
A LIVELY DEBATE 

The 1986 winners sparked a very lively debate, revolving primarily around the 

following themes: 
• Why were particularly well-known buildings excluded even from honourable 

mentions? Did this reflect an ideological position in the Jury? Was the Jury 

biased against western architects practicing in the Muslim world? Did the choices 

reflect an "anti-modern" bias? 

• What was the significance of the Bhong Mosque, which emerged as the most 

controversial of the choices? 

What is the collective message of these awards? 

* Where does the AKAA go from here? 

* A proper appreciation of the last two questions requires a synthesis based on an 

overview of the preceding awards, along with the 1986 winner, and is addressed in 

the next section. The first two questions are unique to the 1986 awards and are 

addressed here. 
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C O N S P I C U O U S  A B S E N C E S  

A number of projects that captured the imagination of many architects and that 

were widely published and discussed among the architectural profession were con

spicuous by their absence in the 1986 awards. Specifically, three projects had been 

widely regarded as strong contenders for recognition: Louis Kahn's Sher-E-Bangla-

Nagar Parliament building in Dhaka, Bangladesh; the National Commercial Bank 

in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, by SOM's Gordon Bunshaft; and finally Henning Larsen's 

building for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. 

The exclusion of these buildings surprised many, especially the exclusion of 

Kahn's building, which is widely considered a masterpiece. The debate within the 

Jury on this building led to the majority of the Jury devoting a special section in 

their report to explain why they did not premiate the project. This was unprece

dented for the Award. It led to two minority opinions by Hans Hollein and Doruk 

Pamir, recorded in two separate dissenting statements. 

The reasons given in the majority report of the Jury left some unconvinced. 

Allegations of bias were made. It is to the credit of the Award's commitment to the 

space of freedom that these allegations and concerns found expression in the Award's 

ceremonies and were openly and courteously discussed. Some of the subsequent 

articles in the press were more vociferous and polemical, but essentially repeated the 

same concerns. Notable among the critics has been William Curtis, whose commit

ment to modern architecture was deeply slighted by the exclusion of these major 

projects.25 One outstanding article by Mildred Schmertz in the Architectural Record 

recast these concerns in a constructive fashion in the form of questions and issues to 

be addressed by the Award and the profession at large. 

There were two major concerns. The first was that the Jury had expressed an 

anti-modern bias. While the six winners certainly included the Social Security 

Complex and the Dar Lamane Housing project, these were not the exemplars of the 
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bold and visionary modern architecture that contemporary architects are building 

throughout the Muslim world. The former is an outstanding exercise in contextual-

ism. The latter is more functional than form-giving. The boldness, innovation and 

modernity found in such awards as the Mecca Intercontinental and the Kuwait 

Water Towers (1980) or the Hajj Terminal structure and the Sherefudin White 

Mosque (1983), were absent among the winners in 1986.26 Those espousing the 

Jury's majority view argued that the National Commercial Bank in Jeddah is an 

arrogant building that does not deserve recognition, that Larsen's Ministry of For

eign Affairs is a weak and derivative building, and that only Kahn's building is truly 

deserving of consideration. Kahn's building, however, had not been in use long 

enough to qualify. This technicality outraged Kahn partisans. They felt that this was 

an evasion of the Jury's responsibilities, and a denial of a building worthy of 

recognition. Others found the critiques by the Jury of the two other buildings 

equally ill-founded, considering Larsen's building a sensitive reinterpretation of an 

established vocabulary, executed to the highest standards, and Bunshaft's National 

Commercial Bank in Jeddah, an outstanding and bold new concept for coping with 

the problems of tall buildings in such an environment. 

While there is always room for disagreement on such issues, it remains true that, 

among the winners, there was only one building (Eldem's Social Security Complex) 

that addressed the imperative needs of today's new societies: office buildings. But 

the Social Security Complex, like the Turkish Historical Society (1980 winner), are 

limited in scope vis-a-vis the giant requirements of today's offices, factories, and big 

public buildings. The Jury is undoubtedly entitled to consider that none of the 

available projects met its standards of architectural excellence. However, if one 

looks at some of the projects retained for honourable mentions, it is difficult to 

conclude that all three buildings had no place among the selections of 1986. 

The second concern, is that the J ury exercised some "affirmative action", whereby 

only local architects working in their own countries and in their own traditions were 

selected. This was corroborated by the coincidence that the six winners were indeed 

in that category. The Jury clearly refutes such allegations and simply underlines that 

objective criteria of choice led to this particular selection of buildings and projects, 

which happened to have been designed by nationals. This was the starting point for 

speculation in some quarters as to whether the Jury's selection was sending a message 

about the inherent qualities of the designers who can produce culturally authentic 

architecture. Must they indeed have lived and internalised the experience of being 

Muslims in a Muslim community to produce an architecture that is culturally 

sensitive? Many doubt that. The previous winners show that sensitivity is not 

necessarily hostage to accidents of birth, geography, and language. 

T H E  B H O N G  M O S Q U E  

The award to the Bhong Mosque was unquestionably the most controversial of all. 

It was discussed at length in specific and general terms. Specifically, the architec

tural merit of the scheme, or lack of it, was discussed in terms of composition, 

harmony, and derivative versus original thinking. Some were attracted by the 

exuberant baroque character of the decoration, and found the vivacious, uninhibi

ted interplay of elements and materials indicative of self-assurance and lack of 

affectation. The amount of the decoration, was in the view of the majority a 

statement of appreciation of the central building in the community, whose greater 

glory and grandeur somehow reflects favourably on the whole community. 

Those who dissented from this view were deeply disturbed by the disassociation 

of the decorative elements from their frame of reference; for example, the use of 

imported bathroom tiles in some places; and the use of overt signs, for example, the 
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Arabic inscriptions of Muhammad in marquee advertising type grafted on top of key 

architectural elements. Such features it was argued indicated that the architects had 

not mastered part of their function, to design a project which adds to the prevailing, 

socially accepted view of the desirable, and to elevate the aesthetic standards of the 

community instead of pandering to the most obvious and lowest common denomi

nator of what "pleases the people."27 

This latter point of view leads to another critique, of a more general nature, that 

of the intellectual context in which the Bhong Mosque must be seen. At this time, 

Muslim societies are deeply troubled by the historic rupture they have suffered.2 s 

The coherence of their cultural milieu and its orderly evolution has been 

shattered. A major task lies ahead of all Muslim intellectuals to take on the 

challenge of rebuilding their societies in terms of an integrated and integrating 

culture. Integrated in so far as its constituent elements are synchronically and 

diachronically coherent. Integrating in so far as its capacity to accept the new and 

evolve in a manner that does not fall prey to the semantic disorder that accompanies 

the discontinuities of an arrested development. 

In this context, elites be they political, socio-economic or intellectual, have two 

alternatives. They can either opt for the arduous task of rebuilding their socio-

cultural system on a sound basis of self-knowing re-ordering of the milieu; or they 

can take the easier ideologically charged approach of a populist appeal to the 

prevailing majority, with all its negative intellectual connotations. 

Here it is important to distinguish between popular and populist. The former is an 

expression of a deep collective consciousness that responds to a well-established and 

well-understood set of symbols, and whose discourse is governed by agreed conven

tions. Thus the Niono and Yaama Mosques are examples of a vernacular architec

ture that is an expression of a coherent popular culture. 

On the other hand, the culture of populism is ideologically charged. It seeks to 

reify the popular culture, to set it up as a legitimising force for attitudes that restrict 

the social discourse. When elites exercise their authority (indirect or derivative as 

it may be) they have a responsibility in the manner in which they address the broad 

population at a time of cultural crisis. Architects, and in this instance Rais Ghazi 

must be considered as an architect as well as a member of the elite, can base their 

concepts and designs on a set of popularly accepted codes; but the manner in which 

they interpret these codes is what will make the difference. 

To many architects and intellectuals, the Bhong Mosque complex is a project 

that negates the very purpose of an architectural enterprise rooted in the deep 

understanding of the culture and the idiom and familiar with the instruments and 

possibilities of the time.29 To many others it is a wonderful, exuberant structure that 

evokes an almost palpable joie de vivre, and that represents a bow to the prevailing 

taste of its users.30 

On the whole, however, the Bhong Mosque complex sends a troubling message 

to thinking architects everywhere. Its very vitality and self-assured use and misuse of 

the architectural idioms, its total disregard for the stylistic and thematic discipline 

central to contemporary architectural theory and practice, its pursuit of excessive 

decoration (as if more were always better); all these aspects must be seen as a simple, 

even naive statement, that is clearly understood and appreciated by the population, 

both users and observers. Herein lies the troubling aspect. The message of the Bhong 

Mosque is one of a populist approach to architectural expression. It transcends the 

popular towards a disorderly amalgam of elements devoid of syntax. It reflects the 

semantic disorder from which many contemporary Muslim societies suffer. Its very 

success must therefore give pause to architects who have been following a different 

approach, where they conceived their role to be one of defining the future from a 

reinterpreted past. To them, the success of Rais Ghazi's enterprise must give pause. 

Yet, it would be wrong to assume that popularity is the sole criterion for judging 



a creative work of art, which all great architecture must aspire to he. What is clear 

from the Bhong Mosque is that a tremendous task lies ahead for intellectuals 

generally and architects specifically. They must confront the present rupture in the 

coherent cultural development of Muslim societies. They must confront the seman

tic disorder of their societies by energetically redefining the symbolic content of 

contemporary expression.31 Only then will they have fully responded to the chal

lenge of a popular eclecticism that eschews selectivity and negates a deeper sense of 

evolving identity. 

The award to the Bhong Mosque has thus raised many important issues that will 

undoubtedly enrich the debate and fuel the search for a culturally authentic con

temporary architectural expression for rapidly evolving Muslim societies. 47 

O N G O I N G  D I S C U S S I O N S  

The debates of the Marrakesh seminar were lively and candid. The themes explored 

have been summarised above and the queries raised by the decisions have given 

architects and critics much food for thought. Interesting essays have already been 

written about them, most noteably by Brian B. Taylor and Shanti Jayewadene in 

Mimar.32 Engaging thinking persons into further thought rather than grafting on 

ready-made solutions is the most impressive achievement of any intellectual en

deavour. In doing this, the 1986 selections have succeeded admirably. The debates 

they helped generate continue to nourish discussions among those concerned with 

the built environment in the Muslim world. 


