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The Aga Khan Award seminars evince a 
serious intention of dealing with the issues 
of Islamic architecture in the modern 
world. This is important not only in the 
Islamic world, but in other parts of the 
world where there is a need to find 
alternatives other than Western architec
tural styles to meet advancing technol
ogies. I refer to many countries with a 
strong cultural background that are facing 
the difficulty which every culture has faced 
in the twentieth century: to deal with the 
new issues that exist today as a result of 
new institutions, new knowledge and new 
technologies. 

The gulf which must be bridged between 
tradition and the new technology is simply 
not that easy to bridge. It has been done 
successfully in some cultures, and one of 
the instances we could refer to is Japan. 
Japan was a culture that, until the early 
years of this century, had not attempted to 
move away from its deep traditional roots. 
Nonetheless, when faced with the tech
nology of the West it was able to make 
that transition. In a way which is exem
plary for other cultures, Japan has devel
oped a very strong contemporary tradition 
in architecture without abandoning or 
compromising its traditional styles. It 
accomplished this in two ways: by training 
architectural leaders like Tange in the 
offices of Western masters such as Le 
Corbusier, and through examples set by 
sensitive Western practitioners in Japan, 
such as Raymond and Taut from the 
Bauhaus and Wright from America. 
Though many "imported" Western build
ings were out of place in the early Meiji 
period of westernization, a few individuals 
sowed the seeds of a new style which was 
distinctively Japanese and technologically 
advanced at the same time. 

A point I tried to make during the 
educational discussion about the inheri
tance from the West, so visible in widely 
dispersed parts of the world, is that there 
is not simply a wholesale adoption of 
techniques, technologies and thus styles 
from the West, but also a wholesale adop
tion of Western institutions. I strongly feel 
that this is a matter to be questioned. I 
have been able to introduce fundamental 
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changes in my own planning for universi
ties by observing the Oxbridge campuses 
and the EI Azhar University in Cairo, 
both of which seemed pertinent to new 
universities in my country. 

There are other institutions, such as 
hospitals, whose traditional patterns one 
accepts without thinking. There is no 
question that Western technology in hos
pitals has enormously advanced the care 
and treatment of the sick, but I think that 
Western hospitals leave much to be de
sired and in a very fundamental way. They 
work efficiently, but they are based on an 
American technological approach that has 
come to influence everything in the West. 
This influence has to be tempered by some 
indigenous traditions. For one thing, 
health care is and can be much more than 
what is offered in a hospital. It can include 
such things as health education; the care 
of the family; and the care of the whole 
individual, in the sense of mind, soul and 
spirit as well as body. These things are 
neglected in the West, and the whole body 
is considered secondary to that part which 
is malfunctioning at the moment. These 
are all issues which need to be addressed 
and which have not been addressed in 
Western medicine, and this in itself should 
give one cause to question the wholesale 
adoption of a Western institution. We may 
take a lesson from China, where there is a 
strong medical tradition; Chinese hospitals 
provide both Western and traditional 
treatments. 

I had the opportunity a few years ago to 
introduce into a Canadian medical centre 
an emphasis on health education and pre
ventive measures. This resulted in a reduc
tion of inpatient beds and an increase in 
outpatient ambulatory facilities. Adjacent 
motels for families also allowed for family 
nursing, which reduced the shock of dis
orientation for people coming from remote 
villages in British Columbia, and also 
lowered the cost of hospital beds. The 
concept of the institution was that the 
hospital should not be a place to be visited 
only when one is sick, but also when one 
is well in order to find out how to keep 
from getting sick. It is significant that the 
hospitals of ancient Greece gave the 

patient not only the best treatment pos
sible, but also the best diet in the best 
architectural setting, in the best surround
ings with the finest libraries, finest 
theatres and most significant contact with 
the great philosophers and with one's 
religion. The mind and the soul were 
recognized as part of the cure, and we in 
the West have a long way to go to equal 
that. 

After years of traveling in many parts of 
the world and some thirty years of travel 
in the Islamic world, I have learned a 
great deal; I have been able to go back 
and challenge the institutions of my own 
country. It is very difficult for any 
Westerner, any outsider to the culture of 
Islam, to do the same for the Muslim 
world. The issue must really be dealt with 
by Muslims, but perhaps it is possible for 
some of us outsiders to point the way, as 
we did originally for Japan. 

I feel that window-dressing is not that 
important; I doubt that design in contem
porary terms is the most important aspect 
of architecture. Architecture goes much 
deeper; it can transform an institution by 
casting it in the most contemporary terms 
and providing a new meaning for it. In 
other words, architecture has to meet 
present-day issues, not just functionally 
but socially and philosophically as well. It 
has to be changing constantly, because 
institutional issues in the contemporary 
world are changing constantly. There are 
inflexibilities built into any government or 
adrpinistrative unit; these are slow to 
change, and therefore provide the stability 
that is needed in the face of otherwise 
rapid change. The architect, because he is 
delving into the workings of all institu
tions, can recognize where the change 
should be made and where the lack of it is 
a handicap, and he can assume a leader
ship role in making that change. 

It is impossible for anyone from the West 
to do any more than attempt to under
stand the environmental and social condi
tions and the ideas that have given rise to 
architectural styles in the Muslim coun
tries. The final expression of those ideas 
and factors has got to come from within 
the Islamic world. But travel yields a cer-



tain objectivity, probably more with regard 
to one's own culture than to any others. I 
have discovered extraordinary and informa
tive cultural differences which have made 
me begin to appreciate the reasons for and 
the value of these differences. 

It has been extremely interesting for me to 
experience Japanese culture. To a North 
American, the perplexing thing about 
Japanese architecture is that it has a con
cept of space which really has nothing to 
do with the space familiar to us in the 
West. This makes it very difficult for us to 
understand the Japanese architectural tra
dition, because in comparision to the West 
they have no tradition of interior space. 
Japanese buildings were designed and built 
to be approached from outside, to be seen 
from a courtyard or garden, to be per
ceived in that context and not to be moved 
through. Western space is dynamic; it 
takes its very shape and meaning from the 
experience of moving through it. The 
movement is toward a goal, and that kind 
of objective appears absolutely essential 
to Western concepts of space and 
architecture. 

Of all the great traditions, the one closest 
to the West is that of Islam. It too is 
concerned very much with internal space, 
interior space, but the aspect of dynamic 
movement is missing; there is a profound 
difference in the organization of spaces. 
Each space in Islamic architecture is much 
more a place of arrival. It is a place of 
refuge rather than a space to be moved 
through en route to something else. 

Behind all of these traditions, the climate 
and the terrain have been absolutely funda
mental. I have been working in the 
Muslim world for three or four years, and 
am discovering things about the archi
tecture of the West which I never knew 
before. I have found, for instance, that 
what I was dealing with for the first time 
in this part of the world was the wall. The 
difference between working in a hot arid 
climate and that where I come from is 
very much centered on the wall. The wall 
is essential in the Muslim world-as a 
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from an area which is exactly the opposite 
in climate-it is very wet, with a lot of 
vegetation and enormous rain forests, and 
there the tradition stems from wooden 
post and beam construction. Until I 
started working here in the Middle East I 
did not realize how deeply ingrained the 
post and beam was to my perception. 

Central to virtually everything I have 
designed is the idea of structure as the 
form of expression, the determinant of 
style. However, I now see that this philoso
phy comes uniquely from post and beam 
conceptualization, since all the forces of 
structure are concentrated in those two 
members. This stems from the wood con
struction tradition of ancient Greece, 
where the sources of style were concen
trated in the column (post) and the lintel 
(beam). In wall architecture, on the other 
hand, structure is ambiguous. The struc
tural forces are so distributed that struc
ture itself is not as important as the effects 
of mass and surface. This is an entirely 
different kind of expression from that in 
which structure itself is the source of 
expression. Where structure is the source 
of expression one is free to open up the 
walls to view out and let the light in, as 
we do with large expanses of glass, but 
that structural style is entirely foreign to 
the traditions of the Middle East. Frame 
construction is being used here because in 
many ways it is more practical for labour
saving prefabricated components. 
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A basic problem of maintaining traditional 
or stylistic mannerisms is that they become 
impractical as the building industry 
changes, and it simply becomes easier to 
build in another way. For instance, how is 
it possible to build a simple but beautiful 
wall such as those built of finely-cut stone 
or of plastered mud brick, which shows its 
subtle surface modulations under the sharp 
sunlight, in any other materials? It is 
impossible to duplicate or equal this 
surface effect with precast concrete com
ponents which always look mechanical and 
cold, or in stone veneer which has the 
artificial thinness of wallpaper. This repre
sents a central problem of most modern 
structures built in the Middle East: frame 
construction, which is rooted in the north
ern climates, has become the predominant 
mode of construction and hence undisguis
ably the form of expression. 

The long horizontal lines which personally 
appeal to me are a heritage of the frame 
architecture of the West; they really do 
not fit in this part of the world, where the 
surface is and should be more important. 
Yet traditional solutions are expensive, 
although much more practical in terms of 
energy considerations, protection from the 
climate and utilization of natural methods 
of airconditioning. Now what I would like 
to do is review my own probing into an ap
propriate Muslim architecture, with some 
examples from Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. 

My first example of an institutional build-

structural technique, as a symbol of shelter Riyadh, Saudi Arabia: model for a ministry building 

and as a means of providing protection Photo A Erickson 
from the extremes of heat. But I come 
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Riyadh, Saudi Arabia drawing of interior of ministry building 

Photo: A Erickson 

Kuwait City, Kuwait· model for a housing scheme 

Photo: A Erickson 

ing was designed for a ministry in Riyadh. 
It was a first attempt at dealing with the 
problem of light and shade in what was 
basically an office building. The site was 
overlooking the city, and the parking re
quirements, as everywhere in Saudi Arabia 
and Kuwait, were among the most serious 
considerations. The conceptual idea was to 
put the parking on a podium and raise the 
whole building off that by three stories, so 
that all facilities which were more or less 
communal and recreational within the min
istry would occur in the shaded courts and 
gardens underneath. The building was to 
act as an umbrella to the site. Under the 
building a series of coffee areas, cafe
terias, conference rooms and leisure facil
ities which were part of the ministry 
programme were planned. The podium sur
face displayed the more ordered use of 
landscape found in traditional gardens, 
recalling a Persian carpet in pattern. 

Once the building was placed over this, 
the problem was how to get light into the 
offices and below, and how to support a 
building not on columns but on walls. We 
began to explore a wall support for the 
structure and for a way of piercing 
through the offices above to get light 
down into the gardens below. The basic 
structure has enormous weight and is in a 
sense a wall structure. It grows up into the 
stepped skylights that bring light down 
into the lower area, much like the 
muqarnas of the Islamic dome. The raised 
office block is fronted with pierced 
screens, an admittedly arbitrary way of 
dealing with the sun. 

A housing scheme in Kuwait was a very 
interesting project, because the Govern
ment of Kuwait was very concerned about 
the paucity of Kuwaitis living in the centre 
of the city. They wanted to find a way of 
inducing middle class Kuwaiti~ to live 
downtown; this was important for political 
reasons, to balance the downtown expatri
ate popUlation. We were asked to develop 
a project of large 300-metre apartments, 
with the general requirement that if they 
were to be high-rises, no apartment could 
look into any other for reasons of privacy. 
We opted for a scheme of stacking the 
apartments, which were really enclosed 



Kuwait City, Kuwait: interior of housing scheme 

Drawing: A. Erickson 
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Medina, Saudi Arabia: model for one part of a housing complex 

Photo: A. Erickson 
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villas with an outside courtyard. The stag
gered stacking offset that courtyard so the 
light came in vertically, and the only view 
out was through a controlled retractable 
screen opening onto the courtyard. 

The apartments were organized into neigh
bourhoods of ninety to one hundred fami
lies. Each neighbourhood was clustered 
around a small shopping complex and 
shared with others a number of mosques, 
schools, a larger central club, a park and 
roof gardens. The stacking of the villas 
resulted in a configuration which provided 
a sheltered, shaded space in between; this 
neighbourhood common space was remi
niscent of the suq. The landscaping had a 
series of trellised walkways which con
nected the various components, so that 
automobiles were relegated to the outside 
and the central area became entirely 
pedestrian. 

The same idea for a housing complex was 
explored further in a simpler structural 
solution in Medina. This project featured 
a major shopping centre underneath, and 
provided a sheltered central recreational 
area for the families. 

In Kuwait, we were asked to revise the 
master plan made by Shankland Cox for a 
new town centre south of Kuwait City 
called Fintas. We wanted to internalize 
everything as much as possible: get rid of 
the car, put it underground or in parking 
structures, and centralize the offices and 
housing as much as possible into the core 
of the complex. Unfortunately, the pro
gramme did not allow this because of the 
economic plan for private development 
and financing. However, we were able to 
bring a certain proportion of the office 
space into the centre along with the major 
shopping complex, hotel, government of
fices and cultural facilities. 

Shopping in Kuwait is a major recreation, 
so we viewed the shopping centre as a 
recreational centre. It was divided into 
two sections: one airconditioned in more 
or less Western fashion, the other a tradi
tional suq. The total central core was a 
little under 800 metres in length, enclosed 
by a wall of parking structures with four 
main gates recalling traditional city plans. 
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Fintas, Kuwait: model of project for a new town centre, including housing, commercial and 
government areas 

Photos: A. Erickson 

There was a gate for the car which took 
you either to the underground shopping or 
to the parking structures, and gates for 
pedestrians who arrived via bus or central 
transportation. Once inside, the offices, 
shops and recreation facilities were com
pletely intermixed in the total complex. 
Here we varied from the Shankland Cox 
plans, which in Western fashion kept each 
of these separate. 

There was a north and south gate, plus an 
east gate which was really a botanical 
garden surrounded by a hotel and con
vention complex on one side and a 
cultural complex on the other. At the 
west end the gate was the entrance to the 
suq, through the government building, fire 
department, police department and health 
care centre. The suq was a single-story 
un-airconditioned complex which used 
natural air circulation in a traditional 
manner; it also had parking underneath. 
This was connected by a bridge/transporta
tion centre, on top of which were many 
restaurants looking out onto formal gar
dens which had a view over the suq and 
toward the sea in the distance. One then 
descended a stepped water garden down to 
the main square, with the Friday mosque 
on one side and the entrance to the suq on 
the other. At one side of the city was an 
educational institute with a major sports 
complex and a public park with a central 
salt-water lake. Water was supposed to be 
used fairly extensively throughout the 
project, but was limited in its outside use 
to this salt-water lake. 

An'other project was an Air Force 
Academy in Saudi Arabia, connected to 
the town of AI-Kharj across a major 
highway. What we tried to do here was to 
take an institution and make it as compact 
as possible for climatic reasons. The 
Academy was comprised of three colleges 
of two thousand cadets. The plan was 
generally a series of concentric squares, 
starting from the ring of cadet dormitories 
on the outer perimetre to the classroom 
ring, with the general laboratories and 
common facilities in the central space: 
library, mosque, dining hall, administra
tion building and transportation centre. 
The opportunity for a shading device arose 



from a need to provide a million gallons of 
stand-by water. 

We also designed the Air Defense Head
quarters building in Riyadh, a square com
plex with two office wings flanking central 
administration and reception areas. It was 
designed to shelter a central garden onto 
which all of the offices faced. The exterior 
walls were absolutely solid, and the com
plex opens instead onto the central sunken 
garden court, a kind of shaded oasis. The 
offices are actually hung from the struc
ture, which bridges the court like a type of 
enormous diwiin found in Iran or Pakistan, 
with the mirrored surfaces of the offices 
reflecting the garden from the shadows 
underneath. 

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia: model of the Air Defense 
Headquarters building 

Photo: A Erickson 
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Near Al-Kharj, Saudi Arabia. model of Air Force Academy 

Photo: A. Erickson 

Riyadh, Saudi Arabia: model of the Air Defense Headquarters building, seen from above 

Photo: A. Erickson 
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