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The story of the initial idea for the Aga Khan Award for 

Architecture has often been told. It bears retelling here 

because it lies at the core of the results of the sixth Award 

cycle which are presented in this volume. The promise of an 

award for architecture came in a speech made by His 

Highness the Aga Khan in 1976. Its establishment was a 

rallying cry to all those engaged in architecture, both 

architects and clients, to strive for an architecture more 

sensitive to its users than had been the case in the modernist 

scene from the 1950s through to the 1970s. The idea of good 

design for Muslims came directly out of the Aga Khan's own 

frustration as a client and patron during the process of 

building a new hospital at Karachi, frustration with the total 

absence of a contemporary programme and of a formal 

vocabulary best suited to that particular society. How one 

could begin to address these contemporary issues in architec

ture and sustain a dialogue with the best Islamic architectural 

achievements of the past became an ambition of an award 

programme. Thus, out of the exercise of preparing to build a 

hospital came two institutions, a new medical school and a 

triennial award for architecture. 

Major transformations in the built environment were 

already taking place in all countries of the Islamic world. It 

was past the time to call for a thoughtful approach to 

building, whether on the part of state bureaucracies, private 
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clients or architects. In the previous decades, the newly 

independent, post-colonial states planned new capitals, new 

state buildings, including mosques, and new buildings for 

educational and social institutions; all emblems of statehood 

and the perceived necessities of modern life. The oil boom of 

the 1970s heated this building activity into a frenzy of mega-

projects that engaged architects and labour forces from all 

over the world. 

The era was also characterised by more far-reaching and 

turbulent change. At the same time that every state struggled 

to achieve stability, demographic shifts became a growing 

problem. Rural populations which had been bound to the 

land were both freed and dislocated by land reform, and 

lured to cities by hopes of employment and a better life. This 

surge of newcomers destroyed forever the old relationship 

and, more correctly perhaps, the perception of the relationship 

between urban enclaves and the countryside. It overwhelmed 

the historic fabric and strained the inadequate services. The 

new, massive, ruralised cities became, and continue to be, the 

loci of contemporary life and its fragmented social fabric, its 

surface display, its chaos and its opportunity, its poverty and 

its slivers of hope. 

Within these dynamic and turbulent changes, there never

theless lay a basic belief in the will and talent of individuals 

to shape the built environment. It was hoped that actual 

examples would emerge from within the expanse of the 

Islamic world that would successfully resolve this struggle for 

contemporaneity, examples which at the same time creatively 

drew upon their own cultural roots and addressed the future, 

and examples which would serve as important models. 

The process of organising the Award brought into its orbit 

key personalities who shaped the scope of its concerns and 

nature of its procedures. Hassan Fathy, who for years had 

struggled to be heard in his own country, was a tireless 

advocate of the poor and (as importantly) of architectural 

expression rooted in the soil and traditions of place. Nader 

Ardalan had just completed an investigation into the 

wellsprings of his own architectural past as a preparation for 

major new buildings. Charles Correa had assumed the vastly 

varied roles an architect was called upon to play in India, 

from the development of a new master plan to the creation 

of symbolic architecture for national purposes. Oleg Grabar 

brought the notion of the historic/monumental into view 

both as a model and as a caution against facile imitation. 

Dogan Kuban pressed for the recognition of the impact of 

cultural hegemony of the West as well as of the nature of 

cultural response. William Porter and Hugh Casson were 

voices of experience, particularly when it came to the 

question of competitions, procedures and the formulation of 

policies. The group coalesced into an electric ensemble 
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willing to give of itself and of its time and talents to lay the 

groundwork for an institution of cultural and social import, 

a space where no particular ideology reigned but where all 

opinions and solutions could be challenged and discussed. 

With Hasan-Uddin Khan, I was given the task to bring 

the Award into existence. A survey of building activities 

generated information on the state of architecture and helped 

to lay the beginnings of a network of architects, planners and 

clients throughout the Islamic world. Key issues pertaining 

to the nature and meaning of the built environment were 

investigated in seminars dealing with the symbolising power 

of architecture, the meaning of the past for cultural survival, 

and the problems of and strategies for housing. What emer

ged was that no one, from minister to beginning architect, 

was clear about the nature of an architecture that would best 

fit their respective societies. Few, if any, had realised the over

whelming scope of the projects and the scale of the problems 

which were coming to the fore, from a growing awareness 

that there was no readily established continuity with past 

aesthetic traditions, to the massive issues stemming from the 

oncoming tide of population growth. No operating hypoth

eses or temporary criteria could be articulated that would 

describe, a priori, what nature of architecture would best fit 

the Muslim societies. It was completed and nominated 

buildings or projects that formed the matrix out of which 

such qualities could be deduced. And, indeed, the first 

Master Jury, left totally free to make its selection, declared 

that there were fifteen completed projects which were 

representative of a search for excellence in architecture and 

which were still in the process of achieving their goals. And 

so the nature of the Award, forever mutable, has been deter

mined and redetermined through the exemplars chosen by 

succeeding Master Juries. 

It is now almost twenty years later. The Award has been 

up and running for six cycles. More than 1,600 projects have 

been nominated and documented by their architects and 

clients, and of these, sixty-nine have been awarded. The 

creators of these projects include scores of local, regional and 

national offices, specially organised associations and offices, 

commercial companies, communities and private individuals 

as clients, while architects have shared the stage with 

masons, restorers, conservation specialists, development and 

housing teams, urban planners and landscape architects. 

The scope of the Award remains inclusive of all efforts and 

its message polyvalent and many voiced. 

In a real sense, we also continue to see concepts and ideas 

which were in the air at the inception of the Award, and 

which have now borne fruit for several cycles. Even in the 

currently awarded projects, there are several in which the 

intention of the client's programme and the inception of the 
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architect's design came as early as the 1970s. Here in 

particular, one should look at the landscaping and the 

housing projects. Also, the success of projects such as those 

built by Rasem Badran could not have come about without a 

similar amount of lead time. Not only were there costly 

lessons learned by clients about the relatively unsuccessful 

results of the first massive building campaigns undertaken 

with the rush of resources available from oil revenues, there 

was also the prolonged formal and programmatic search by 

the architect for a coherent vocabulary for a new urban 

centre and mosque. Contemporaneity can thus be measured 

at different rates. 

Finally, the tone, though not the nature, of the Award is 

about to change. The cadres of architects, planners and 

clients which were formed in a post-colonial climate have 

matured into a crucial group of actors fully aware of the 

nature of their roles. This maturing has meant that not every 

effort at design performance, not every restoration or 

planning exercise can be recognised merely because it exists 

or because it has been put into motion. A tougher, more 

critical stance has been emerging. In the previous cycle, the 

1992 Master Jury narrowed its categories to two, those which 

contributed to the enhancement of the urban environment 

and those which contributed to the development of architec

tural vocabularies. It also narrowed its final choices to nine. 

In a radical departure, this cycle's Master Jury has moved 

to publish critiques of all the projects it has premiated and to 

open its deliberations through this volume. It has crossed the 

threshold from a sequestered body whose choices were only 

displayed, to an active generator of architectural discourse. 

Such a decision begins to generate a critical language about 

the winning projects, activating their lessons in a wider space 

of inquiry about architecture and society in the Islamic world. 

It dignifies all efforts and incorporates the chosen projects 

into the global discourse about the past and the future. 
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