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This book tells the story of the first fruits of a unique initiative 

in the annals of contemporary architecture: to bring to light 

projects which, through their strategy for use, design, and ex

ecution, embody the spirit of Islam. It is a story that involves 

many individuals from a variety of professional and regional 

communities, architects from Bangladesh and Japan, architec

tural critics from England and Syria, historians from Turkey 

and Algeria, development experts from the Sudan and the 

United States, engineers from Sweden and Germany, commu

nity leaders from Indonesia and Tunisia, ministers from Qatar 

and Kuwait, restoration experts from Italy and Iran. It is a 

story that evokes the remarkable aesthetic and cultural 

achievements of Islamic civilisation. At the same time it calls 

for the reawakening of concern for the efficacious, the appro

priate, and the beautiful in the architecture of the Islamic 

world today. 

The story begins in 1976 when His Highness the Aga 

Khan called for a better awareness of the aesthetic, cultural, 

and social aspects of architecture on the part of architect and 

client alike. To encourage such concerns, an award in archi

tecture was established which would recognise those com

pleted projects that were successful in responding to the needs 

of their users and that could serve as powerful models for oth

ers to emulate in their own quest for a better architecture. 

To elaborate and to refine the parameters and the govern

ance of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, a wide range of 

individuals was brought together in an ever-growing net

work—from the members of an international Steering Com

mittee, to professional associations and architectural schools 

from Morocco to Indonesia, to the development and planning 

community, and to individual architects, historians, and so

cial scientists. There developed in all of them a community of 

concern which helped to identify the achievements and the 

problems in architecture and building within the Islamic 

world today. A sense of excitement grew around this new ven

ture which gave focus to already existing energies and infor

mation. Individuals who had, until then, separately and 

alone, striven to understand and describe transformations in 

their own built environment and to call for changes, suddenly 

found a community of like thinkers. Architects whose works 

were known only in limited linguistic or national circles were 

provided with a much larger potential audience. Clients and 

decision makers were exposed to other, often more desirable 

or more efficient, solutions. The immediate vehicle for com

munication consisted of five seminars where opinions and at

titudes were exchanged and challenged. The themes of the 

seminars—transformations in architecture in the Islamic 

world, conservation, housing, architectural symbolism, and 

the making of public buildings—all dealt with architectural 

change. Together the seminars provided specific practical in

formation on building activities and on directions of thought, 

and a provisional conceptual framework for the elaboration of 

the selection processes of the Award itself. Preliminary 

though they may be, the thoughts and opinions expressed in 

the seminars should be considered as much part of the first 

cycle of the Award as the projects finally selected by the Mas

ter Jury. 
Another important initial decision was to devise a net

work of confidential nominators who alone could suggest proj

ects for consideration. By identifying individuals who were 

active in architecture within a specific country, the Award 

organisation aspired to be inclusive rather than exclusive in 

the gathering of projects and to stimulate thought about and 

evaluation of the nature of the contemporary built environ

ment. Projects were nominated if, in the nominator's opin

ion, they embodied the concerns of the Award: to nurture a 

heightened awareness of Islamic civilisation and values and tp 

encourage architecture appropriate to the contemporary era. 

The network of confidential nominators yielded a wide 

range of projects completed between 1950 and 1977. Each 

project was extensively documented with materials provided 

by the architect and client. The nearly two hundred projects 

were screened by the Steering Committee and some thirty of 

them were then verified on site by a technical review team. 

All the completed dossiers were presented to the Master Jury. 

The detailed results of their selection and evaluation are avail

able elsewhere in this volume. 

The fifteen projects chosen by this Jury as worthy of recog

nition reflect the diversity of needs and resources within the 

Islamic world. But even more notably, the Jury defined the 

entire group as a search for a new architecture appropriate to 

the present and future Islamic world. The Agricultural Train

ing Centre at Nianing, Senegal, with its simple vaulted forms, 

was seen as the result of a search for appropriate building sys

tems, in which a new labour-intensive method of construction 

developed into an architectural language and into a successful 

model for other buildings in Senegal. The contemporary use 

of a traditional building language in a search for a new archi-



tectural idiom was identfied in the medical centre at Mopti, 

Mali. Built next to the striking Great Mosque, it chooses lo

cally available materials and methods of construction, and 

thereby blends superbly with its surroundings. The courtyard 

form, so well known from traditional urban housing, has been 

explored in a group of middle-income houses in Agadir, while 

the most complete fit of traditional design and construction 

with contemporary needs was apparent in the small Halawa 

resort house in Egypt. On very different scales, the necessity 

to recognise a particular historical context and to devise a 

responsive vocabulary for it was recognised in three projects. 

The Ertegün house on the Aegean shore at Bodrum, Turkey, 

anchors the landscape and in a blend of old and new forms 

and materials becomes a model for sensitive rehabilitation of 

derelict structures. The Mughal Sheraton Hotel at Agra, In

dia, recognises the close presence of the Taj Mahal through its 

low spreading plan and particularly its gardens. The Turkish 

Historical Society in Ankara fits into a lot surrounded by ear

lier international-style buildings and combines modern idiom 

in design and building technology with the internal arrange

ments of older teaching institutions. 

The most thoroughly elaborated and successfully com

pleted programme of restoration of ancient monuments was 

recognised in the Iranian-Italian one for the buildings of Sa-

favid Isfahan; it ensured not only the accurate restoration of 

these monuments and the prompt publication of its scientific 

results but also the training of Iranian cadres who could re

place foreign consultants. A different initiative in the field of 

restoration and rehabilitation was the moving force behind 

the restoration of a caravanserai built by the Ottoman archi

tect Sinan in Edirne, as the traditional Department of Pious 

Foundations developed the programme of transforming the 

caravanserai into a modern inn. The past is preserved as a 

context for the Qatar National Museum, where the reception 

hall of the old palace became the nucleus for a multi-discipli-

nary educational institution. The quest to preserve and keep 

in use the fabric of an entire village is amply demonstrated in 

the community of Sidi Bou Said, where municipal legislation 

over a period of years is ensuring a unified and well-main

tained environment. 

The search for innovation was recognised in the dramatic 

shapes of the tensile structures of the Inter-Continental Hotel 

and Conference Centre at Mecca, Saudi Arabia, while the 

water-tower system in Kuwait with its three great landmark 

towers and colonies of auxiliary ones standing in parklike set

tings was considered a new, technologically and aesthetically 

worthwhile departure from the usual characteristics of a public 

utility. 

All of these searches address critical aspects of architecture 

such as the development of formal language and building 

skills, yet the search which was considered primary by the 

Master Jury was the one which had the potential to provide 

the poor with access to housing. The innovative Kampung 

Improvement Programme of Jakarta, where infrastructure and 

services were provided without disturbing squatter settle

ments, stands out as a model. A solution to the needs for 

sheltering of rural populations was highlighted in the Master 

Jury's choice of the pesantren school system in Java and specifi

cally of the pesantren at Pabelan, where building skills are 

taught to its students and to the surrounding population. 

While the results of this process of thought and selection 

can in no way be considered as the definitive statement on the 

nature and the direction of contemporary Islamic architec

ture, the selected projects imply a variety of strategies in the 

making of a physical environment and are, perhaps, instruc

tive not only as individual cases but as a group. To be sure, 

there is a host of building types and strategies which are not 

represented among them, such as complex institutional build

ings, public parks and landscape schemes, airports, and oth

ers. These will appear, it is hoped, in the future cycles of the 

Award. Yet one can already consider these fifteen as a kind of 

barometer of architectural thinking and activity in the coun

tries of the Islamic world. 

This introductory essay is an attempt at identifying some 

of the lessons which can be drawn from this elaborate proce

dure of reflection and selection. What ties these projects to

gether? What meaning do they have for the Islamic architec

ture of today or of the future or for architectural practice in 

general? To answer these questions in full is not yet possible, 

and I shall limit myself to a few observations to initiate further 

thought and discussion. I shall first identify some of the char

acteristics, often very obvious ones, which are shared by the 

Muslim world of today, then discuss some of the issues which 

arise as one looks at the projects as a group, and finally pro

pose a broader conceptual framework for an evaluation of ar

chitecture in the Islamic world today. 

The Islamic world cuts an almost horizontal swath through 

Africa and Asia, from the shores of the Atlantic to the major 

archipelagos of the Pacific. Within its widest boundaries are 

distinct ecological and cultural units, more than forty individ

ual nations, and a host of languages. That this congery of 

nations and peoples can in any way be considered a unity is 

because of several factors. The key factor is the stamp that 

conversion to Islam and inclusion within its rhythms of life 

and patterns of communication have put on the history and 

culture of different peoples. At different moments of history 

various groups entered an arena where the forces of Islam as a 

religion and as a civilisation played the leading role in the 

shaping of their real and metaphysical world. The traces of the 

original medieval Arabo-Persian Muslim culture appear differ

ently in any one area and are perceived differently by the 

many groups which call themselves Muslim, as the nature of 

these traces depends on the time of conversion, on distance 

from traditional Muslim centres, and on internal social and 

economic stratification; fifteenth-century Java was quite dif

ferent from nineteenth-century Senegal, and the traditional 

culture or piety of a Damascene merchant is not that of a 

Pakistani farmer. Yet the same ritual of daily life, the Arabic 

language as the exclusive language of Divine Revelation, and 

the yearly pilgrimage, the Hajj, as a meeting place of far-flung 

believers created a centripetal pull. This unity should not, 

however, be mistaken for consistent sameness, as is so fre

quently done. The Muslim world is quite legitimately divided 

into separate nations, cultural spheres, and discrete cultures. 

What may have had an historic validity for the tenth or the 

seventeenth century does not necessarily coincide with the 

political realities of today. To treat the Islamic world as con

tinuously monolithic has all too often been a convenience for 



external observers of its separate parts. We are dealing in fact 

with very different societies bound together by their participa

tion in the Islamic experience but individually affected by 

many other factors as well. 

What, then, are the commonalities which can be found 

within the discrete societies and nations of the Islamic com

monwealth? What are the traits that they share and what are 

the problems that they confront? And, what are the issues 

which face them all in the maintenance and the development 

of an environment, of an architecture? 

Perhaps the most obvious feature which all the nations of 

the Islamic world exhibit today is the massive migration to 

cities. With this urbanisation or, in other terms, the tide of 

rural population drowning the old urban (and urbane) cen

tres, has come a restructuring of nearly every individual socie

ty. Changes in the patterns of life and of social networks have 

in most instances been coupled with an explosive rise in popu

lation. Most of the people in Muslim countries are very 

young, below the age of fifteen, and they vastly outnumber 

those who are to provide services for them. Thus, a relatively 

small number of adults has the challenging, nearly insur

mountable, task of providing for the needs and aspirations of a 

vast new generation. The implications of growth and changes 

in population for the physical fabric of any society—for the 

infrastructure of its cities, for planning and architectural prac

tices, for the forms and functions of public institutions, for 

access to housing—almost overwhelm the imagination. The 

pressures of change, gathering speed with every year, have 

placed a frightening drain on the often slender resources of 

any country and enormous conceptual and practical burdens 

on the often inadequate number of its professionals, archi

tects, planners, economists, and decision makers. This small 

cohort, often trained and equipped with ideas and tools devel

oped elsewhere, must conceive the new society, generate 

working hypotheses, and seek efficient, flexible ways to im

plement decisions flowing out of these hypotheses, and must 

also weigh the value of its own old solutions or of solutions 

conceived elsewhere for societies with stabilised urban-rural 

ratios, very slow demographic growth, and larger or different 

resources. 

Pressed as they are by the burdens of today and the de

mands of the near future, most adults in nearly all Islamic 

countries have been shaped by a harsh and destructive past. 

Though varying in specific details, two major and at times 

coincident phenomena have left their mark on their collec

tive consciousness and memory. The first has been colonial

ism, the second modernisation. The colonial experience took 

many forms: at times direct political rule as in Algeria or Indo

nesia, at other times less overt, as in the French protectorate 

over Morocco or the British administration of Egypt, or even 

quite indirect as in the cultural and economic domination ex

perienced by politically sovereign countries such as Turkey. 

Whatever the experience, all Muslim peoples have had to re

define their own identity and to shape a national political and 

economic cohesion. Some formulations reflect the ideals, im

ages, and rhetoric of wars of independence; others have been 

shaped by less violent terms. All nations have had to create a 

political unity and a cultural identity in response to the trau

matic and debilitating effects of colonialism. Energies were 

turned toward the establishment of the contemporary ma

chinery of state, at times perpetuating administrative and eco

nomic structures which had been developed for the explicit 

purposes of the colonising power, at others evolving new ones. 

The more distant, precolonial past was rarely used as a source 

of inspiration because there had been no natural evolution 

from its attitudes and forms to new ones. Rather, the intrusion 

of the alien body of Western and European colonial products, 

techniques, and attitudes was instrumental in devaluing this 

past. Moreover, the expulsion or withdrawal of the colonising 

powers left an almost unbridgeable gap between past and 

present. Isolated and marginalised, the precolonial past could 

not easily be incorporated into the making of a present. Ac

ceptance of the products of technologies generated elsewhere 

has meant that modernisation came in as a finished piece, 

rarely filtered through collective experience within a nation 

and thus ill adapted to its particular needs. 

This point is particularly striking in architecture, in build

ing for shelter and for image. The rich reservoirs of experi

ence, tradition, and public image inherent in precolonial ar

chitecture were not activated in the search for a new 

architectural identity. This was particularly true because at 

least the external forms of the older architectural traditions 

had at times been subverted for the official buildings of the 

colonial administrations themselves. The new clients, deci

sion makers, and architects turned instead to the most current 

images available for expressing the aspirations of their new 

nations. These images, techniques, and ethos were found 

within the international style generated by the Modern Move

ment. The political control by the very centres which these 

nations had fought hard to reject was thereby transformed into 

a cultural and technological dependency. Moreover, even in 

nations that never experienced colonial status directly, the 

desire for modernisation, spurred on in some cases by posses

sion of highly valued natural resources, now caused the ap

pearance of a similar dependency. 

The colonial experience and modernisation are shared, to 

a large extent, by all areas and nations of the so-called Third 

World. It is, however, the coincidence of these factors with a 

third major commonality which gives us the right to consider 

the Islamic world of today as a unit. That commonality is, 

broadly speaking, Islam; more specifically, the participation of 

all in Islam as a religion and as a culture. As a religion, it has a 

long and carefully nurtured past and a present, living form 

with many variants and with many differences in intensity. 

Yet the fact that it has been a common experience has made it 

one of the major ideological sources for the shaping of a mod

ern identity. It is a living present which carries modes of be

haviour and memories only partly affected by specific national 

or regional variances. At the same time, each contemporary 

nation has come to deal with the past differently, selecting 

those aspects of the immediate or far-distant past which help, 

or at least do not hinder, the formulation of a provisional ide

ology for today and tomorrow. Formally proclaimed connex

ions coexist with the informal, traditional attitudes and habits 

not only of the population at large but also of the leading 

elites. This complex relationship to Islam and to the past has 

had a major impact on the policies and social patterns of indi

vidual societies, an impact which has been studied by contem



porary thinkers, social scientists, and historians. Its impact on 

the nature and form of environments built since the onset of 

modernisation and/or independence in each nation still awaits 

full investigation. 

And finally, almost all Muslim countries share a rich ar

chitectural past, different in its regional aspects, but physi

cally present throughout. The major achievements of this ar

chitectural past, its mosques and its houses, its colleges of law 

and its trading centres, its shrines and its gardens, its great 

palace plazas and intimate city squares, its courtyards and its 

domes, remain amid the maelstrom of change. The cultural, 

social, religious, and aesthetic value of a particular building to 

society must be questioned before often scarce resources are 

allocated to its restoration. Will its old functions continue, 

and if not, what other activities could be housed there? What 

lessons this heritage possesses for the new practitioners and 

how they can be extracted, are questions which fascinate 

many contemporary architects, both within the Muslim world 

and beyond. 

Not only individual buildings remain but often entire 

neighbourhoods, complete parts of old urban environments 

with premodern functions and services. For the most part, 

they are no longer the loci of power. The new city, of colonial 

or more recent making, has drained off their traditional in

habitants. These old environments, are now the deteriorating 

reception centres for the new migrants to the city, providing 

inexpensive shelter and proximity to employment. These en

vironments still have valuable lessons for the architect and 

planner creating new environments, but the prognosis for 

their survival is uncertain. Yet, the physical presence of a vast 

and varied architectural heritage, which has not, for the most 

part, been integrated into the international language and cul

ture of architecture, remains a challenge to all architects 

building in the countries of the Islamic world. The heritage is 

there to accept, to reject, or to engage in a dialogue by under

standing its concepts and its idiom and by building upon it. 

Thus, given many regional and historical differences and 

taking into consideration commonalities of historical experi

ence and present problems, the nations of the Islamic world 

are at once members of the third, developing world and also 

uniquely bound to one another by a common cultural and 

visual heritage and a living, religious, centripetal reality. The 

creation of a new Muslim architecture is set within a web of 

many strings. There are the great universal issues of reaction 

to colonialism; there are specifically Muslim issues of a strong 

tradition and highly charged ideals to be adapted to contem

porary needs. And there is a striking variety of people working 

at building in the Muslim world: local clients, architects and 

planners, native or imported workers, international consul

tants, administrators of all sorts, and millions of users, rich or 

poor, educated or not, all of whom seek within this architec

ture and this environment the means to be contemporary and 

to be themselves. 

Within this context, how can new architectures or a new 

architecture emerge? What are the major factors which could 

be called formative or even normative? What is their direct 

bearing on the nature and extent of building activity and 

through it on the formation of a new architectural language 

and a new architectural ethos today? Every one of the build

ings and statements gathered in this volume has its own con

straints and its own rationale. Yet, considered as a group, they 

suggest a number of recurring patterns which may help in un

derstanding the nature of the emergent architecture of Islam. 

The first such set of patterns is the development of a body 

of thought about the nature of a built environment that is 

culturally and economically responsive to the present and fu

ture societies of the Islamic world. It can be called the genesis 

of culturally valid architectural theory generated out of its 

own sources. It is essentially a process of reflection on the 

initial premises, cultural, social, and especially visual and ar

chitectural, that led to a building programme and to a method 

of realising it. The practicing architect, working in the Islam

ic world today under the pressures of immediate implementa

tion, can only rarely reflect upon such issues. Yet they may 

well be the essential components in the formation of a new 

Islamic architecture. In the absence of one or more widely 

disseminated coherent statements or, in short, in the absence 

of manifestos of aesthetic intent, this book contains a selec

tion of thoughts and remarks, chosen from our seminars, 

which may serve as provisional parameters for the develop

ment of a new architectural discourse. 

The bases for such an aesthetic theory are explored by 

Muhsin Mahdi. Just as the sources of much of contemporary 

Western aesthetics were the traditions of Western philosophy, 

so he has turned to the great classic Islamic philosophers, al-

Ghazali and al-Farabi, to find structures of thought and con

cepts which could serve the needs of architecture today. Rela

tionships to past forms and environments are discussed by 

Oleg Grabar and by Dogan Kuban. Grabar investigates the 

question of an historically ascertainable symbolism of forms 

and the manner in which the meaning of forms could change, 

with obvious implications for the present day. The future of 

the past in the Islamic world is weighed by Kuban who sees in 

this past a path of cultural continuity and not a mere museum 

of old forms. The wider issues of the relationship of Islamic 

religious and philosophical stances to contemporary needs of 

urbanising societies have been elucidated by Mohammed 

Arkoun in a quest to explore the groundwork for new initia

tives in nation building. Mahbub ul-Haq focusses on the re-

sponsibilty of any nation's leaders and by extension of the 

leaders of the Islamic world to their populations and advocates 

the consideration of their basic, infrastructural needs, before 

satisfying any impulse for image making or for large architec

tural gestures. 

While these five statements deal with the underpinnings 

of the making of an architecture or, in other words, with its 

theoretical and conceptual bases, another series of statements 

deals with the more particular problems of practitioners them

selves. These statements discuss a range of practical and atti-

tudinal issues which contribute to the effective practice of ar

chitecture in the Islamic world today, and more generally in 

the Third World. Thus, Charles Correa voices the concerns 

of the professional whose desire to produce meticulously craft

ed and finely designed individual buildings is being contin

ually overshadowed by the pressure on the professional to pro

vide solutions for a healthful built environment for the poor 

majority. The study by Mona Serageldin and François Vigier 

on changing roles and procedures in the design of public 



buildings calls for a more careful integration of the eventual 

users of buildings into the programming and design process, a 

departure from most current government practices. Such a 

change would involve a different training for local architects, 

teaching them to be sensitive to life style and to elicit from 

users their needs. It would also involve a phasing out of the 

participation of large Western firms as consultants and would 

rely on the development of local professional expertise for 

even the most specialised projects. The comments by Yas-

meen Lari and Suhail Lari are a witness to the easy reliance on 

ready-made Western models for tourist complexes, while re

vealing a completely different set of needs for recreational 

complexes for which a formal architectural language has not 

been developed or is not readily available to the practitioner. 

The radical change in the nature and size of educational com

plexes and its implications for programming and design are 

noted by Ismail Serageldin. Finally, Nader Ardalan confronts 

the problem the contemporary architect has in building per

haps the single most significant building in a Muslim commu

nity, the mosque, and offers a kit of possible design attitudes. 

While the thoughts expressed during the seminars of the 

first Award cycle have flagged the key elements required for 

the creation of new architectural theory and practice, the fif

teen awarded projects are in various ways exemplars of the 

application of at least some of the same elements within com

pleted projects. They permit the identification of a second set 

of patterns which may be called applied thinking. This set 

involves the development of tools and programmatic strate

gies that ensure a close fit between the perceived needs and 

the designed project that identify the skills necessary to carry 

such a project to its successful incorporation into a particular 

built environment and that embody the important potential 

for replicability. 
The agricultural school in Senegal is the end product of an 

evolution of a building technology without the use of expen

sive imported building materials. The applied research which 

resulted in the construction of the school began several years 

earlier within the international community of professionals 

concerned with the development of constructional solutions 

to the needs of poorer countries. The location of their pilot 

project in Senegal is a fortunate concurrence of perceived 

need and readily available solutions. The thinking processes 

which resulted in the restoration of Safavid Isfahan are more 

difficult to document. They certainly involved the distinct 

desires of the Iranian nation to preserve its architecture and to 

enhance a unique urban environment as well as the gradual 

transference not only of technical but also of programming 

skills from the international restoration community to the city 

of Isfahan. A strategy for the restoration and conservation be

gun on international ground was progressively tailored to local 

needs and requirements. Driven by the overwhelming need to 

create an ordered urban environment from squatter settle

ments, the government of Jakarta rejected all previous strate

gies to provide housing and formulated its own. It made a 

decision to use all available resources as economically as possi

ble. The efforts of the squatters to create their own housing 

were recognised as a major contribution to the housing invest

ment, and public funds were used to enhance the new built 

environments through the skillful introduction of a viable wa

ter, sewage, and road infrastructure. What these three exam

ples show is that successful strategies need not be limited to 

one set of circumstances. Their very success projects them 

into the international culture of architecture and develop

ment available for application wherever similar circumstances 

obtain. 

Yet, another kind of applied thinking may not enter into 

the international community as easily. It is the design think

ing which seeks the roots of a cultural identity and utilises, in 

various ways, the conventions of past architecture to fashion 

new architectural languages. Thus, behind the seemingly iso

lated exercises of a particular designer's aesthetic, as in the 

cases of the Halawa and Ertegiin houses, there lies an historic 

process of experimentation of local, vernacular architecture. 

The third set of patterns which becomes discernible in the 

analysis of the first cycle of the Award concerns the range of 

complexity and appropriateness of contemporary building 

practices available within the Islamic world. While the latest 

developments in construction technology have not appeared 

in this cycle, what is represented are most of the building sys

tems current in the world, from the tensile structures of the 

Mecca conference centre, to the reinforced concrete and cin-

derblock of the Agadir courtyard houses, to the bamboo and 

wood of the Pondok Pesantren Pabelan in Central Java. Ef

forts to develop building technologies, stressing labour-inten-

sive rather than capital-intensive techniques, predominate. 

The Senegal experiment introducing vaulting structures, the 

Mali medical centre using the cinva-ram press for making 

bearing walls, or even the revival of a brick industry to build 

the Mughal Hotel, are all examples of the same approach. 

The message which emerges is that modernity or contempora

neity can be achieved in more than one fashion. 

A particularly important aspect of building practices is the 

performance standards not only of imported high technology 

materials but, even more notably, of traditionally used or im

proved local materials. In large part it is a question of crafts

manship in building, of the skills available, and of the care 

taken to construct and finish details so that the result is aes

thetically a credit to its environment, whatever the eco

nomics of the construction system. The Turkish Historical So

ciety, built in a contemporary style with locally available 

materials, is not only an example of the use of high technolo

gy but also of superb detailing and overall craftsmanship 

which can be credited to the designers and especially to the 

skilled construction workers. It is one thing to impose a build

ing technology, even to have trained architects to use it. But 

there is little hope for developing a regionally based architec

tural style if the skills to manipulate this building technology 

(and eventually to produce it locally) do not exist. The na

turalisation of an imported building technique is an essential 

step whose beginnings can be observed in the Nianing pilot 

project where the training of masons was part of the construc

tion programme. Although the theory and the mechanics of 

the building system were elaborated and designed by an inter

national forum, the implanting of the new vaulting system on 

Senegalese soil required the involvement of and interaction 

with the labour force. Only under these conditions is there 

any hope of assuming that a project can have a multiplier 

effect on the building practice of a country or region. 



t JP 
SMJ 

Building skills are, then, the cornerstone of any architec

ture. There can be no valid new architectural expression with

out the existence of an adequate, and preferably superb, reser

voir of construction know-how. This is why several projects 

were noted for their attention and contribution to its develop

ment. The rural school in Pabelan, Java, has as an integral 

component of its educational programme training in building 

skills utilising a mix of traditional and newer building materi

als. The recognition of Hassan Fathy by the Chairman's 

Award has been in part for his understanding and elucidation 

of the problem of the transfer of skills (in his case, of tradi

tional building skills of the Nubians enhanced by the design of 

an architect) and for urging on-the-job training for masons. 

His ideas are realised in their own way in the Senegal school 

and were the inspiration for the UNESCO team which devel

oped its building system. 

This particular example illustrates yet another aspect of 

building practices, the existence of a world-wide culture of 

architecture and builders. Even as they contribute to the crea

tion of a regional or local idiom, 

projects built within the countries of 

the Islamic world demonstrate more 

widely based trends and can serve as 

examples and models in an interna

tional arena. Until recently, the 

West and the highly industrialised 

countries were automatically con

sidered the main contributors to the 

world of architectural and building 

idioms and innovations. To some 

extent, they still are. The Kuwait 

towers and the Mecca conference 

centre were commissioned and envi

sioned to answer particular local 

needs, but they were planned and 

executed not so much with locally 

existing building means as with 

tools and techniques currently avail

able on the world market. The importance of these monu

ments-—and monuments they are—derives from the fact that 

it is the countries of the Islamic world that have sponsored or 

are about to sponsor more and more major projects, often of 

unprecedented magnitude. Much of the energies of the world 

construction and architectural community will be directed to 

the vast reshaping of that environment, from new ports and 

waterworks to new cities, housing tracts, and shelters for new 

and old functions. Just as early experiments with steel con

struction have become permanently identified with locations 

in France and England, so the latest experiments in fibre con

struction and other, as yet unimplemented, materials may in 

the future become identified with locations in the Islamic 

world. The intriguing question of today is how much of these 

bright new experiments and their implications will become 

the cultural possessions of the building and architectural 

worlds of the locations in which they are found. 

The fourth set of patterns to be noted is the variety of roles 

clients have played in the realisation of projects. There are 

instances of the familiar role of the employer and eventual 

user, as in the case of the Turkish Historical Society or the 
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Halawa house. In large projects in particular, other bodies or 

individuals intervene in the client-designer relationship. In 

the Mopti Medical Centre, for instance, it is not clear that 

the formally recognised client had any real input in the pro

gramming of the design of the project. Rather, in a pattern 

which occurs frequently elsewhere in the Third World, to the 

client and designer is added the sponsor, usually some interna

tional institution which activates the search for a designer and 

probably sets the programme. Whether such donations of en

tire buildings can have an impact on the nature of architec

ture in a given country is a recurring, if moot, question. There 

are,, on the other hand, several examples where the client has 

become the programmer, if not the designer, for a project. 

Particularly interesting in this aspect is the case of the pesan-

tren, where building skills are taught and the school personnel 

have become the planners, designers and builders of its envi

ronment. What also emerges is the crucial role which govern

ments, through their departments and bureaucracies, play in 

the building of new environments. While private clients do 

exist, there seems to be an absence 

of private commercial enterprise; 

government departments as clients 

overwhelm the private sector. It is 

thus particularly crucial for govern

ment circles to be receptive to inno

vations in architectural and plan

ning thinking. Perhaps this cannot 

be expected as a rule; it is, however, 

the most important base for new 

practices to be launched, because 

even the smallest successful design 

has an immediate impact and a con

siderable potential replicability. 

Governments act as agents of archi

tectural change, no matter what 

their professed ideology may be. 

Government agencies are clients of 

projects as varied in their symbolic 

intent and practical application as the Mecca hotel and con

ference centre, the restoration of Isfahan, the Kuwait water 

towers, the Qatar Museum, and the Kampung Improvement 

Programme. In considering the agents or factors of impor

tance for the formation of new architecture this role of the 

state must be recognised and understood. 

And then, what is the role of the architect in dealing with 

all these issues? The new and increasingly less rural population 

will have its aspirations shaped not only by traditional norms 

but by the evolving city itself. It is a population which seeks 

and will continue to seek access to safe, sanitary, and satisfy

ing housing and to shelters for public functions—social, reli

gious, commerical, and cultural. That the former cannot be 

provided by the commonly used building delivery systems 

alone has been amply demonstrated. Other means to provide 

access to housing, through nonarchitectural interventions 

such as developing public works systems or financing, may be 

more effective and the Kampung Improvement Programme 

has shown the success of such approaches. 

What forms shelter for public functions is to take depends 

on the aspirations of every society and on its image of a desir
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able architecture. Though many public functions are still lo

cated in older forms (the case of the mosque is perhaps the 

most obvious one), this is less and less frequently so. Newly 

created or newly introduced functions and institutions—hos

pitals, airports, scientific institutions, commerical build

ings—require specific new building types. Since they appear 

to be the most numerous new buildings everywhere they will 

have a direct impact on their surroundings; in fact, they be

come the shapers of the new urban experience and their char

acteristics and their forms must be properly evaluated. Their 

naturalisation into local idioms is a challenge to the architec

tural profession. How will these forms be chosen? An interest

ing example is that of the Turkish Historical Society, where 

an institution created after the secularisation of Turkey finds 

its home in a building that, although built in contemporary 

idiom with contemporary technology, evokes in plan and lay

out the medieval Islamic legal college, the madrasa. Does it 

perhaps indicate the direction of the search for new architec

ture? Except perhaps in countries like Turkey with a relatively 

high number of architects per inhabitant, architects may be 

called to redefine their objectives and therefore the character 

of their training. Instead of working in the accepted manner 

for smaller and smaller sectors within their entire nation they 

may begin to redefine their profession to expand its arena and 

its manner of activity, taking more managerial, planning, and 

finally political roles. Or, as Hassan Fathy has advocated, they 

may turn into specialists, "barefoot architects," working with

in communities to build better environments. In fact, their 

changing societies will reshape the architects themselves. 

One last pattern deserves mention. Altogether the occur

rence of expressive form which evokes or which quotes delib

erately and directly from past sources is rather striking. There 

are the Halawa house, the Mopti Medical Centre, and the 

Nianing agricultural school. Even the highly technological 

Mecca hotel and conference centre attempts to call forth im

ages of the bedouin tent on one hand and of traditional urban 

forms of the region on the other. That there should be a dis

cernible trend toward expressive form is not surprising given 

the insistent search by architect and client for a particularisa-

tion of architectural idiom. What is noteworthy, however, is 

that the apparent sources for these forms lie almost completely 

outside the great metropolitan traditions of monumental Is

lamic architecture. There seems little evidence of learning 

from the Sultan Hassan Madrasa of Cairo or the Taj Mahal. 

Monumental architecture seems too individualised and too 

complex for easy evocation or quotation. The set of skills for 

making it available as a working language, and not only as an 

historical exemplar, is not yet in place. By contrast, the les

sons of layout, elevation, and shape, and of the constraints of 

rural traditions, such as those of the M'zab or of Nubia, have 

been internalised and made current. 

Yet there are other reasons for these choices was well. One 

may lie in the fact that many of the elements of the metropoli

tan traditions had been trivialised or devalued by their appear

ance in colonial architecture, as has been mentioned before. 

More genuine expressions of identity were to be sought and 

found in the countryside and in vernacular architecture. The 

fact that the latter forms were quite austere and could be 

adapted readily to the general tastes of the contemporary in

ternational idiom gave fertile ground for their study or elabo

ration, whether in pre-World War II Turkey, postwar Egypt, 

or contemporary Mali. To what extent these traditions will 

provide continuing inspiration for even large-scale projects 

and to what extent they will be taken as the true loci of identi

ty are questions to be asked in future Award cycles. And fi

nally, will their most important lesson, that of superb climatic 

adaptability, be learned on a large scale, as it was learned so 

successfully by the metropolitan Islamic architects of the past? 

In reviewing the material presented in this book one be

comes aware of several tensions which remain unresolved 

while the building of new environments, new settlements, 

and new public institutions continues apace. There are the 

tensions between the averred search for a local idiom or a new 

Islamic architecture and the nature and training of the profes

sionals being called upon to realise or implement that search 

in concrete projects. To what extent can any talented designer 

respond to an intent which appears to be culturally grounded? 

Or must all building derive from primarily localised efforts? 

There are the unresolved tensions in the role of the client. To 

what extent will the client contribute to the growth of a new 

local idiom and to what extent will the images of the highly 

industrialised international idiom remain more desirable to 

him? Finally there are the tensions between the makers and 

the users of a building. Can the makers, clients, and designers 

accurately predict the users' reactions? Or will needs and ex

pectations be in conflict? 

But, ultimately, the significance of these projects and of 

the process of planning, construction, and reflection which 

accompanied their selection lies in something more than ten

sions and problems. The development of this new architecture 

is anchored in the awareness of a continuous communication 

between the universe of design and architectural thinking and 

the universe of building skills and construction know-how, 

between the potential of the construction industry and the 

images of a desired architecture, between the formal or infor

mal past and the needs of today. Where the continuum has 

been disrupted or has never existed, the development of an 

architecture which is coherent with the nature and aspirations 

of any society is very difficult to achieve. But, if the fifteen 

awarded projects can in any way be used as a forecast, one can 

predict that the future architecture and building of the Islamic 

world will be able to incorporate tensions within the scope 

and energy of its building activities and find appropriate reso

lutions of its problems, as long as there remains a close rela

tionship between architecture and the community it serves. 


