association with a superior practitioner 
whose work one admires and whose path 
one wishes to follow on for a while. 

And beyond that comes life and learning. 
We understand the needs of others to the 
extent that we have insisted on a full life for 
ourselves; we can provide for the settings of 
social institutions to the extent that we have 
been broadly educated, broadly read, given 
the wherewithal to reflect on the course of 
human affairs and to scan the reaches of 
human achievement. For these the Beaux 
Arts or the Bauhaus are no substitutes You 
will recall Queen Hatshepsut's architect 
Senmut boasting' "I had access to all the 
writings of the prophets; there was nothing 
which I did not know of that which had 
happened since the beginning." And Vitru
vius's famous list of what an architect ought 
to know is fatiguing even to read: "Let him 
be educated," he begins straightforwardly, 
"skillful with the pencil, instructed in 
geometry, know much history, have fol
lowed the philosophers with attention, 
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understand music, have some knowledge of 
medicine, know the opinions of the jurists, 
and be acquainted with astronomy and the 
theory of the heavens." If the final ambition 
of the architect is not simply to accommo
date programmes but to comment upon 
them, then the education of the architect 
cannot stop at structure and form. 

We have long peddled the notion that archi
tecture is itself a language of cultural ex
pression, that you can read from buildings, 
without the help of any other documents, 
the intentions of the culture that produced 
them. Time and again we read that "Build
ings cannot lie they tell the truth directly or 
by implication about those who made and 
used them and provide veracious records of 
the character and quality of past and present 
civilizations" (John Gloag). But buildings 
do lie; or, rather, they will tell us only as 
much as we are able to read into them. 
Thus, architecture is not a substitute for 
general literacy . A mastery of the sophis
ticated specialisations now encompassed by 
the practice of architecture does not exoner
ate the architect from grasping the funda
mentals of the cultural realm that deal with 
institutions and social patterns and the crea
tive orbit of the arts. 

2) The process of professional initiation 
starts its course long before its formal unveil
ing at the schools of architecture 

By the time students have found their way to 
a school of architecture, they have been 
marked in a number of ways. Many are from 
privileged backgrounds, and they do not 
want for support and encouragement. Fami
lies that might cringe to have a son go in for 
painting or the theatre would proudly 
acknowledge his choice of a career as an 
architect. Architectural students are thought 
to possess certain talents - for conceptua
lising, say, or for beautiful drawing - which 
singles them out, and they are admitted to 
the school at least in part on the strength of 
this promise. Society has a high estimate of 
their profession, and they themselves have 
absorbed edifying messages of a select 
calling 

It is because of these advance messages, I 
suggest, that things go wrong and dis-
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appointment sets in. Professional accultura
tion has supplied two myths, and insists on 
perpetuating them. One of these is the 
familiar Fountainhead syndrome - the 
architect as triumphant genius, as Prome
thean form-giver, a larger-than-life figure 
who replenishes the repository of great 
monuments with visual or structural pro
digies of his own. 

There is, of course, nothing wrong with hero 
architects, no reason we should do without 
them any more than we should do without 
our great poets or painters. We shall not 
deny our cultures the heights attained by the 
likes of Sinan or Frank Lloyd Wright. But 
the possibilities for such superstardom come 
rarely in any culture; and the place for tran
scendent monuments is extremely restricted 
in the general business of making cities and 
villages, because we need very few of these 
beacons of community and very many of the 
standard, unremarkable buildings that sur
round them and give them their dignity, 
their iconic status. And, anyway, you cannot 
train heroes to be heroes, you can only tell 
them what it takes. 

It is also at least arguable that in the final 
analysis, despite all our Selimiyes and Taj 
Mahals, we do not best change the world or 
improve human existence by the isolated 
gesture of grand design or by environmental 
fiat. The shape of our built environment is 
the shape of our culture, and that shape is an 
intricate and incremental artifact, the result 
of thousands of little acts contributed by 
many generations. It consists of forms and 
lives. It is a shell brimming with human con
tent. It is also a vulnerable artifact, gossa
mer for all its evident solidarity. Big names 
in architecture and urbanism have enhanced 
and redirected it, but they have also torn 
and savaged it. Grand schemes, heroic 
monuments, we know only too well, come 
often at the expense of what was there. They 
can displace and dislocate; they can eradi
cate or render meaningless stretches of 
collective memory. The self-absorption of 
great egos can be a terrible thing. 

The second myth is a more idealistic one; it 
was common in the 1960s and early 1970s. It 
is that architects can rearrange priorities, 
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make the world a happier place, help bring 
about an order that is more equitable and in 
which injustice will become more intoler
able. We have had a long string of utopias 
along these lines that equated a good society 
with good design. 

Alas, social happiness is a collective strug
gle, not just a professional one. Beautiful or 
reasoned buildings do not always bring ab
out beautiful behaviour or reasoned re
sponse. And sometimes there are flashes of 
rare humanity and beauty in the worst of 
slums. Cities are amalgams of the living and 
the built There is no way in which design 
alone will breathe life into a dying human 
enterprise, any more than a vibrant sense of 
community can be attributable altogether to 
the act of design We expect too much of 
architects, we blame them for too many 
things. 

Now, I am not out to destroy myths. I be
lieve sincerely that the act of design is more 
a solemnity than a simple skill, that it par
takes of some elemental thinking about who 
we are and how we want to live. It has the 
power to order the land and ready it for 
attitudes. It can nudge those huge improb
able configurations we call cities to liveli
ness and joy. It can lend dignity to our pub
lic institutions. But design is not enough. It 
does not in itself hold the key to social 
change. To flog the architect for society'S 
failings is a fruitless exercise. To credit him 
with its successes is false praise. 

It is crucial, therefore, that we impart to our 
charges in the schools a fair image of credit
able performance, that we paint judiciously 
the broad challenges of vision and the li
mited horizons of action. A good architect, 
we must insist, is one who gives his best 
whatever the assignment, whether a whole 
city or an interior remodelling, and we then 
must proceed to specify what the "best" 
should be. It is crucial for the beginning 
student to understand that those, too, 
contribute who mend and touch up and in
sinuate. You yourselves have elaborated in 
past seminars on the enormous task ahead 
to rehabilitate and conserve historic 
environments in Muslim countries. Much of 
this work may have to be done on an ad hoc 

basis. Such repair is not glamorous. It does 
not win magazine attention. The reward sys
tem of the profession as it is discriminates 
against cautious fine-grained work of this 
kind. That is why we who teach in schools of 
architecture must downplay old myths, and 
bring forth new models of professional 
worthiness. We need to convey with force 
that the architectural enterprise is incre
mental and collaborative, across space and 
across time; that the cities we live in are 
elaborate, generational devices, always 
tidying up, never finished; that there are 
thousands of little incidents, of space and 
colour and repose, that account for a Venice, 
a Damascus, an Isfahan, and that these are 
not accidental nor are they attributable to 
name architects. If we can convey all this, 
we will have a happier mood around our 
schools, fewer dropouts among our student 
body, a smaller number of graduating stu
dents who abandon the field for something 
else out of a frustration that comes from 
inflated expectations. The message should 
be that to be a good architect is like being a 
good citizen. One designs what is right and 
responsible, whether it is noticed or not, as 
one should vote, say, and refrain from spit
ting or littering, whether it is being noticed 
and rewarded or not. 

3) Architecture schools should not consider 
the training of architects to be their only 
charge. 

What is an architecture school? I think we 
are all agreed that, as we have them now, 
such schools are there to train students for 
the profession and propel them into it. In 
other words, they are there to make archi
tects. Perhaps because I am not an architect 
and yet choose to teach in a school of archi
tecture, I have long held that we have been 
missing a great chance to make architecture 
a vital part of the general discourse, a public 
concern like food and politics. We have 
been missing this chance precisely because 
we insist on looking at architecture schools 
exclusively as the training centres for young 
professionals 

However, architecture does not depend on 
architects alone. Thus, its study should not 
be restricted to them alone. For example, by 
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"Avant Projet, Place du Sultan Bayezid", 1902. a proposal for Istanbul's Beyazit square by the Beaux-Arts-trained Parisian architect Joseph Antoine Bouvard 
(1840-1920) Bouvard's proposal would have turned the square into a civic center (A) is the Ministry of War, (B) the Sultan Beyazit Mosque, (C) is a new Hotel 

de Ville, which would dominate the square, (F) marks the Ministry of Finance, and next to it, at the left edge, is an Imperial Library The project disregarded, 
however, the slope of the site and the pre-existing dense urban fabric between monuments 
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the time at which we in architectural semi
nars bemoan the destruction of our patri
mony arid devise stratagems to forestall it, it 
is already many stages too late. Members of 
communities themselves must know what 
they have, be proud of it, and insist on hold
ing on to it. This means that they have to be 
enlightened about the built environment 
somehow, preferably from grade school on. 
At an advanced level, schools of architec
ture could then become centres of general 
humanistic education, places where one 
comes to learn about architecture because it 
encompasses so much of the human adven
ture, regardless of whether one is going to 
be an architect or not, in much the same way 
that one might enroll in a department of 
literature without having the slightest incli
nation to be a professional writer This, 
then, will become the place that trains future 
preservationists and clients who will com
mission buildings for themselves and others, 
journalists and critics who will write about 
architecture, or educated people who be
come conscious of what a great legacy our 
built world is and what it takes to bring it 
about, and who will move on to another 
career with this consciousness in their mind, 
ready to impart it to their children, or, 
perhaps, exercise it in their neighbourhood. 
Architecture then can be a fundamental 
discipline of human learning, as, indeed, it 
is, and not always and finally only a profes
sion. 

4) The answer to the question, "Dfwhat use 
is the study of history in the education of an 
architect?" is another question: "What kind 
of history?" 

Whether we are training professionals or 
educating students who are simply "major
ing" in architecture, history is central- and 
for the same reasons. The history of archi
tecture, properly taught, has general valid
ity. Or, rather, there is not, in my view, one 
kind of history for architects and another 
kind for others. 

I am, of course, quite sensitive to the fact 
that architects are interested in history often 
as a rich quarry of form. That is a perfectly 
valid interest. Buildings are based on other 
buildings. Sinan was obsessed with Hagia 
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Sophia because of its shapes, the size of its 
dome. He quarried it, stripped off its speci
fic cultural programme, and surpassed it at 
Selimiye in Edirne. For this kind of formal 
recall there is no need for historians. 

But form is always a receptacle of meaning, 
and architectural meaning is ultimately 
lodged in history, in cultural contexts. That 
is what must be explained, that is where the 
historian comes in. Every shape, every bend 
in the road has a precise explanation. Form 
involves institutional arrangements, laws, 
economics, or what Dogan Kuban once cal
led in these seminars "the inertia of cultural 
behaviour." Muslim students must know of 
matters like waqf, of social programmes like 
kLilliyes, of the history of institutions like the 
tekke which are organisational and cultural 
concepts first, before they become architec
tural types. They should know about the 
ascendance ofthe state in the modern 
period and how it undermined the role of 
community groups, private patronage, and 
similar agencies of rapport between archi
tecture and people. I agree wholeheartedly 
with Dr Mona Serageldin and Fran<;ois 
Vigier who deplore the superficial applique 
that passes for a renaissance of Islamic archi
tecture, and who make it clear that in order 
to go beyond this cosmetic subterfuge, pro
fessional curricula will have to undergo ma
jor reforms. They have pointed out that 
architectural history courses must stress the 
social, cultural and ecological factors that 
gave rise to specific architectural forms, 
rather than treating these forms as a purely 
plastic art and that the evolution of insti
tutions and their influence on the spatial 
organisation of cities must be understood. 

I would go a step further As long as archi
tectural history is taught as a separate acade
mic discipline, it will remain poorly inte
grated with the instruction of design. We 
must find new ways to organise studios. We 
must incorporate the complicated historical 
processes at work on the environment into 
the immediate culture of studio instruction. 
Bruno Zevi has been attempting this fusion 
in his Istituto Storico-Critico in Rome, but it 
is form-making he has foremost in mind as 
students dissect the workings of Michelange-

lo's dome for St Peter's, for example, in 
clever analytical models and such. The 
building process is part of history, surely, 
but it is not what I have in mind. To make 
architectural history, as I understand the 
field, a partner in the act of contemporary 
design would indeed inspire continuities of 
the sort we so admire in great cities like Fez 
or Florence or Vienna. 

At the practical level of conservation this 
partnership comes naturally. To do that job 
properly one has to know how to study and 
interpret building fabrics in terms of mate
rials and techniques; one has to be able to 
read and interpret surviving drawings and 
other such empowering documents, and be 
able to resuscitate the physical reality that 
they record. 

5) The current architecture education every
where ill world ill prepares the graduating 
student for the realities of professional 
practice. 

This is in the nature of a summation, of 
course. All along I have been leading up to 
this conclusion. What I have actually deli
vered is much less prescriptive than you 
might have wished: I apologise. My purpose 
has been to establish a general climate for 
the study of architecture, to pinpoint mis
placed intentions and suggest new attitudes, 
because I think schools of architecture are in 
some ways dusty and anachronistic as they 
are presently constituted. 

I have not even touched on the question of 
preparing students for what is rather alar
mingly referred to as "the outside world". 
Basically, I think we might agree, students 
who come out are rather naive about the 
economic aspects of building, and the reali
ties of clients and how to secure com
missions. They have, as I discussed, roman
tic notions of their roles, and are quite con
fused as to how they shOUld behave profes
sionally, how they can be effective. And 
they have only the murkiest notions about 
ethics. They do not know how to be active in 
social and political issues through their pro
fession. This is no longer a strong point in 
the architectural world. The architect as a 
public figure has been in decline for quite 



some time. The key issue here is this. An 
architect is a trained professional who solves 
design problems. A palace for a corrupt rul
er is a design problem, so is a concentration 
camp. Should you design them? Somebody 
obviously does Would you change your 
mode of designing to continue being em
ployed after a radical change of regime that 
favours a design language that is not your 
own? 

At any rate, architectural education cannot 
be value-free. Who we are individually, who 
we are culturally, is part of the equation. If 
the architect has to persuade a client that 
doing things this way rather than that way 
will produce a more humane environment, 
or a more splendid one, or a more honest 
one, then his own convictions, his values will 
certainly condition his brief. You might even 
be able to make a case that architectural 
education should be completely redirected, 
so that it becomes predominantly value
based, rather than knowledge-based and 
skill-based 

Here is a related issue: would you design, 
should you design, something for a culture 
that is not yours? Many Western firms, as 
we all recognise, do so with gusto You have 
seen their work in Islamic countries in all 
your seminars. Was this so because until 
quite recently internationalism was an arti
cle of professional faith? In a conference on 
educating students of the so-called develop
ing countries in European schools, held a 
while back in Newcastle-upon-Tyne, John 
Habraken of M I.T argued that "a profes
sion can only be a profession when it shares 
certain principles, theories and methods that 
it holds valid and useful in all circumstances 
and in all places" Now we are not sdsure. 
We are also worried about spiritual tres
passing, if I may call it that. Hassan Fathy 
said in one of the Award seminars that he 
could have designed the church at Gourna 
needed by the non-Muslim community, but 
he refused to do so, he called in a Christian 
to do the job Will Muslim students in the 
future refuse to design projects that are 
unfamiliar to them as Muslims, or anti
thetical to the Muslim way of life? 
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Here is where that core concern, the nature 
of Islamic architecture, comes in. The two 
extreme positions were stated with some 
passion in the very first Award seminar, and 
I wish I could have heard the presentations 
in person. 

Seyyed Hossein Nasr argued that "There is 
no way of discussing Islamic architecture 
and evading the problem of the principles of 
Islamic architecture and what Islamic archi
tecture means. There is no way of avoiding 
meaning. God is meaning (ma'na). We have 
to be at the quest of this meaning." He 
proposed that Islamic architects be trained 
once again in the traditional way, that the 
old crafts resurrected, and thereby the old 
ways brought back. All this reminded me of 
Augustus Welby Pugin one hundred and fif
ty years ago and his advocacy of the Gothic 
style as the only vehicle for a reformed 
society. It reminded me of the moral argu
ments of the anti-machine Arts and Crafts 
Movement in England and elsewhere all 
through the later nineteenth century 

Dogan Kuban, the product of a secular Mus
lim country would have none of this. He 
said: Islamic architecture is "something cre
ated by those people who call themselves 
Muslims. It is as simple as that." So, pre
sumably, in this accepting view a skyscraper 
can be Islamic architecture and so, too, a 
five hundred room hotel, if they happened 
to be designed by Muslim architects. 

This is no minor matter. If westernization is 
taken to be a fundamental disruption of Islam
ic culture, a terminus post quem /lon, then a 
whole range of building types from factories 
to office buildings would be outside the pur
view of an Islamic architect who wishes to 
remain within the bounds of his culture. The 
application of Islamic decor will not absolve 
the design, since a Frenchman could do as 
much and just as easily. The only honorable 
course might be to try to reinterpret the 
programme within the experience of Islamic 
tradition. Certainly apartment towers have 
their counterparts in things like the rab' type 
of collective housing in Cairo. The hotel 
could also be reinterpreted in line with the 
traditional way of putting up guests and visi
tors - and work from that to a new form 

that has nothing to do with the high-rise 
hotel. 
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I started this talk with autobiographical de
tails. I spoke of being a Greek raised in 
Turkey, of Istanbul and its lesson of urban 
continuities. I hope you will not think me 
too preachy if I return to these prelimi
naries, in order to point out their relevance 
to what I have randomly been implying all 
through this paper. Because of who I am 
and what I do, I find talk about a violently 
disrupted tradition a bit unsettling. Wester
nised buildings of the nineteenth century in 
some Islamic countries are already on their 
way to being appropriated into the tradition, 
as the International Style, uncompro
misingly historical to the last, has already 
been absorbed into the great historical tradi
tions of the West. Time may mellow the 
appeal of more recent specimens of modern 
architecture in Islamic lands. History heals. 
Survival confers dignity. It would be 
counterproductive, if not impossible, to 
attempt to separate Islamic culture from 
modern culture. And this separation might 
not even be the Islamic thing to do. The 
unity of Islam from the start accommodated 
pluralism. It accepted and absorbed alien 
elements into its sturdy frame. The culture 
itself changed and developed all along; its 
vigour was its principal drive. To reduce the 
vast wealth of Islamic architecture to its 
"essentials" leads either to an unedifying 
catalogue of common features - minarets, 
mihrabs and the like - or else to such 
generic headings as "dexterous handling of 
scale", "adoption of geometric forms", "in
teresting structural forms", and so forth. (I 
am quoting from the paper delivered by Mr 
Khwaja in your opening seminar of 1978). 
These reductions can only impoverish and 
restrict the education of the Muslim archi
tect, and deprive the West of the benefits of 
our all too spasmodic commonality. 




