
NEW WAYS OF THINKING 

The following conversation is excerpted from the Master 

Jury's five-day meeting in June 1995. 

Charles Jencks: The three categories that the Aga Khan 

Award traditionally settles around, like conservation, new 

architectural expression and social concerns, should be 

opened to include some kind of urbanism/ecology cat

egory that encompasses new ways of looking at problems. 

We know that all the global cities, and Ankara is one, are 

suffering the same or similar kinds of problems of pollu

tion and of diminishing wilderness. In other words, the 

wilderness doesn't exist anymore, and that is one of the 

most important things, culturally, that we can support. 

Therefore, for categorical reasons I refuse to give this one 

up. I am just going to keep on lobbying until you all give in. 

Nayyar Ali Dada: I agree with Charles. The emerging eco-

projects are now becoming more important than the con

servation ones because those are established. But if the 

project is not supported by design excellence, you will 

have a flood of horticulture projects that will expect a prize 

as well. It has to include some design excellence, which is 

unfortunately lacking in this project. 

Mehmet Konuralp: In that case we should add a category 

for pioneering, because when you are pioneering some

thing you don't necessarily reach the point of excellence. 

But one has to begin somewhere. The selection should 

really contain a pluralistic approach and as many topics as 

possible, regardless of this question of excellence. 

Jencks: METU has very big implications on a global scale. 

Here is the first example that I know of man-made wilder

ness on this level next to a city. The architectural implica

tions are that they have provided the lungs for the city. 

This is very architectural. I agree that the landscaping it

self is not done well, but it's a question of whether we can 

defend thirty million trees as a strategy for the city. In other 

words, it is eco-city or 'urban lawning'. 

Luis Monreal: It would be extremely important to send 

this kind of message, but let me tell you my reservations. 

I don't see a technical assessment of the long-term viability 

of this space or any criticism of the ecological validity of 

this approach. How are these species going to survive in 

the long term if the varieties introduced do not create new 

ecosystems? The short-term impact is very good, both in 

terms of the community, in terms of some micro-climatic 

effects. But can this project be judged in just twenty-five 

years? 

Konuralp: If we drop it, we would not be able to send a 

message, which I think it is time to do. 

Jencks: It must be self-sustaining, because it has survived 

for the last thirty years in this position. It would encourage 

further efforts if we give it an award. 

Monreal: We don't know how the long-term survival of 

this very vital and courageous effort will be affected by 

the population and the exhaust fumes that both industry 

and vehicular traffic produce in an urban context like this. 

This is what I am concerned about. 

Peter Eisenman: Is it an experiment in design? Is it an 

urban design project? 

Konuralp: It is an urban intervention against the negative 

intervention of these modern villas encroaching on the 

other side of the road. 

Ismail Serageldin: The Jakarta airport landscaping is a 

perfect counterpoint to the METU project. It challenges 

the conventional architectural methods of landscaping 

at the scale of the building. It is most innovative in land

scaping the air side of the terminal, where we normally 



see nothing but tarmac. The architect broke open the gate 

areas to allow for landscaped courtyards that are effec

tively introduced between the gates. If an architect can do 

so much more in terms of integrating nature into the most 

high tech of buildings, an airport, this sends a message 

too, to architects who are doing buildings as ordinary as 

office blocks and shopping malls. This complements the 

message of METU on a completely different scale. 

Jencks: In order to defend Franco-Sénégalaise to the hilt, 

I would need to know from all of you whether you think 

that what Peter has been saying about the critical is impor

tant, because I would defend it as a critical intervention on 

a world level, as a hyper information-loaded building in 

an information world. This building is not imitative, it is 

illustrative, and that is the difference between pop and 

popular. The pop artists in the 1960s made a big thing 

about the difference between illustrative and imitative -

they were not trying to make a marriage of tradition and 

the present, they were trying to use tradition in a way that 

is contemporary. This thing clearly uses PVC pipes and 

acrylic day-glo paints that are really of our time. Any anthro

pologist could date it within a ten-year period. There is no 

question that this is not traditionalesque, because it is 

uncompromised hyper-trad, which is important for the 

Post-Modem movement. It sends a double message that 

says not only is it possible to speak about the past, be

cause the past is part of our memory and culture, we also 

have to speak about the past as over. It has to be said in a 

new way. You do that through quotation marks or through 

the manipulation of the sign, which in this case is clearly 

something that would stimulate the indigenous African 

population to see their traditions in a new light. I think this 

is all of a piece. This is very good pop or hyper architecture. 

Eisenman: This building is neither imitative nor illustrative. 

It is not dealing with the polarity of pop or popular. This 

building is what Arkoun would understand to be textual, in 

the sense that it presents a simulacrum in a media world 

in three dimensions. In other words, it is a text about reality, 

rather than presenting reality itself. At this level it is a 

unique project, because it is not talking in traditional archi

tectural terms; it is talking in ways that architecture can 

respond to media. If there is one project that speaks to 

the Muslim world and contributes a cultural perspective to 

an international cultural debate, it is this project. This 

project is significant because it is text in a media age. Text 

in the pre-media and mechanical age was something very 

different. The Post-Modern texts were illustrative texts. 

This is something new and different that has no precedent 

in what I would consider to be 'westernity'. This is not 

something from past art forms, but something new and 

original that springs from a unique set of circumstances in 

the late twentieth century. It's not a Muslim circumstance, 

nor an African circumstance; rather, it is a unique circum

stance for architecture that happens to be Muslim. 

Dada: If the building has no root in the vernacular, in his

tory or in socio-economic circumstances of the place, then 

it is an expression of art for art's sake, and not the more 

serious pursuit of architecture in an economy such as the 

one in which it is built. 

Serageldin: This three-dimensional simulacrum of text is 

in many ways an interesting point. I would argue against 

what Charles said, but I have a harder time with Peter's 

point. Hyper-pop and so on may well be appropriate on the 

jaded world architectural stage. But if that were the only 

dimension, I would be vehemently against it. Senegal to

day doesn't know whether it is African or French, and is 

debating its identity in a number of forms. I am not con

vinced that the Franco-Sénégalaise centre is that appropri

ate voice. It may contribute to finding a voice, but it is not 

there yet. In that sense, I am not even sure it is providing 

an architectural language per se, but it may well be saying 

something very different from the mediation of ornament 



to the role of expression in society. Peter raises a different 

dimension. It may well be making a contribution that is 

different from that of architectural language. But if we con

sider the ability to express oneself in society, the ability to 

create a new language and not be a slave to the past, then 

I see a different kind of messaging. 

Jencks: I think that hyper and illustrative are versions of 

taking the traditional and amplifying it or distorting it to 

recreate a language on a different level. It is setting the 

double sign, and that is the point of it. 

Monreal: When I first saw this project I was strongly 

against it. After the technical review, I understood the posi

tive aspects of the Franco-Sénégalaise centre. The Afri

cans understand it as a sort of ceremonial gathering centre. 

In that region, for that kind of community, it is something 

which fulfils a very important role. It is interesting to have 

this paradox of a pictographic text transformed into an art 

installation. We are talking perhaps about a building that 

works like a contemporary work of art, made by a westerner 

in an African country. In spite of its pop aspect, this is a 

highly intellectualised and falsely vernacular creation of 

somebody who knows the country well. My concern is that 

by awarding something to this, we will appear as frivolous, 

fashion-influenced people. Having said that, this centre in

deed fulfils a very important role in that community. But it is 

not something that can be or should be replicated because 

it is the sensitive intuition of this Frenchman. 

Darmawan Prawirohardjo: This project has been repost-

ulated as a critical discourse. That is where I have problems, 

because it could be perceived as being paternalistic and 

colonialistic in handling these issues, and thus we could be 

sending a wrong message to the population of Africa. 

Konuralp: Would the building have been as popular without 

this colour application, or does this basically very personal 

painting of the building add something for the users? For 

me, this is a crucial point. It is not a pastiche application of 

local figures, but a personal selection of motifs from the 

architect's research. This is not to be taken as an exercise 

in the vernacular of the country in Senegal. It is full of Afri

can messages but it is not African. 

Mohammed Arkoun: There is in this project a great sense 

of freedom of expression to approach a level of cultural 

expression in African societies. I like the fact that it is 

made by someone who is an anthropologist. Anthropolo

gists are the only ones who have addressed this specific 

issue of cultures that have been repressed by colonialists 

who came later, which is a big struggle in Africa. This build

ing enables these cultures to be expressed. This being 

said, I feel reservations, also divided, precisely because it 

is made by a Frenchman who has been living there. Fie is 

an anthropologist, but his may be a subjective interpreta

tion of all these issues, which are important issues, but 

expressed by someone who comes from outside. We 

need sociological information here. How people really use 

and see it. Would it have been successful if it were built in 

Dakar? It may have been successful here because this 

small village needs this centre for meetings and cultural 

activities, not necessarily because they feel the message 

delivered by this kind of centre. 

Serageldin: On the whole, the people like the ornament. 

That is clear, above and beyond the fact that the centre is 

used extensively. 

Arkoun: Did they like the space to meet in, or did they like 

the building because it raises issues we are discussing? 

Serageldin: That's not the issue. The population's emo

tional response to the building was positive. Secondly, I 

want to clarify the 'hyper' issue. There is a big difference 

between how people dress and how they decorate their 



buildings. The bright colours you have seen are mostly the 

colours that people wear. But if you look at the decora

tions they have done on buildings, as opposed to the cala

bashes and the objects they are making, there is no such 

decoration. This is an innovative interpretation. 

Prawirohardjo: We have to ask ourselves whether these 

people really like those colours on their building, or 

whether we are thrilled that the colour is being used by a 

French architect on their building. 

Eisenman: Luis said that this was a highly intellectualised 

process. I agree, but this is precisely what this world 

needs, and rather than be frightened of it, we should en

courage such intellectualised processes, because it is the 

only way in an information and highly technical society that 

these societies are going to get past being patronised; in 

other words, to develop their own internal, organic, intel

lectualised processes. Nayyar said this was art for art's 

sake. I do not believe this is art for art's sake, any more 

than art in a cathedral was art for art's sake. The art in 

cathedrals was for the people attending mass in the mid

dle ages who couldn't speak Latin. The only way they 

could be communicated to was through art - the sculp

tures, the frescos, etc. In those days, architecture was 

strong media, used carefully and skilfully by the church to 

convey its message to society. I believe that is what this 

building is doing, using media in a dimension to reach its 

constituency. Their only response to this kind of discourse 

is an emotional response, but that emotional response 

may, in fact, be something much deeper than they can 

express in words. If they were rejecting it, I would say it is 

too intellectualised. But it is clear that these people are 

not rejecting it. It has achieved a double level, both the 

grass roots level and the highly intellectualised level. Now 

Darmawan says we would be sending the wrong message 

if we gave an award. The only message we can bring to 

these awards that is not patronising is a critical message. 

Prawirohardjo 

Nayyar Ali Dada 



If we bring a message of iconography, technology or of 

culture, we bring those messages from our experience to 

the subject. The only experience that we can bring to Af

rica is in fact a critical message. This can never be a wrong 

message. I believe it is the only message we can bring. 

We must remember that the origins of Modernism came 

out of African sculpture; the energies that Picasso and Le 

Corbusier and others saw in native expression were a 

strong part of the expression of Modernism. Is this project 

in fact a critical discourse or not? Is it a critical manifesta

tion of the use of ornament in a particular time and place? 

Finally, Arkoun, the idea of 'place' today is different. 

Whether it has the same meaning in Dakar or Senegal or 

Mauritania or Mali is irrelevant, because we are all con

nected in some sense. I believe it is going to have as much 

impact in New York as it would have in Dakar, and that is a 

good thing, because though it comes from one original 

place, clearly its message is more universal. Therefore, I 

think we have to consider this in terms other than: 'Is it 

regional? Are the colours local? Would it play in Dakar?' 

Those things are formal terms that architects once used 

to judge things. To judge things today on those terms, we 

would be missing an opportunity to bring something of 

critical importance to this discussion. 

Jencks: This is not an authentic return to tradition. We are 

not trying to form direct links. This is a meta-jump, and it is 

partly made because of media today. We exist in a media 

world in which it seems the Muslim world is just as much 

a part as we are in the West. If the Muslim world is going 

to be truly pluralist, truly industrial, it has to come to terms 

with vulgarity of the 'hyper' or the 'media-fied' world. 

Konuralp: This is only one aspect of the problem. The 

application of this decoration and how genuine it is in 

relation to the community that is using it, and whether it 

could be copied badly in certain places was a question the 

Award considered in the early 1980s with another project. 

This current project is a very personal message made by 

an anthropologist, and he has used this technique to make 

an otherwise so-so building more popular. If it is an or

ganic part of the whole design, then the elements are 

there, and they could do without all this ornamentation. 

Eisenman: We are talking about the ornament, not the 

structure. We are talking about precisely the new way of 

communicating through architecture. 

Konuralp: This is a very particular decoration in a very par

ticular place. Pictures tell everything, and this is what wor

ries me. As a piece of a building, I like the painting, but 

when I read between the lines, I see things that scare me. 

If we have to include this project, we have to be very care

ful that it is not seen as African decoration applied to a 

building by an anthropologist because bright colours come 

with buildings in Africa. In fact, African dwellings are usu

ally simple. To me, this is an interpretation of a westerner 

who might be making a folly in New York using mixed icons 

and motifs from all over Africa to present something that is 

'high art', which would be welcomed in a city like New York 

or Paris, where an African mask goes for about $100,000. 

Monreal: My concern is that this project is inexplicable, 

and that the problem is how to explain the inexplicable. 

The project is intriguing because it also returns architec

ture to the arts, to the insoluble integration of art and ar

chitecture. I would argue that we must see this as a truly 

innovative condition that transcends ethnicity. At the same 

time, it is totally African. You couldn't replicate it in New 

York or Los Angeles. You couldn't say this comes out of 

Phoenix, Arizona. It is totally of its place. It is nothing to do 

with exotica. I believe it is talking about a response to a 

media age - an indigenous, in a sense unique and humble 

response that would reverberate in the use of ornament 

and decoration, or the integration of art and architecture, 

today. I think it has an enormous range of possible impacts 



beyond the particular, specific, decorative motifs that we 

are talking about. 

Arkoun: That this project has generated among us this 

very interesting exchange is, by itself, an indication that it 

is very worthy of consideration. Second, if this kind of de

bate is going to be generated by an award given to this 

project it would be wonderful, because a public debate 

going on in New York, in Paris, in Africa, everywhere, is 

one of the major functions of the Award. 

Prawirohardjo: There are two things that I find very inter

esting about the mosque. First, the new concept of 

mosque design. Second, it fits well with the whole master 

plan of the complex, and it tries to be very low key, where 

traditional mosques have always tried to overload them

selves. There are some weaknesses regarding the detail

ing, they are over-detailed, but the new concept outweighs 

the negative aspects. 

Eisenman: I don't think in terms of pure architecture that 

it's done very well. There are many more examples of 

twisted axes and classical design and, since we are deal

ing with a classical parti, I am very problematised by the 

site plan. I am also problematised by the external architec

ture, which I find banal in its 'zigguratting'. I find the interior 

anything but spiritual. A glass wall at the qibla as opposed 

to a solid wall may be a radical gesture, but if you made a 

solid wall there, the architecture wouldn't get any better 

or any worse. I'm not the person to judge radical innova

tions of mosque typology, but architecturally it is at the 

low end. It doesn't come close to this other mosque. It 

doesn't even come close to the other projects we have 

looked at. It is architecturally very weak and that's why, 

even if it makes a departure from mosque typology, I find 

it very problematic to give it an architectural award. 

Arkoun: There is a convergence between what an archi

tect says about a piece of architecture and what a non-

architect, just somebody entering a mosque, feels. When 

I see the pictures, I don't learn anything from the point of 

view of aesthetics. It doesn't appeal to anything and it 

doesn't raise any possibility for associating the forms I see 

outside, or that I discover when I enter, with my spiritual 

mood. I say this because religious architecture is some

thing extremely important. It is not easy to make a break

through with architecture in the field of religious life, 

because it is not a matter of shocking the believers with 

something they are not used to. It is a matter of appealing 

to believers, to attract them, to send a message, to pro

vide something which moves them on an aesthetic level, 

and, through aesthetics, they come to their beliefs and to 

their spiritual expression. That is why I am so disap

pointed. It is an attempt, but it is not a success. I am 

against the reproduction au sens sociologique de Baudieu, 

against any reproduction of ancient stereotypes and per

ceptions. This is what is done by so many architects, in

cluding our friends. I am not criticising their ability to be 

creative, but they didn't really make any breakthrough in 

this field of architecture, which we so badly need. 


