
THE FIRST CYCLE:  1977-1980  

Setting the agenda at the first Steering 

Committee: His Highness the Aga Khan, 

Holod (Convenor) and Porter. 

Members of the first Steering Committee, from 

left to right: Grabar, Campbell, Casson and 

Fathy with Khan (Deputy Convenor). 

The first cycle of the Award was critical in translating the Aga Khan's vision into 19 

a reality. A distinguished and diverse group of individuals were responsible for this 

notable achievement. The Steering Committee, under the chairmanship of His 

Highness the Aga Khan comprised eight members, drawn from leading practitioners 

and scholars whose work relates to Islamic architecture. These were Nader Ardalan, 

a distinguished architect and planner; Garr Campbell, a landscape architect and 

planning consultant to the Aga Khan Foundation; Sir Hugh Casson, architect and 

President of the Royal Academy of Arts in England; Charles Correa, one of the 

leading architects in India; Hassan Fathy, a renowned Egyptian architect and propo

nent of vernacular architecture; Oleg Grabar, Chairman of the Department of Fine 

Arts at Harvard University and a specialist in Islamic art and architecture; Dogan 

Kuban, architect and architectural historian, Director of the Institute of History of 

Architecture and Restoration at Istanbul Technical University; and William Porter, 

architect and planner, Dean of the School of Architecture and Planning at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

The Secretariat comprised of Renata Holod, first Convener and subsequently 

Consultant to the Award, and specialist in Islamic art and architecture at the 

University of Pennsylvania and Hasan-Uddin Khan, architect and planner from 

Pakistan, who was first Deputy Convener and subsequently Convener of the Award 

Steering Committee. 

The 1980 Award Master Jury included Muslims and non-Muslims, architects 

and non-architects. It comprised nine members: Titus Burckhardt, a Swiss philoso

pher, architectural historian and oriental art expert; Sherban Cantacuzino, Chair

man of the Master Jury, architect, Secretary of the British Royal Fine Art Commis

sion, and former Executive Editor of The Architectural Review; Giancarlo De Carlo, 

a prominent Italian architect, Director of the International Laboratory of Architec

ture and Urban Design at Urbino and Professor at the Institute of Architecture and 

Urbanism, University of Venice; Mahbub ul Haq, a noted economist, Director of 

Policy Planning and Programme Development for the World Bank in Washington, 

D.C.; Muzharul Islam, architect and president of the Institute of Architects in 

Bangladesh; Aptullah Kuran, Chairman of the Department of Humanities at Bogazici 

University, Istanbul, author and architéct; Mona A. Serageldin, Egyptian architect, 

planning consultant, and an expert in demographic analysis and programming with 

special experience in low cost housing in the Middle East; H.E. Soedjatmoko, an 

Indonesian sociologist and historian, advisor on Social and Cultural Affairs to the 

National Development Planning Agency (BAPPENAS) in Jakarta, and former 

Ambassador to the United States; and lastly, Kenzo Tange, Japanese architect and 

planner of international repute, and Professor Emeritus of Architecture and Urban 

Design at Tokyo University. 

These then were the individuals on whose labours the credibility of the Award 

was to rest. It is their endeavours which helped to establish the Award and its most 

vital tradition: the space of freedom for an ongoing dedicated search into the built 

environment of the Muslim world. 



T H E  F I R S T  C Y C L E :  1 9 7 7 - 1 9 8 0  
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A Sense of Unity — study of the 

structure of a dome. Bu Ali Sina 

University, Hamadan, Iran. 
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Qarawiyyin Mosque, Fez, 

decorative details. 

The first cycle was launched with exceptional dynamism. It included an intensive 

series of seminars, five in three years, that covered: 

* "Toward Architecture in the Spirit of Islam" (France, April 1978). 

• "Conservation as Cultural Survival" (Turkey, September 1978). 

• "Housing Process and Physical Form" (Indonesia, March 1979). 

• "Architecture as Symbol and Self-Identity" (Morocco, October 1979). 

• "Places of Public Gathering in Islam" (Jordan, May 1980). 

These seminars, subsequently published as a series entitled "Architectural Trans

formations in the Islamic World", established the pattern of the AKAA seminars, 

and the format of their publication, including the commentary of the participants. 

The result of these initial seminars was manifold: 

* They helped establish an important network of interested intellectuals, practi

tioners, and decision-makers who were made aware of the presence of the Award 

and its concerns. 

* They helped map out the intellectual terrain in which this network operates, 

identifying very rapidly the dearth of much badly needed data and analysis, 

which led to research visits by the secretariat and the Steering Committee to 

some 30 Muslim countries thereby developing an invaluable store of data on 

architectural issues in these countries. 

• They helped identify three main areas of concern of the Award, that were to be 

echoed again in subsequent cycles, even if they were not specifically identified 

as such. These were: the historical, social, and architectural premises on which 

interventions in the built environment of Muslims are based. 

The impact of that first seminar at Aiglemont in April of 1978 should not be 

underestimated. It was at that gathering that a number of important approaches 

were established; approaches that were to become characteristic of the Award's 

work in the years to come. 

First, the breadth of the seminar's coverage, from symbolism to new towns, to 

the economics of traditional buildings in Yemen, to restoring old quarters in Cairo, 

all staked out a domain that far exceeds the concerns of more conventional archi

tectural prizes. Secondly, the high calibre of the participants, each an authority in 

his or her field established the Award's unwavering commitment to excellence in 

every facet of its work. Thirdly, the variety of disciplines represented among the par

ticipants established an important feature of the Award's future work. Fourthly, and 

most importantly, the invitation of widely divergent views and the encouragement 

of debate. The opening essay at that meeting, by S.H. Nasr which emphasises the 

spiritual regeneration on Muslim architects is severely critisised by Dogan Kuban's 

commentary which takes a diametrically opposed view emphasising the universality 

of the trends affecting the Muslim world today. 

But it was His Highness the Aga Khan's opening remarks that defined the range 

of interests and clearly spelled out the commitment to this space of freedom for the 

unbounded search for creative solutions to the problems of the built environment of 

the Muslim world. 

" I t  w o u l d  b e  t e m p t i n g  . . . t o  p r o p o g a t e  a  p a r t i c u l a r  t y p e  o f  d e s i g n  s o l u t i o n ,  b u t  t h i s  

we have absolutely rejected. Similarly, it is not our intention ... to found a 

particular school of architectural thought."2 

From that first seminar, the various strands of the Award's many functions were 

launched. These were developed in the other four seminars of this first cycle. 

Of these seminars, the one with the most ambitious intellectual objectives was 

that held in Fez in 1979 on "Architecture as Symbol and Self-Identity". It was a 

small gathering of philosophers, historians, architects, planners and critics who for 



several days grappled with the most daunting agenda the Award had set since its 

initial meeting in Aiglemont: "Islam as Symbol and Self-Identity". The background 

materials were well prepared as were the set responses by the appointed discussants. 

As one of the participants, I can attest that the intellectual debate was exhilarating. 

Yet, one must acknowledge that the absence of closure on most questions was not 

solely due to the complexity of the subject matter, but also to the absence of a 

commonly accepted terminology, analytical method, and contextual framework. 

The philosophers (Arkoun and Mahdi) clearly could share both references and 

method, even if their views were frequently at odds, but they lacked familiarity with 

contemporary architectural practice and its issues. The historians (for example, 

Raymond) were unable or unwilling to translate their analytical insights into rele- 21 

vant bridges to the better understanding of the present. The planners (William 

Porter, Mona Serageldin and myself) were more concerned with relating ideas, be 

they philosophical or architectural, to the broad changes that were affecting Muslim 

societies as we saw them. The art historians and critics (Grabar, Holod, and Kuban) 

were able to provide the link between conceptual and visual, while Burckhardt, 

Fathy and Ardalan emphasised the mystical and the spiritual.1 The architects and 

planners made valiant attempts at mastering the concepts of semiotics, but clearly 

felt more comfortable in the visual and descriptive. On the positive side, however, 

all were enriched by this excellent inter-disciplinary exchanges. The quality of these 

exchanges was excellent as can be seen from the ensuing publications, and the 

Award could be satisfied with achieving a substantial enrichment of that intellec

tual search that had become its vocation. 

Despite these important achievements, the first five seminars did not treat all 

the aspects they covered with equal profundity or intensity. They nevertheless had 

an important innovative edge to them, as well as some truly inspired momentary 

insights. But a candid and objective overview must conclude that, while the areas of 

concern were well defined, the seminars left some important issues relatively un

touched. One was the urban dimension of the problem of building, i.e. the city plan

ning aspects, as opposed to urban design or large scale architecture. This is particu

larly evident in the seminar on public spaces, where it would have fitted rather 

naturally. Glimpses of aspects of the problem can be found in a variety of papers in 

the different seminars (for example Mona Serageldin with William Doebele and 

Kadri El Araby on "Land Tenure Systems and Development Controls in the Arab 

countries of the Middle East", delivered at the Housing Seminar in Jakarta). 

Another gap in terms of systematic study, though certainly not in terms of recall 

and concern, is the issue of poverty, its unique needs of mass shelter, and its milieu 

of environmental degradation and socio-economic particularities. The link was only 

partially made between a Muslim world whose overwhelming reality is one of mass 

poverty, and an architectural language whose key exemplars and the very compo

nents of its symbolic language derive from monuments of extraordinary opulence 

and impressive proportions. The intellectual constructs to link these two realities 

and to provide a historical dimension to this interaction thus providing context and 

continuity to a contemporary paradigm, were barely broached, despite passionate 

pleas to breach this gap (for example, Mahbub ul Haq in the Amman seminar on 

Public Spaces and Mohammed Arkoun in the Fez seminar on Symbolism) and the 

constant reminder by Hassan Fathy of the importance of vernacular architecture. 

Another lacuna was the absence of a systematic look at the rural habitat in 

which the vast majority of Muslims still live, or at the links between architecture 

and the urban context; the evolving bustling cities of the Muslim world, with their 

unique characteristics and problems that clearly affect the possibilities of architec

tural expression. These lacunae were to become the agenda for the second cycle's 

series of seminars, and the impressive intellectual ground covered by this first round 

of seminars should not be underestimated. 



It must be recognised, however, that despite the occasional insight and incisive 

comment most of the treatment of the subject matter remained descriptive rather 

than analytical. On those occasions where the subject matter itself was deeply 

analytical, such as the Fez seminar of 1979, on "Architecture as Symbol and Self-

Identity", one of the best ever held, the results did not go as far as one would have 

hoped. This may well have been the unavoidable price of being at the forefront of 

the multi-disciplinary thinking on a complex subject. 

On the whole, however, the outstanding contribution of the first cycle's semi

nars was to have indicated to the world at large that the AKAA was much more than 

a series of prizes, important as these are. They clearly demonstrated the seriousness, 

22 breadth and depth of the intellectual search that would henceforth be an insepa

rable part of the enterprise. 

The Kuwait Tower group is 

regarded as a national landmark. 

Aerial view of a typical kampung in Jakarta. 

T H E  1 9 8 0  W I N N E R S  

The culmination of the AKAA cycle is the premiation of the winners. By the time 

the 1980 Master Jury met, they had the important body of literature already pro

duced by the Award in the form of the proceedings of the five seminars and other 

internal documents. At that point, however, neither the seminars nor the internal 

documentation had produced either a systematic categorisation of the vast array of 

possible choices to be put before the Master Jury or a set of specific operational 

criteria that the Master Jury should use in its selection of winners. The question of 

categorisation, having been debated and rejected, left the absence of operational 

criteria all the more troublesome. Indeed, in the first Award cycle the Steering 

Committee, for considerations of time, inter alia, short listed the projects and the 

Master Jury was given 35 technically reviewed projects to choose from. Here, the 

absence of operational criteria resulted in the Master Jury re-thinking the basic 

criteria of the Award and ultimately proposing 15 winners under seven "categories-

of search. The themes they chose, and which the winners manifested, were: 

* Social Premises for Future Architectural Development 

* Search for Consistency with Flistorical Context 

* Search for Preservation of Traditional Heritage 

* Restoration 

* Search for Contemporary Use of Traditional Language 

* Search for Innovation 

* Search for Appropriate Building Systems 

The prizewinners selected highlighted two important points: 

First: the Award demonstrated its openness to a variety of solutions. Here was an 

award for architecture that premiated slum-upgrading schemes devoid of the physi

cal aesthetics that one normally attributes to works of architectural excellence, as 

well as high-tech engineering (the Kuwait Water Towers) and restoration. 

Second: That at this stage, the winners were worthy efforts in an ongoing search 

and were not to be considered definitive solutions. 

These two points were eloquently expressed by the Master Jury in their report: 

" . . .  t h e  p r o j e c t s  p r e s e n t e d  t o  u s  r e f l e c t e d  t h e  p r e s e n t  s t a g e  o f  t r a n s i t i o n ,  e x p é r i m e n 

tation and continued search in Muslim societies. In most instances they represented 

not the ultimate in architectural excellence, but steps in a process of discovery, still 

an incomplete voyage towards many promising frontiers. Although vue have selected 

some of the projects for their excellence in architecture, many of them stand as 

accomplishments in this continuing search for relevant forms and designs which has 

already started and which must be supported. For this reason we have deliberately 

chosen a fairly broad sample of projects for the Award, rather than only up to five 
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Muqamcis of the dome of Hasht Behesht, Isfahan, Iran. 



projects, since few projects really meet all the criteria for a creative and socially 

responsive Islamic architecture, yet each presents an important facet of the ongoing 

search for an ideal.'"1 

When his Highness the Aga Khan not only endorsed these choices, but also 

decided to create the Chairman's Award and designated as its first recipient Hassan 

Fathy, champion of indigenous buildings, self-help and architecture for the poor, the 

image of the Award was established as something unique, transcending the conven

tional notion of prizes of architecture, be they avant-garde or establishmentarian. 

Indeed, the 1980 presentation ceremonies at the Shalimar Gardens in Lahore, Paki

stan, marked a very significant event: the AKAA had made the successful transition 

from idea to reality. And what a reality! This was the first international Award for 

architecture that was about and for a non-western context. Yet it eschewed chauvin

ism and xenophobia and welcomed Westerners both in its organisation and among 

its winners. It was the first international award to recognise the contributions of 

builders, craftsmen and clients, as well as the architects and the engineers in the 

creation of the built environment. One must not underestimate the symbolic signifi

cance of the master mason Alladin Moustafa receiving an architecture award from 

the hand of the Aga Khan in the presence of the president of Pakistan and so many 

luminaries of the international architectural world. Finally, the Award's recognition 

of both social and historic dimensions of the built environment in addition to 

architectural excellence in contemporary buildings provided a redefinition of the 

interlinked nature of these three areas of concern. This was the same Jury, the same 

Award recognising merit in different facets of the same reality, thereby breaking the 

compartmentalisation which had hitherto characterised these activities. 

Hassan Fathy. 

H A S S A N F A T H Y  

The creation of a special "Chairman's Award" to honour the great Egyptian archi

tect Hassan Fathy was universally well received. His profound influence throughout 

the Third World was well known. Recently he had come to be recognised in the 

West as well.5 This was the first international prize to honour Fathy, and was to be 

followed by others a few years later when the first International Gold Medal Award 

of the International Union of Architects was also awarded to him, a signal honour 

for the Third World generally and Fathy specifically. 

Fathy's undeviating dedication to a clear vision that many had branded as overly 

romantic was buttressed by deep beliefs in concepts that today have become so 

widely accepted that their revolutionary character is frequently forgotten.6 Ideas, 

such as the importance of learning from vernacular architecture, using local mate

rials, self-help, and architecture for the poor, are not accepted as conventional 

wisdom. The unpopularity of those views among the international architectural 

establishment at the time he presented them in the 1940's, should not be forgotten. 

In terms of the Award's intellectual search, Hassan Fathy's contributions are 

essentially a profound humanism that transcends the forms and methods of his 

buildings, and opens up broad avenues of awareness in areas badly needed in the 

Muslim world today. The true contributions of Hassan Fathy are not just the quaint 

mud brick structures he built with such elegance and refinement, but ideas: the idea 

of empowering the disenfranchised to express themselves with the architect as 

catalyst for the refining of local sensibility; the idea of rooting architectural expres

sion in the local and regional context to ensure both relevance and authenticity; the 

use of rational, scientific methods to accept or reject elements of both the old and 

the new;' and the idea of the architect as a decoder of a past legacy and the 

articulator of a new, symbolically charged environment. 



Fayoum (Gouache by Hassan Fathy). 



T H E  F I R S T  A W A R D  B O O K  

The handsome volume entitled Architecture and Community: Building in the Islamic 

World Today edited by Renata Holod and Darl Rastorfer, was a superb summary of 

the first award cycle.8 It was introduced by His Highness the Aga Khan, who 

explained the vision that motivates the Award. He emphasised that the search 

itself, the unfettered intellectual pursuit of excellence in architecture, is at the heart 

of the enterprise. 

The rest of the volume, after an introduction by the editors comprised selections 

from the first five seminars, then a detailed presentation of the fifteen winning 

26 projects, and a commentary on and by Hassan Fathy, first winner of the Chairman's 

Award for a lifetime's achievements in areas relevant to the Award's objectives. The 

book remained true to the spirit of the Award. It provided a superb recapitulation 

of the successful launch of a most ambitious enterprise. 

The presentations in the book did not, however, try to provide for a categorisa

tion different than that proposed by the Master Jury, not did it acknowledge or take 

on frontally those critics, especially in some quarters of the western architectural 

media, who were stunned by the number and diversity of the awards and who 

accordingly found "the message" of the awards to be unfocused and unclear. The 

clarity of the award to Hassan Fathy was recognised as championing indigenous 

architecture, but wrongly perceived by many as being exclusive of architecture with 

a capital "A". This became a red-herring that was to dog the external debates about 

the Award, but not debates within the Award's discussions, for years to come. 

Agricultural Training Centre, 

Nianing, Senegal. 


