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In our contemporary culture, architecture 
education is in a state of crisis. We have 
today a better knowledge in most fields than 
ever before, and better technological means 
at our disposal, but still, in most places, the 
built environment is decaying because of 
meaningless construction. Thus, we may 
talk about a general environmental crisis, 
and accordingly, a crisis of architectural 
education. As an architect and an educator, 
I have been giving much thought to the 
reasons for this state of affairs. 

My conclusion is simple: we have forgotten 
the language of architecture. Firstly, we 
have forgotten to experience architecture as 
a meaningful expression of human life in a 
certain place, and secondly, we have for
gotten the use of the language of architec
ture as a means to serve man's need for 
meaning and belonging. With the word lan
guage, therefore, I intend what keeps and 
communicates man's modes of being in the 
world. To recover the language of architec
ture is the primary aim and the basis of 
architecture education. The pUTPose of this 
paper is to show what that means, using 
Islamic architecture as an illustration. 

I do not pretend to explain Islamic architec
ture, but merely wish to demonstrate an 
approach that may help us to accomplish the 
needed return to architecture. Let me 
emphasise: before we can teach architec
ture, we have to know what architecture is, 
and at this seminar that means asking the 
question: What is Islamic architecture? I ask 
this question also to prepare for another, 
concluding question: Is it possible and 
meaningful to create an Islamic architecture 
today? 

Islamic architecture is experienced as a posi
tive fact as soon as we visit an Islamic 
environment; it is there as an immediately 
recognisable presence, from Afganistan to 
Arabia, from Egypt to Andalusia It is there 
as something which tells us that we are no 
longer in Graeco-Roman and Christian 
Europe. Another world becomes manifest, 
a world which makes us feel different and 
which demands different perceptions from 
us. Also we know it when we are in an 
European city, rather than an Indian or 
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Chinese one, and we know it before we 
encounter any human being or see any writ
ten sign. And yet, these different worlds are 
basically similar, consisting of towns, streets, 
buildings, things and people. 

In what, then, does the difference consist? 
How, then, do we know where we are? We 
know where we are because human life 
takes place in spaces determined by natural 
elements and buildings possessing a distinct 
character. Evidently such "characters" are 
more or less general. When I say that we 
know it when we are in a European city, I 
may add that we also know that we are in an 
English rather than a German one. Yes, we 
even may distinguish a Tuscan one from a 
Sicilian one, but that would demand a cer
tain level of knowledge on the part of the 
visitor. 

The spaces we experience when we travel 
about are primarily public rather than pri
vate, and they may be urban spaces as well 
as interiors of public buildings. The differ
ence between environments, therefore, 
stems from different spatial properties, 
which may be classified in the broad cate
gories of volumetric types and various kinds 
of boundaries. We immediately perceive the 
suq or bazaar of an Islamic city as a distinct 
type of volume, and the same happens when 
we enter a mosque, such as the famous one 
in Cordoba To recognise an Islamic city, 
however, we do not have to visit particular 
places; we feel the Islamic presence every
where, due to a characteristic treatment of 
the spatial boundaries, just as we experience 
European cities as such for the same reason. 
First of all, Islamic architecture becomes 
manifest in the wall, where the Islamic sense 
of being in the world is kept and visualised. 
Certainly, not all walls in all Islamic cities 
are treated in the same way, but basic pro
perties and motifs are omnipresent, albeit 
with varying frequency. And, just as impor
tant, those properties that distinguish Euro
pean cities are as a rule absent 

What, then, are these basic properties? 

The Islamic wall may in general be charac
terised as a dematerialised "skin" which, to 
a greater or lesser extent, is covered by a 
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complex, linear ornamentation. The plastic, 
anthropomorphic elements that determine 
the European wall of classical derivation are 
entirely lacking. The Islamic wall is, more
over, different from the transparent wall of 
Gothic architecture. The latter, certainly, 
also appears as a kind of network of slender 
members, but, while the Islamic lines are 
abstract and without bodily presence, the 
Gothic ribs are experienced as lines of force; 
they make up a structure rather than an 
ornament. 

The Islamic wall, thus, has a less obvious 
relationship to the earth than the European 
one; it does not stand and rise in the same 
structurally determined way, but seems to 
express a more general kind of being in 
space. This goes together with its particular 
geometric organisation. The other bound
aries of Islamic space have an analogous 
character. Thus, the floor is a carpet-like, 
extended surface, and in the mosque it is, in 
fact, covered with geometrically patterned 
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carpets. The ceiling, finally, shows the char
acter of the Islamic boundary in a parti
cularly pronounced way. Here the surface 
often dissolves completely into a trans
parent, luminous network of insubstantial 
forms, without, however, losing its general 
continuity. 

A certain distinction between up and down 
is nevertheless present The ceiling and 
higher part of the wall are often white with a 
very dense ornament, whereas the lower 
part and the floor gains a somewhat more 
concrete presence due to the use of colour~d 
glazed tiles. Another characteristic differ
ence from the traditional European wall is 
the lack of pictorial representation; when 
recognisable "figures" appear, they are al
ways swallowed up by the ornament and 
become integral parts of comprehensive 
totality. As a substitute for the European 
image, however, calligraphic elements con
sisting of quotations from the Qur'an, are 
introduced. Due to the ornamental charac-
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ter of Kufic script, these also become part of 
the totality 

In general, the spatial boundary of Islamic 
architecture may be described as a con
tinuous, insubstantial surface structured by a 
boundless ornament, where faint echoes of 
the world ofthings appear and disappear. 
An omnipresent luminosity accentuates the 
general feeling of integration and unity. The 
primary manifestation of Islamic architec
ture, therefore, consists in a comprehensive 
"character", rather than a set of distinct 
figural elements. 

This does not mean, however, that Islamic 
architecture negates building types and for
mal motifs. No architecture could do with
out these, since a character always has to 
gain presence "as something". A study of 
architectural history shows that the building 
types of any culture are based on general 
volumetric types, such as the rotunda, the 
basilica and the hypostyle hall, three spatial 
forms that possess general validity, because 
they derive from the fundamental structures 
of existential spatiality: centre (goal), way 
and domain. The mosque, for example, is 
basically a hypostyle hall, where a dome is 
sometimes introduced to mark or symbolise 
a centre In Islamic architecture, the general 
volumetric types are, however, significantly 
reinterpreted and modified. Like the orna
mental wall, cities and buildings consist of 
elements which are integrated rather than 
separate, and often of indeterminate exten
sion. The hypostyle mosque, thus, is in prin
ciple an "open" form, where spatial ele
ments could be added or taken away without 
destroying its meaning. (Consider this in re
lation to Alberti's famous dictum that in a 
classical composition "nothing may be 
added or taken away except for the worse".) 

In Islamic architecture figurative elements, 
such as tower, dome and courtyard, are 
therefore points of orientation within a 
comprehensive totality, rather than final, 
symbolic goals. They appear out of a totality 
given a priori, which they do not constitute 
but rather are submitted to. Here we arrive 
at the basic difference between Islamic and 
European architecture. In the latter, the 
"place" is constituted by the buildings or 
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"institutions" (that is, to use Louis Kahn's 
term, the "place" in European architecture 
is determined from "within"), whereas in 
the former it is determined from "without", 
being "given" as an eternal fact. 

In the man-made environment, even an 
eternal fact, however, must become present 
as a set of different places Hence, the Islam
ic city comprises spatial as well as formal 
variety. As a first, spontaneously perceived 
differentiation, we recognise the difference 
between the urban space of everyday life, 
and the interiors of mosques and other prin
cipal buildings. While the former generally 
appears as an "informal" and multifarious 
labyrinth, and often has a somewhat run
down and shabby look, the latter exhibit a 
high degree offormal order and articulation, 
and generally a perfect upkeep. Evidently, 
therefore, Islam admits that the organised 
unity that is the basic characteristic of its 
architecture does not apply directly to reali
ties of man's temporal, everyday-life world 
As a consequence, Islamic architecture is 
"introverted" , and its meaning becomes 
manifest primarily in enclosed gardens, 
courtyards and interiors. What is given as an 
eternal fact from "without" thus becomes 
visible from the inside. 

Horseshoe Arch 
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Although it shuns figural forms, Islamic 
architecture, like any other architectural sys
tem, needs recognisable elements. The 
horseshoe arch may be mentioned as one of 
the typical motifs of Islamic architecture. In 
contrast to the semi-circular arch of the 
Western tradition, the horseshoe arch has 
the centre higher than its foot, and, there
fore, seems to rise and open up. Thus, it 
loses its structural quality and becomes an 
ornamental form, combining repose and 
radiating lightness. In general, the horse
shoe arch shows how a motif may become a 
distinctive "sign", representing a whole 
architectural system. This is possible be
cause it unifies basic properties of the system 
in a simple form. More complex and particu
lar, but of equal importance, are the muqar
nas which in Islamic architecture are used to 
take care of the transition from plane to 
curved surfaces. Basically the muqarnas are 
related to the squinches and pendentives of 
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European architecture, but they interpret The Great Mosque of Cordoba, interior 
the transitional surface in a fundamentally 
different way. Consisting of a more or less Photo C Norberg-Schulz 

complex "honeycomb" of small niches, the 
muqarnas eliminate any kind of plasticity 
and make the ornamental and luminous 
quality of the Islamic boundary stand forth 
in a particularly fascinating way. 

The light that is visualised and geometrised 
by the muqarnas, is focussed by the mihrab, 
the large niche which in every mosque indi
cates the qibla, or direction towards Mecca. 
Although it is empty and devoid of any 
pictorial imagery, and hence does not repre
sent a symbolic goal, the mihrab is experi
enced as a place of primary significance. 
Accordingly, it is often given a particularly 
elaborate decoration. Being simultaneously 
empty and rich, the mihrab seems to express 
the very content of Islamic architecture. 

In the Islamic mausoleum basic meanings 
also stand forth in an elementary way. The 
mausoleum usually consists of a cube 
crowned by a dome, and since it represents a 
reality which reaches beyond daily life, this 
form evidently offers a key to the Islamic 
conception of the world. A related volu
metric composition is found in the Dome of Alhambla, the Hall of the Two Sisters, dome 

the Rock in Jerusalem, where a dome rises Photo C Norberg-Schulz 



above an octagonal substructure. A study of 
the hidden geometry of the plan shows that 
it represents an elaboration ofthe dome
cube theme. When the Dome of the Rock 
was built between 688 and 692 AD, Mecca 
was inaccessible to pilgrims, and Jerusalem 
temporarily became the centre of the Islamic 
world. The building must be understood as 
an expression ofthe function, rather than a 
mere echo of Byzantine models, as is often 
suggested in the literature on the subject. 

The cube theme also appears in the Ka'ba at 
Mecca. The very word Ka'ba in fact means 
"cube", and because of its form, the Ka'ba 
manifests the basic directions of space: the 
cardinal points, the zenith and the nadir. 
Here the cube is complemented by the 
dome of the sky itself, rather than by a built 
symbol. The presence of the circle, how
ever, becomes manifest in the surrounding 
floor-pattern. The Ka'ba is covered by a 
black cloth (kiswa) which is changed every 
year. Thus the abstract shape is transformed 
into a living body, which is "clothed" as if to 
protect its mysterious meaning. 

A last element characteristic of the Islamic 
environment has to be mentioned: the 
minaret. While other buildings extend hori
zontally, the minaret is nothing but a vertical 
axis. As such, it is also a kind of "centre", 
but rather than being a goal like the Dome 
of the Rock or the Ka'ba, it acts as a mere 
"reminder" of heaven. Therefore its posi
tion in relation to the adjacent buildings is 
relatively free, and in contrast to the Gothic 
steeple, it does not rise up in space, but 
appears as simply "being there", expressing 
thus an a priori link between earth and sky. 

My description of the elements and basic 
formal properties of Islamic architecture has 
revealed a singularly structured and unified 
conception of the built environment Every
where spaces and buildings are characterised 
as belonging to the same comprehensive 
world, by means of a boundless surface 
ornament. Although it does not appear 
throughout, this ornament is potentially 
omnipresent, and also the various kinds of 
introverted rooms are submitted to a con
tinuous spatial network. In the mosque the 
spatial pattern is directed towards Mecca, 
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whereby the whole Islamic environment be
comes centred. At the centre we do not find 
a particular image, but a condensed visua
lisation of that general order which every
where is suggested. 

What is Islamic architecture? The question 
comprises a "how" as well as a "why". So 
far we have been concerned with the how. It 
is now time to ask why Islamic architecture 
has become as it is. 

Five times a day all Muslims recite their 
declaration of faith and thus express their 
submission to a common understanding of 
the world. The very word "Islam" in fact 
means "submission", and the mosque (mas
jid) accordingly becomes the "place of 
prostration" or "surrender" The Islamic 
credo implies that there is only one Being, 
and everything that exists partakes of this 
sole Being: "There is no divinity but God". 
The world, therefore, is understood as the 
self-revelation of God, as transmitted by the 
Prophet: "I was a treasure concealed, and 
wishing to be recognised, I created the 
world." At the same time, however, God is 
exalted above the world, and all things, 
although they partake in divine Being, have 
an ephemeral nature. They are transitory 
and pass away, and it would be funda
mentally wrong to give them too much 
importance. Hence, the disorder and fre
quent decay of the Islamic urban scene. In 
social terms the unity of being means that 
everybody is equal, as partakers in the 
umma, or community of believers. Thus we 
understand why the Islamic conception of 
"form" does not mean outline and figure, 
but the stamp of an essential unity. And, 
when individual forms sometimes appear, 
they are treated as archetypes rather than 
individual things. It is important to empha
sise that the Islamic unity is not the result of 
gathering and synthesis, but given a priori, 
everywhere and at all times. Islam, thus, 
considers itself the original religion, which 
returns to Abraham, that is, to the begin
ning. 

A unity which contains all qualities can only 
be expresssed as a comprehensive pattern or 
ornament, a weaving of horizontals and 
verticals. The carpet, in fact, is the most 
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typical expression of Islamic art It is an 
insubstantial object which contains the 
directions of earth and sky, and where acci
dental forms may appear, which, however, 
submit to the general pattern. 

In the given world the unity of the real is 
made manifest by light, a "being" that is 
everywhere at the same time as it remains 
invisible. Thus, the Qur'an says "God is the 
light of the heavens and the earth" (XXIV, 
35). Light is hence understood as a spiritual 
presence, which, when it meets the stuff of 
the earth, gives everything its presence. The 
Spanish-Islamic philosopher ibn-Masarra 
wrote: "Without the sunbeam falling on 
them as they float in the air, the minute 
particles of dust would not be visible, and 
without the dust particles the sunbeam itself 
would not show "This metaphor implies 
that without the presence of the spirit, the 
world would not possess any reality 

Since light is diffused along straight lines, it 
may be visualised as a geometrical star-like 
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pattern of interwoven rays. An ornament of 
stars that interpenetrate and develop out of 
each other is therefore the clearest represen
tation of divine presence and unity. At the 
same time as this pattern is infinitely ex
tended and therefore at rest, it also contains 
rhythms which endow the world it comprises 
with a temporal movement. 

When light meets inorganic and organic 
matter respectively, two "forms" result: 
crystal-like strutures such as the muqarnas 
and continuous floral patterns such as the 
arabesque. In both cases "form" implies 
geometry. The point of departure is the cir
cle, the perfect form without beginning and 
end. By dividing it by four, five, six or eight, 
patterns arise which may be extended infi
nitely. Since the first ordinance of Islam is to 
bear witness to divine unity, and since this 
unity becomes manifest as g~ometrical pat
terns of visualised light, the architect is the 
muhandis, that is, "he who geometrises". 
Divine unity however, is also revealed in the 
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word ofthe Qur'an, and, accordingly, the 
Islamic ornament comprises the calligraphic 
elements already mentioned. Thus, the 
word appears within the comprehensive pat
tern, making it speak. Arabic script is also a 
kind of weaving of horizontals and verticals, 
and may, therefore, easily be integrated in 
the general pattern. As I have already 
pointed out, the script substitutes the 
themes of Christian iconography. Since calli
graphy gives visible form to the word, it is 
considered the most noble of the arts. 

I have maintained that the Islamic ornament 
has to be related to certain volumetric forms 
to gain real presence. Among these, the 
dome and the cube are of basic significance. 
The circular dome, therefore, represents the 
uniform sky, whereas the square cube is a 
visualisation of the earthly domain of diffe
rences and conflicts. By means of ornamen
tation the two are united at the same time 
that a certain differentiation of pattern and 
colour preserve the identity of both. It is 

important to note that the heaven-earth 
relationship in Islamic architecture always 
proceeds from above, in contrast to Euro
pean architecture, where the characters of 
standing and rising are dominant. 

The interpretation of Islamic architecture, 
however, is not exhausted by explaining its 
religious basis. Since Islam originated in a 
natural environment of a particular kind, it 
also has to be related to the properties of 
this environment. Islam thus has to be 
understood as an answer to the problem of 
making human dwelling possible in the de
sert. It is certainly an important fact that 
Islam was born in a desert-like land, and 
that it mainly became diffused in regions of 
similar characteristics. To dwell in the desert 
puts man face to face with the hardest possi
ble task, in a physical as well as a psychologi
cal sense. The desert does not contain any 
fixed point to hold on to; it is boundless, 
monotonous and barren. As a consequence 
the ancient Egyptians related it to death, 



and the very word "desert" comes from de
serere, to abandon. As it does not offer any 
protection, the desert is the very negation of 
"place". The presence of an oasis does not 
change this fact; psychologically the oasis 
remains a dream, a paradise which belongs 
to another world. A phenomenological 
description of the desert substantiates these 
general remarks, and also offers indications 
about how to make dwelling in this kind of 
environment possible. 

In the desert the complexities of our every
day-life world are reduced to a few, simple 
phenomena: the infinite extension of the 
uniform, barren ground; the immense, 
embracing vault of the cloudless sky; the 
burning sun which gives an almost shadow
less light; the dry, warm air, which make us 
breathe a different environment. As a 
whole, the desert seems to make an absolute 
and eternal order manifest. This order, how
ever, remains distant. It is suggested by the 
sky rather than the earth. The course of the 
sun, thus, describes an almost exact median, 
and divides space into Orient, Occident, 
midnight and midday, that is, qualitative do
mains that in the South are commonly used 
as denotations for the cardinal points. Sun
set and sunrise connect day and night with
out transitional effects of light, and create a 
simple, temporal rhythm. The change of 
seasons is hardly felt, and the dimension of 
time in general supports the sense of an 
eternal order. 

The earth, on the contrary, is distinguished 
by the chaos of emptiness, and does not 
offer man a sufficient existential foothold. It 
does not contain any individual places, but 
forms a continuous, neutral ground. Since 
there are no boundaries, no things appear, 
and nothingness reigns. In the desert, there
fore, man does not encounter the multi
farious forces of nature, but experiences its 
most general properties. This is the exis
tential situation behind the Arabic proverb: 
"The further you go into the desert, the 
closer you come to God." Monotheism, the 
belief that there is only one God, in fact 
came into being in the desert countries of 
the Near East. Both Judaism and Chris
tianity are related to the desert, and in Islam 
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monotheism found its most consistent 
expression. For the Muslim the conception 
of the one God is the only dogma, and by 
proclaiming the unity of God, the Muslim 
confirms the unity of his world, a world that 
has the genius loci of the desert as its natural 
model. For the desert dweller, the genius 
loci becomes a manifestation of the Ab,so
lute. 

Existentially, the desert is in a very parti
cular way, and its being has to be known as 
such to make dwelling possible, Islam 
demonstrates that the Arab has become a 
friend of the desert, and the desert deter
mines his basic attitude to the world: tawhid, 
the consciousness of divine Unity. Thus, the 
desert is no longer understood as death, but 
has become a basis for life. 

This does not mean, however, that the Arab 
settles in the desert. To settle, he needs an 
enclosed area, a defined place within the 
infinite environment. To enclose a space is, 
hence, the original act of desert architec
ture. The next act is to structure this space in 
accordance with the understood world, that 
is, with the order of sky and earth. As has 
already been pointed out, the sky offers the 
abstract form, whereas the earth offers the 
concrete materials and elements which serve 
to give the cosmic order presence. Thus, in 
the oasis, the slender trunks of the trees that 
rise from the flat expanse of the ground seem 
to make the more general order of hori
zontals and verticals that constitute Islam-
ic space manifest. The first mosque at 
Madina had palm trunks to support the roof, 
and in the Umayyad interiors the presence 
of the palm grove is still felt. Within the 
abstract order of desert space, no truly plas
tic objects are possible, the classical play of 
light and shadow is extinguished, and every
thing is reduced to surface and line. 

Islam itself and Islamic architecture belong 
together as one answer to the problem of 
making the desert a dwelling place, in the 
full sense of the term Through Islam, the 
nomadic life of the Bedouin gains a new 
dimension. Its eternal repetitive pattern of 
life becomes part of a spiritual reality, and in 
the pilgrimage to Mecca this fact is ritually 
enacted. This does not imply, however, that 
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Islam is reduced to a result of environmental 
determinism. When man makes friends with 
an environment, in the sense suggested 
above, he understands Truth, and in the 
case ofIslam, a Truth that transcends the 
locality where it was revealed. That is, the 
Truth revealed by the desert also discloses 
basic qualities of the world in general. 

Understanding and becoming friends with 
the desert, however, does not imply that one 
repeats the environmental character in de
sert architecture. Rather, the courtyards and 
interiors of Islamic architecture represent a 
complement to the desert As artificial oases 
they are protected places, distinguished by 
blue and green, the colours of water and 
vegetation, and by white, the colour of 
freshness and illumination, in contrast to the 
yellow of the burning sun The Islamic im
age of paradise is accordingly a walled-in 
garden containing four rivers which indicate 
the cardinal points, at the same time as they 
reflect the sky, uniting the high with the low. 

My description of Islamic architecture con
tains the basic components of the language 
of architecture: topology, morphology and 
typology. Topology refers to man's actions 
in space, that is, his orientation. Islamic 
space is infinite rather than goal-oriented, 
although it is directed on the Ka'ba. It is 
therefore relatively free from local implica
tions, whereas European space becomes 
manifest as a particular place. Morphology 
refers to man's identification with certain 
environmental characters that are embodied 
by the built forms. Islamic architecture, 
however, does not know the concept of 
embodiment, in accordance with Islam's 
negation of incarnation. I have used the 
term "dematerialisation" to express this. 
The lack of embodiment however, does not 
mean that things disappear. They are cer
tainly there, but are characterised as non
material entities. Thus, we find most of the 
formal elements used in European architec
ture, but they are interpreted differently, by 
means of a particular treatment of the spa
tial boundaries. 

Finally, typology refers to the constituent, 
recognisable parts of architecture, such as 
the dome, the cube, the courtyard, the col-
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umn and the arch. Again, Islamic architec
ture presents to us a known world, which, 
however, is interpreted in the light of the 
general concept of unity. The architectural 
elements, thus, are not understood as indivi
dual presences, but as ephemereal reflec
tions of the Divine. 

Together, topology, morphology and typo
logy constitute the language of architecture, 
a language that, in the particular case of 
Islam, possesses an unsurpassed consistency 
and generality. 

Thus, we arrive at the concluding question: 
Is it possible and meaningful to create an 
Islamic architecture today? Since Islamic 
architecture primarily is a manifestation of a 
religious conception ofthe world, it evident
ly depends on the strength and integrity of 
its spiritual basis. Our time is, as we all 
know, not very favourable to the spiritual 
dimension, and generally aims at reducing 
everything to what is measurable. Islam, 
therefore, certainly is in danger. On the 
other hand, it might possibly help bring 
forth a renewal of spiritual valu€s. The need 
for such a renewal is commonly felt. Be
cause of its general and timeless character, 
Islam architecture has kept alive through the 
centuries in various places and under chang
ing conditions. It has, however, also been 
open to a necessary adaptation to circum
stances. Without giving up its basic Arabic 
qualities, it has become particularised as 
Persian, Egyptian, Moorish, Indian and 
Turkish, and I cannot see any reason why it 
should not also become modern. 

To substantiate this position, I have to say a 
few words about the ends and means of 
modern architecture. As an expression of 
the open and dynamic contemporary world, 
modern architecture developed the concept 
of free plan (plan libre), and in accordance 
with the aims of modem art, it also wanted 
to get rid of any literary content. As a result, 
modern architecture became abstract or 
non-figurative, and hence opposed to the 
traditional values of European architecture. 
It is evident that modern architecture in this 
regard approaches what I have called "ab
straction" in Islamic architecture. But, there 
are also basic differences. Modem 
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architecture did not have any spiritual basis, 
but, rather, took the possibilities offered by 
modem technology as its point of departure. 
In this respect it represents a continuation of 
the European structural tradition. In the 
long run, that is, when all memories of the 
past had been erased, the non-figurative 
approach led to emptiness or to arbitrary 
caprices. 

Today we experience a reaction against ab
stract modernism. Rather than the pursuit of 
an international style, the present post
modernism wants to express the complexity 
of the contemporary world. An architecture 
of pluralism is hence coming into being, 
which is both new and old, and aims at the 
creation of environments with different 
characteristics. In my opinion this ought to 
happen without losing the basic concept of 
openness. In any event, as a result, we ex
perience today a great variety of architec
tural forms, and the problem of meaning has 
become more important than the demand for 
structural honesty. 

Against this background, a modern, or 
rather, a post-modern, Islamic architecture 
seems possible and even necessary. Islam is 
one of the great cultural powers of the 
present world, and it certainly ought to find 
a contemporary architectural manifestation, 
that is, a new interpretation of its traditional 
values. 

A new Islamic architecture, however, can 
only develop if we know what Islamic 
architecture in truth is. Many of the 
buildings erected in Islamic countries today 
show a lack of such an understanding, and 
simply exhibit a meaningless juxtaposition 
of Islamic motifs. Fortunately positive 
exceptions exist, and, in order to close in an 
optimistic vein, I shall quote one important 
example. 

The new Ministry of Foreign Affairs in 
Riyadh (1980-1984) by the Danish architect 
Henning Larsen certainly represents an 
inspiring contribution to the development of 
a new Islamic architecture. Larsen has 
studied, understood and revived the basic 
qualities I have discussed above. His point 
of departure was a fortress-like, introverted 
block containing a courtyard, interpreted as 

an enclosed garden. During the design 
process, the courtyard became a system of 
interrelated spaces, all of which possess a 
certain volumetric identity, recalling the 
covered bazaar streets, gardens and interiors 
of traditional Islamic architecture. At the 
same time, they form a continuous network, 
where spaces appear and disappear within a 
comprehensive unity. The character is 
thoroughly Islamic, since the spatial 
boundaries are treated as sufaces rather than 
as plastic reliefs. Islamic ornament also 
appears at critical points to give the surface 
an appropriate interpretation, and the light 
entering from above revives the ancient 
symbolism. 

Being a modern ministry, the Riyadh 
building demonstrates that the expression of 
Islamic unity is not tied to traditional 
building tasks. Unity is a timeless and 
universal concept, and, therefore, it may 
become manifest over and over again, and 
in any circumstance, if only we understand 
its architectural implications In Islamic 
architecture the concept of unity is set to 
work, and every Islamic building, therefore, 
becomes an imago mundi, in the most 
fundamental sense ofthe word. As an imago 
mundi, Islamic architecture offers an 
explanation of the nature of architecture in 
general, and, thus, it extends its importance 
beyond the borders of the environment 
where Islam was born. It thereby also offers 
a basic contribution to our understanding of 
the language of architecture, and, hence, to 
contemporary architecture education. 


