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The Aga Khan Award for Architecture, established in 1977 by His Highness the Aga Khan, “recog-

nizes examples of architectural excellence that encompass contemporary design, social housing,

community improvement and development, restoration, reuse and area conservation, as well as

landscaping and environmental issues.” Organized on the basis of three-year cycles, the Award is

governed by a Steering Committee chaired by the Aga Khan. The Steering Committee in turn

selects a Master Jury that chooses the Award winners from a series of several hundred nominations

that come from a broad network of architects and other interested parties. Both the Steering Com-

mittee and the Master Jury have been marked by the presence of such internationally recognized

architects as Hassan Fathy, Charles Correa, Frank Gehry, Zaha Hadid, Fumihiko Maki, Jacques

Herzog, Glenn Murcutt, Ricardo Legoretta and Farshid Moussavi. More unusual, however, has been

the continued and significant presence of philosophers, sociologists, academics or artists, whether

from the Muslim world or not. The Award “seeks to identify and encourage building concepts that

successfully address the needs and aspirations of societies in which Muslims have a significant

presence.”1 The Aga Khan Award for Architecture differs from other prizes in many respects, one being

that buildings must be visited by experts before being considered by the Jury. Other innovative aspects

are the association of clients with the architects for each prize, but also the willingness to “premiate”

buildings or schemes that help people even if they are far from the mainstream of architectural criticism

and thought. The Award has completed nine cycles of activity since 1977, and documentation has

been compiled on over 7500 building projects located throughout the world.

The Aga Khan Award has often been compared to other prizes, such as the Pritzker, given to a sin-

gle already famous architect each year, and yet its purpose and scope are very different. Robert

Campbell of The Boston Globe called it the “wisest prize programme in architecture.” And Martin

Filler wrote in The New Republic that the award “has had a demonstrable effect in improving the

quality of Islamic architecture during the same period that the Pritzker has merely stoked the glob-

al celebrity machine.”2 Writing in The New Republic in 2005, Clay Risen said: “Indeed, more than

fifty years since its publication, it is Ayn Rand’s The Fountainhead and its architect-hero, Howard

Roark … who provide the model for architectural appreciation. After Roark (and his real-life inspir-

ation, Frank Lloyd Wright), we see buildings primarily as useful works of art, the imposition of the

artist-architect’s will on society and the human landscape. Contrast this with the Aga Khan awards,

which look at architecture as an element of culture, and culture as an element of material progress;

as something worthwhile in itself, but ultimately worthy because it is a means to something else.

Obviously such a view would limit an appreciation for individual genius, because no matter how wit-

ty or beautiful a building, its value – to society, to the Aga Khan awards – is measured in how well it

serves its community.”3 The opinions of American journalists are of course tangential insofar as the

nature of the Award is concerned. Their reactions do make clear, however, that the Award has set

out on a different path than other architecture prizes, seeking to give precedence to buildings and
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other realizations that help people and give constructive examples to architects and clients. In

this, it actually challenges the existing international architectural ‘system’ far more than might at

first be apparent.

What has the Aga Khan Award for Architecture really accomplished and what are its goals for the

future? No more informed opinion on the subject exists than that of the Aga Khan himself. In re-

sponse to the question of why he established this institution in the first place, he states: “It is now

twenty-seven years since the Award was launched. At that time, I was becoming increasingly dis-

turbed by the loss of cultural identity and appropriateness in the architecture and built environments

of much of the Muslim world. A few centuries ago, architecture was one of the great forms of artis-

tic expression in the many diverse Muslim societies … But in recent years, Islamic architecture

seemed to have lost its identity – I should perhaps say identities – and its inspiration. Occasionally,

construction tended to repeat previous Islamic styles, but much more often, it simply absorbed im-

ported architectural forms, language and materials.”4 What has the Award accomplished? “We

broadened the definition of architecture from one that tended to look only at individual structures to

one that encompassed entire neighbourhoods, including informal settlements, village communities

and open public spaces. In the first nine cycles, some 2661 projects have been assessed and docu-

mented in eighty-eight countries, an unparalleled data resource base. The independent Master Juries

have recognized ninety-seven projects in twenty-five countries.”5

Despite the scale and demonstrable importance of the Award, the Aga Khan remains committed to

going further still. “We have much yet to strive for,” he declared in New Delhi. “But I believe the

process we have launched has become a self-sustaining and unstoppable force for change in the

human habitat not only in the Muslim world, but in much of the developing world as well. The larger

and perhaps more interesting question is whether this approach might be adopted to support other

cultures that are at risk. The issues we have been attempting to address through the process of the

Aga Khan Award for Architecture are not exclusive to the Muslim world. The non-Muslim world

struggles equally with explosive population growth, poverty, environmental degradation, exodus

from rural areas, globalization and the impact on cultural identity of new forms of media … Perhaps

these lessons will one day be seen as an important contribution from the Muslim world: a contribu-

tion to the broader cause of maintaining and enhancing a multicultural, pluralist world and a re-

sponsive, appropriate human habitat.”6

1 See: http://www.akdn.org/agency/aktc_akaa.html#intro.

2 Martin Filler, ‘Eyes on the Prize’, in: The New Republic, 3 May 1999.

3 Clay Risen, ‘The Pritzker v. The Aga Khan. Prize Fight’, in: The New Republic Online, 16 February 2005.

4 Address by His Highness the Aga Khan at the Ninth Award Cycle of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, New Delhi, 27 November 2004.

5 Ibid.

6 Ibid.
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Water Towers

K U W A I T  C I T Y ,  K U W A I T

Architect: Vatten – Byggnadsbyzan (VBB) /

Lindström & Björn Design

Client: Ministry of Electricity and Water, 

Kuwait City, Kuwait

Completed: 1976

AKAA 1980 Cycle

■ The First Cycle of the Aga Khan Award for Architec-

ture (1978–80) selected a total of fifteen projects in spe-

cific categories such as the ‘Search for Consistency with

Historical Context’ or ‘Social Premises for Future Archi-

tectural Development’. The Jury, which included the not-

ed architects Kenzo Tange (1913–2005) and Giancarlo

de Carlo (1919–2005), wrote in its report: “We found our

task a difficult one. The difficulty arose from the prevail-

ing reality that Muslim culture is slowly emerging from a

long period of subjugation and neglect in which it had vir-

tually lost its identity, its self-confidence, its very lan-

guage – those characteristics which, after all, are what

relevant architecture does and should express. The

present is a period of transition – a period when trad-

itional heritage is being rediscovered, when new experi-

ments are being made to combine modern technology

with cultural continuity in both richer and poorer coun-

tries, and when there is urgent search for socially re-

sponsive forms of architecture for the poor majority.” It

may be that the most visually arresting of the awards

was given in the category ‘Search for Innovation’ to a

series of Water Towers completed in Kuwait City in 1976.

Part of the programme launched by the Ministry of Elec-

tricity and Water to build a total of thirty-three such tow-

ers, the most prominent site is situated in the northern

part of the city, on the Cape of Ras-Ajuza which projects

into the waters of the Persian Gulf. At the time of their

completion, but also at other critical moments such as

the First Gulf War (1990–91) when they suffered shell

and bullet damage, the image of the Kuwait Towers

came to symbolize the entire region. The main tower of

this group consists in a hollow concrete column 187

metres high supporting two spheres. The larger sphere

contains a restaurant, banquet hall, indoor garden and

cafeteria. The lower half of the sphere is a reservoir with

a capacity of 4500 cubic metres. The smaller sphere

above it is 123-metres high and houses a café and a re-

volving observatory that completes a full turn every thir-

ty minutes. The second tower of the group, not accessi-

ble to the public, supports a spherical water tank. The

spheres of both towers are “surfaced in steel plates

enamelled in bright colours, serving as sun reflectors and

inspired by mosaic-surfaced Islamic domes.” A concrete

needle containing electrical equipment is equipped with

floodlights that illuminate the other two towers, creating

one of the most emblematic contemporary architectural

compositions in the Middle East. The towers were com-

mended by the Jury “for a bold attempt to integrate

modern technology, aesthetic values, functional needs

and social facilities in a public facility.” Designed by the

Swedes Sune Lindström and Malene Björn, and built be-

tween 1971 and 1976 by a Serbian company, the Kuwait

Towers opened to the public in March 1979. They are

seen locally as a symbol of “development and continued

progress” though their genesis and realization was large-

ly in the hands of Europeans. As the Master Jury com-

mented on the whole of their selections: “In most in-

stances they represented not the ultimate in architectur-

al excellence, but steps in a process of discovery, still an

incomplete voyage toward many promising frontiers.” 

The most prominently

sited of the thirty-three

water towers built 

by the Ministry of

Electricity and Water 

in the 1970s are these,

located in Kuwait 

City on the Cape 

of Ras-Ajuza on the

Persian Gulf.
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Agricultural Training Centre

N I A N I N G ,  S E N E G A L

Architect: UNESCO/BREDA (Kamal El Jack,

Pierre Bussat, Oswald Dellicour, Sjoerd

Nienhuys, Christophorus Posma and

Paul de Wallik), Dakar, Senegal

Master Mason: D’Iallo, Dakar, Senegal

Client: Ministry of Education, Dakar, Senegal

Sponsor: CARITAS (Frère Romuald Picard), Dakar,

Senegal

Completed: 1977

AKAA 1980 Cycle

■ In a sense, this project might be seen as the diamet-

rical opposite of the Kuwait Towers. Selected in the cat-

egory ‘Search for Innovation’, it was made with load-

bearing sand and cement walls, with masonry arches

supporting barrel vaults. As the documentation of the

Aga Khan Award describes it: “The vaults, whose thick-

ness at the crown is only a little over four centimetres,

were formed using three layers of cement mortar stabil-

ized with wire mesh at the top of the vault. Rounded ply-

wood struts were used to support the shuttering formed

from millet matting. Buttresses counteract the horizontal

thrust of the vaults.”1 The Jury praised the project as dis-

playing “a complete architectural language whose forms,

sober and beautiful at the same time, correspond to its

social ambience. A labour-intensive building system has

been used here to revitalize masonry construction by

training a local craftsman who in turn has trained others.

It has thus provided a model for a number of different

projects in Senegal.” The elegance and simplicity of the

Agricultural Training Centre might never have attracted

international attention without the existence of the Aga

Khan Award for Architecture, and this in itself is a con-

siderable realization. It might be said that in the selection

of this type of project, the Aga Khan Award first set itself

apart from other architecture prizes the world over. The

structural innovation implied is naturally more of impor-

tance on a local scale than it is vis-à-vis developed coun-

tries. While architecture prizes and professional publica-

tions have always tended to put forward cutting-edge

technology and design, here it is the local use of a com-

bination of time-honoured techniques that drew the Ju-

The high, arching

interior space seen in

the image to the left

may recall architecture

of the past, but it is

both original and

adapted to the circum-

stances. It is neither 

a pastiche nor an

attempt to imitate

Western models.

ry’s attention. It happens that the Agricultural Training

Centre in Nianing is located in a country that is ninety-

four per cent Muslim, but the solutions employed, based

on a UNESCO prototype, are suited to other developing

countries, of whatever religion. This lesson is still valid to-

day, even though the Aga Khan Award was given to this

project in 1980. Although the significance of the Aga

Khan Award does not lie in any particular project, but

rather in a method and a list of selected projects, the Ju-

ry’s recognition in this instance of the kind of architecture

that can actually help people who need assistance bears

witness to a ground-breaking approach. What if archi-

tecture were not only about astonishing new forms and

ever larger modern buildings, but rather about the peo-

ple who use it? What if an award sought out the kind of

architecture that improves the lot of the world’s poor, or

disfavoured, be they Muslim or of other religions? The

generosity of the patron of the Award bears fruit with this

selection. Making this local success known on an inter-

national scale can only have positive implications.

1 See: http: //www.akdn.org/agency/akaa/ firstcycle/agricultural.html.
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Images of the 

Training Centre in 

use emphasize the

insistence of the 

Aga Khan Award 

for Architecture on

seeing and evaluating

completed projects, 

a process that

differentiates the

Award from most 

comparable prizes.
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Hajj Terminal, King Abdul Aziz
International Airport

J E D D A H ,  S A U D I  A R A B I A

Architect: Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (Fazlur

Rahman Khan, Engineer), New York 

and Chicago

Client: Ministry of Defence and Aviation, Riyadh,

Saudi Arabia

Completed: 1981–82

AKAA 1983 Cycle

And proclaim the Pilgrimage among men. They will come to thee

on foot and (mounted) on every kind of camel, lean on account of

journeys through deep and distant mountain highways …

Koran 22:27

■ The Hajj, the pilgrimage to Mecca, is the fifth of the

Five Pillars of Islam and every able-bodied Muslim is re-

quired to make this pilgrimage at least once in their life-

time. Although the tradition of the Hajj dates from the

year AD 632, as recently as 1950 the number of pilgrims

was under 100,000 per year. The total exceeded one

million for the first time in 1983, just after the completion

of the new Terminal, with the vast majority arriving by air.

Statistics from the Saudi Ministry of Hajj show that more

than two million people fulfilled this obligation in 2006.

The airport in Jeddah, near Mecca, is thus called on to

handle an exceptional influx of visitors in short periods of

time, an unusual requirement for a modern airport. The

Hajj Terminal, designed by the American architects Skid-

more, Owings & Merrill, can receive approximately

50,000 people for up to eighteen hours in the arrival pe-

riod and as many as 80,000 for up to thirty-six hours

during departure. The description of the building in the

documents of the Aga Khan Award is instructive:

“Roofed by a fabric tension structure that covers more

area (40.5 hectares) than any roof in the world, the ter-

minal provides toilets, shops, benches and banking fa-

cilities for the pilgrims. Twenty-one tent units, each forty-

five metres square, form a single module. The terminal is

comprised of ten such modules: two identical five-mod-

ule sections separated by a landscaped mall. Thus, the

two large terminal units each comprise a total of 105

tents. The tents are hooked to steel rings hung from sus-

pension cables that are draped from single pylons in the

interior of the module, from ladder-like double pylons at

the module edges and from four-pylon towers at the cor-

ners. The enclosed and air-conditioned arrival buildings

are located under the tents along the outside edge of the

terminal units parallel to the aircraft aprons.”1 As this de-

scription suggests, this is a technologically correct solu-

tion to the problem posed by modern vernacular archi-

tecture. Though the architects may come from Chicago

or New York, they have proposed a solution that is ap-

propriate and indeed innovative.

In the Second Cycle of the Aga Khan Award

(1981–83), the Master Jury, including Ismaïl Serageldin,

Charles Moore, Roland Simounet and James Stirling,

selected eleven projects from a total of 216 nominated

for their review. The Jury Report stated emphatically: “The

Hajj Terminal, almost everyone felt, is in a class by itself,

its structure a magnificent achievement of twentieth-

century technology.”2 Although it does not have the

prominent profile and urban location that made the

Kuwait Towers so symbolic, the Hajj Terminal clearly

demonstrates that modern technology and, indeed, the

intervention of Western architects can be put to fruitful

use in the modernization of facilities specifically intended

for use in the Muslim world. In this instance, the symbol-

ism is visible to all those who pass through the Hajj Ter-

minal.

1 See: http: //www.akdn.org/agency/akaa/secondcycle/

saudiarabia.html.

2 See: http: //www.akdn.org/agency/akaa/secondcycle/mj_83.htm.
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Intended for vast numbers of pilgrims, the Hajj Terminal

employs a vocabulary inspired by tents, but renders it 

both contemporary and appropriate to the circumstances. 

The very lightness of the architecture sets it apart in the 

world of airport terminals.
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Great Mosque

N I O N O ,  M A L I

Designer / Master Mason: Lassina Minta, Niono, Mali

Client: Muslim Community of Niono, Mali

Completed: 1973

AKAA 1983 Cycle

■ Despite its rather ancient appearance, this mosque

was originally built in the centre of the village of Niono,

near the south-western edge of the Upper Niger Delta

between 1945 and 1948. Too small for the needs of the

local Muslim community, the mosque was successively

enlarged to reach an area of 726 square metres. Built by

a local mason with the assistance of members of the

congregation and financed by the community, the

mosque is based on traditional forms found in Djenné or

Mopti. Load-bearing walls and pillars of sun-dried clay

bricks are topped by a roof made of local wood. Import-

ed wood and corrugated iron were used, as was pre-

cast concrete for the window frames and tubular steel

posts for the veranda. In this sense, although the struc-

ture was created almost exclusively with traditional

methods and materials, it does not hesitate to call on

some modern supplies where they were required. Unlike

painstaking restorations that would have eschewed cor-

rugated iron for example, the local people in charge of

the project took a much more natural, progressive ap-

proach to their design and construction. The Aga Khan

Award description of the project points out that “the con-

struction techniques and materials, load-bearing mud-

brick walls and arches supporting floors and roofs of

wood, matting and earth have been used in the region

for centuries. The structural module is determined by the

length of wood available. Each mud-brick pier supports

the springing of arches in four directions. The arches in

turn support the flat span of the roof.”1 Few other archi-

tecture awards could have reunited such diverse pro-

jects as the Hajj Terminal in Jeddah and this mosque. In

a sense, this diversity, confirmed from cycle to cycle, is

the reflection not only of the nature of the process and

goals laid out by His Highness the Aga Khan, but also of

the very diversity and varying needs of Muslims in very

different parts of the world. That outsiders, many of them

Westerners, should notice and then single out what is a

valid solution for contemporary needs through the use of

traditional forms and methods is an unexpected form of

encouragement, far from the winds of fashion that blow

across the more ‘sophisticated’ world of contemporary

architecture. The selection of the Niono Mosque for an

Aga Khan Award represents a sensitive call to appreci-

ate the values and adaptive capacities of the past. The

fact that the project emerged from the work and needs

of the people of the village makes it all the more a valid

example. The 1983 Master Jury stated: “The continuing

existence of traditional forms – both sophisticated and

primitive – is one of our strongest allies in retaining archi-

tectural character and cultural identity as large-scale

modern industry and worldwide building models assert

their presence. Hence the will and the conscious inten-

tion to continue the tradition should be commended and

encouraged.”

1 See: http: //www.akdn.org/agency/akaa/secondcycle/mali.html.

Similar in form to other

Malian mosques such

as those in Djenné 

or Mopti, the Great

Mosque in Niono

includes a number 

of windows for

ventilation. It is located

in the centre of the

town, near the market.

The mosque is financed

and maintained by the

local community.
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National Assembly Building

S H E R - E - B A N G L A  N A G A R ,  D H A K A ,

B A N G L A D E S H

Architect: Louis I. Kahn, Philadelphia, with David

Wisdom and Associates (after 1979),

Philadelphia

Client: Public Works Department, Dhaka,

Bangladesh

Completed: 1983

AKAA 1989 Cycle

■ The Master Jury for the Fourth Cycle of the Aga Khan

Award (1987–89) included architects Geoffrey Bawa (Sri

Lanka), Charles Correa (India) and Kamran Diba (Iran), as

well as Professors William Porter and Oleg Grabar from

MIT and Harvard who had been instrumental in the cre-

ation of the Award. They selected eleven projects, a

number of which might be considered unusual or pre-

scient in terms of the reasoning behind the votes.

Amongst these, the National Assembly Building in Dha-

ka, Bangladesh, by Louis I. Kahn (1902–74) was a fa-

mous building before it was completed, in part because

of the identity of the architect, but also because of its as-

sociation with the emerging identity of a nation. It was in

1959 that the government of Pakistan decided to create

a ‘second capital’ in East Pakistan with an Assembly

Building to be located in Dhaka. Louis Kahn was called

on to design the building in 1962 and work began in

1966, only to be interrupted by the civil war that eventu-

ally gave birth to Bangladesh in 1971. As Darab Diba

wrote in his 1989 Technical Review for the Award, the

Dhaka building was influenced “by classical antiquity

(Roman baths, pantheons, and so on) and the overall

process of the Beaux-Arts education of the past two

centuries, as well as Islamic, pre-Mughal and Mughal ar-

chitecture (Mughal mausoleum of Humayun in Delhi, the

Red Fort at Agra, Lalbagh Fort, Bharatpur, Bagh-e

Mosque, and so on).” It was thus never intended to be a

specifically Muslim building, but rather “endeavours to

be a universal symbol of intelligence and the order of so-

cial structures.” The heart of the complex is the assem-

bly chamber, a thirty-metre-high domed amphitheatre

with 300 seats. Eight “light and air courts” and a restaur-

ant are part of the design, which is marked by its deeply

set windows intended to provide shelter from wind and

rain and the use of rough shuttered fair-faced concrete

inlaid with bands of white marble. It has been described

as a kind of hollow concrete column with perforated

walls. Diba underlines that the existence of the building

played an important role in the emergence of the coun-

try’s first school of architecture (inaugurated in the

1960s) and that of the Institute of the Architects of

Bangladesh (1972). Despite its notably eclectic sources

of inspiration, Darab Diba noted that “the Assembly

complex building has become the symbol of Ban-

gladesh. It represents all the notions of order and social

justice of a people living in need and poverty.” He stated

further: “Several leading architects have expressed the

view that this building bears the essence and necessary

link with the culture and architectural heritage of the

country (for example, Mazhar ul-Islam, Bashirul Haq) and

that the spatial and formal interpretation of this design ac-

tually reflects the general atmosphere of the country.”

Few buildings could have summed up the ambitions of

the Aga Khan Award for Architecture as clearly as this

one. This is because it seeks its sources in tradition, while

remaining resolutely modern. It is integrated into a Mus-

lim society in the most forward-looking way.

Louis Kahn’s modernity

is one that does not

conflict with the past.

His fortress-like massing

in this instance surely

evokes another era, 

but geometry, from plan

to elevation, rules his

architecture.
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Institut du Monde Arabe

P A R I S ,  F R A N C E

Architect: Jean Nouvel, Pierre Soria and Gilbert

Lezénés with Architecture Studio, Paris

Consultant: Ziyad Ahmed Zaidan, Jeddah, Saudi

Arabia

Client: Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris, France

Completed: 1987

AKAA 1989 Cycle

■ The Institut du Monde Arabe was the first of François

Mitterrand’s ‘Grand Travaux’ projects. Its location, on the

Left Bank of the Seine not far from Notre Dame Cath-

edral, destined the structure to be a landmark. Intended

as a tribute to the Arab world, its art and culture, the In-

stitute has 16,912 square metres of usable floor area

and was built for a budget of 341 million francs (struc-

ture). Jean Nouvel emphasizes that the building is meant

to be an intermediary between the Middle East and the

West but also between the old and the new. Although it

was one of the winners of the Aga Khan Award for Ar-

chitecture in 1989, the Institute has relatively few actual

references to Arab or Muslim design. In this respect

however, its south facade, opposite the Seine, deserves

mention. The architects used geometric motifs derived

from Islamic decorative arts to create an entire wall in-

spired by the mashrabiyya. Its diaphragm-like openings

were intended to open and close with varying light, but

this system in fact never functioned properly. Despite this

technical failure, the wall serves to bring ample but fil-

tered light into the building and its exhibition areas. The

filtering effect is indeed reminiscent of the use of light in

Muslim architecture. Visitors questioned for the Aga

Khan Award Technical Review by Attila Yücel in 1989

confirmed that they did not identify the building with Arab

architecture, but some found this natural given that it is

located in Paris. Set near the Jardin des Plantes and the

Jussieu University campus, the IMA also marks the end

of the Boulevard Saint Germain. Its long curved south

wall sweeps along the quay with a studied modernity, at

once integrated into the significant architecture in its en-

virons and yet resolutely of its time. In this respect, de-

spite the uncomfortable nature of many of its interior

spaces, the building can be termed successful. It might

be noted in passing that many interior spaces designed

by Jean Nouvel can be described as low and dark. The

1989 Master Jury agreed that the building is “at times

overly complex to use with ease and comfort,” but con-

cluded that it can be seen as “a successful bridge be-

tween French and Arab cultures.” This last remark may

be the best response to those who questioned why a

building built in Paris by French architects should even

be considered for the Aga Khan Award. The response to

this query lies not so much in the architecture as it does

in the function of the building. Meant to be funded by

twenty-two Arab countries, the Institute is a French foun-

dation “conceived to make Arab culture known and to

encourage cultural exchanges between France and the

Arab world.” In this sense, the building obviously qual-

ifies for the Aga Khan Award.

The Institut du Monde

Arabe occupies a

prominent Seine-side

site in Paris, France,

near the Austerlitz rail-

way station and at the 

end of the Boulevard

Saint-Germain.

Right, using the

principle of the

photographic

diaphragm for the

facade, the architects

bring to mind the

mashrabiyya.
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The site of the building is close to that of Notre Dame

Cathedral (right). Library or exhibition spaces are

generous, contrasting with the more intimate or 

low-ceilinged entrance sequences. Meant to close

according to light conditions, the window diaphragms

do not function as planned.
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The example given by

micro-credit loans

through the Grameen

Bank in Bangladesh

has inspired other

programmes of the

same nature through-

out the world. In this

instance, architecture,

in the sense of the

physical environment

referred to by the

Aga Khan, has been

greatly improved for

people in need.
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Grameen Bank Housing
Programme

V A R I O U S  L O C A T I O N S ,  B A N G L A D E S H

Planner: Grameen Bank (Muhammad Yunus,

Director), Dhaka, Bangladesh

Client: Landless Members of Grameen Bank,

various locations, Bangladesh

Completed: 1984

AKAA 1989 Cycle

We shall not live in dilapidated homes. We shall repair our homes

and work toward constructing new houses at the earliest.

One of the “Sixteen Decisions” that borrowers undertake

when they join the Grameen Bank Housing Programme

■ Despite the fact that the houses built in Bangladesh

with Grameen Bank micro-credits might not have qual-

ified for any other major architecture prize, the Master Ju-

ry of the Fourth Cycle of the Aga Khan Award recognized

the efforts of Muhammad Yunus and his institution long

before the Norwegian Nobel Committee. On 13 October

2006, the Committee announced that it had “decided to

award the Nobel Peace Prize for 2006, divided into two

equal parts, to Muhammad Yunus and Grameen Bank

for their efforts to create economic and social develop-

ment from below. Lasting peace cannot be achieved un-

less large population groups find ways in which to break

out of poverty. Micro-credit is one such means. Devel-

opment from below also serves to advance democracy

and human rights.”

In his 1989 Technical Review for the Aga Khan

Award, John Norton wrote: “The Grameen Bank Hous-

ing Loan Programme has developed out of the Grameen

Bank project which was started in 1976 to raise the in-

comes and the standard of living of the most disadvan-

taged sections of the rural community in Bangladesh

through providing access to credit. The Housing Loans

are an extension of the same policy and permit Grameen

Bank members to borrow sums worth between USD

250 and USD 600 to build a new house … The Grameen

Bank requires that the roof be covered in corrugated iron

sheeting supported by four reinforced-concrete columns

manufactured by the bank. Housing loans began in

1984 and to date over 44,500 houses have been built by

Grameen Bank members. The repayment rate, including

5% interest, is close to a hundred per cent.” Together

with the concrete columns, the Bank provides twenty-six

corrugated-iron roofing sheets and a prefabricated sani-

tary slab.

According to the last issued annual report of the

Grameen Bank (2004): “Ownership of a house infuses

people with a sense of confidence, security and self-re-

spect, to begin dreaming for a better life for herself and

her family. A member can borrow up to BDT 25,000 for

constructing a simple tin-roof house at an interest rate of

8% to be paid back over a period of ten years. Over

607,000 houses have been constructed with the hous-

ing loans averaging BDT 13,413 (Bangladesh Taka,

equivalent in 2004 to USD 222). During 2004, 28,883

houses have been built with housing loans amounting to

BDT 282.05 million (USD 4.75 million).” Whatever the in-

terest and value of contemporary architecture, very few

projects can claim to have improved the living conditions

of so many extremely poor people. The Grameen Bank

Housing Programme should obviously encourage some

to re-evaluate their views of the importance of architec-

ture and the nature of what constitutes a successful

building. Acknowledging that the scope of such a project

might well extend even beyond the Muslim world, the

Master Jury stated that “the lesson of this success lies in

the thoughtful concept and the participatory process be-

hind it, which could be emulated, not imitated, through-

out the Muslim and Third Worlds.”
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Kaedi Regional Hospital

K A E D I ,  M A U R I T A N I A

Architect: Association pour le Développement

Naturel d’une Architecture et d’un Urban-

isme Africains (ADAUA), Jak Vautherin

(former Secretary General), Fabrizio Carol

(Principal Architect), Birahim Niang 

(Assistant Architect) and Shamsuddin 

N’Dow (Engineer), Nouakchott, Mauritania

Client: Ministry of Health, Nouakchott, Mauritania

Completed: 1989

AKAA 1995 Cycle

■ The 1995 Master Jury, which included Peter Eisen-

man, Charles Jencks and Luis Monreal, selected twelve

projects from 442 nominations and grouped them ac-

cording to three themes: ‘Projects that Address a Crit-

ical Social Discourse’; ‘Projects that Address a Critical

Architectural and Urbanistic Discourse’; and ‘Projects

that Introduce Innovative Concepts Worthy of Attention’.

The Kaedi Regional Hospital in Mauritania was in the

second of these categories. In the book published on

the occasion of the 1995 Cycle, Cynthia Davidson wrote:

“The Kaedi Hospital annex is an inventive project that en-

riches the vocabulary of brick-vaulted and domed build-

ing without using timber or reinforced concrete. After two

years of experimentation with local materials and build-

ing forms and techniques, the architects created ribbed

structures, pointed vaults and new shapes to match the

needs of the various parts of the building … The learned

informality of the design is remarkable … This is not a

copy but an outstanding original, a lasting contribution to

the art of building with brick structures.”1 Undertaken by

ADAUA (Association for the Development of Traditional

African Urbanism and Architecture), the Kaedi project

clearly goes beyond traditional aid schemes. ADAUA is

an organization established in 1975 in Ouagadougou,

Burkina Faso, to “revive and promote indigenous African

architecture and to train local inhabitants in appropriate

technologies.” Considering that Kaedi is located in a re-

mote rural area of southern Mauritania on the Senegal

River, the praise and the prestige associated with the

Aga Khan Award for Architecture could never have come

to such a project in other circumstances. The population

Above left, self-

supporting arches

made with locally

fired handmade

bricks form the

winding circulation

corridors of the 

hospital.

Although the specific

forms and materials of

the hospital are not

traditional ones in the

region, the project

actually developed

what might be called 

a new archetype,

employing a ”learned

informality” that could

well be applied in other

locations.

of Mauritania is almost a hundred per cent Muslim, and,

despite oil and iron ore deposits, the country qualified in

2000 for debt relief under the Heavily Indebted Poor

Countries (HIPC) initiative and it is estimated that forty

per cent of its population lives below the applicable

poverty line. The extension of the Kaedi Hospital adds

120 beds to an existing hospital, including an operating

theatre, paediatric, surgical and ophthalmic depart-

ments, a maternity and general medical unit, a laundry,

kitchens, storerooms, a garage and a workshop. The

Award documents for this project explain: “The archi-

tects were not to replicate the earlier hospital’s conven-

tional concrete-frame buildings; their brief was to house

the planned facilities by developing new low-cost tech-

niques of construction employing local materials and

skills that would be applicable to other building types

within the region. All workmen were local, trained on the

site to perform the new techniques. Although the use of

brick is not a part of the local vernacular, the architects

chose to develop a structural vocabulary of handmade

brick, fired in kilns built near the source of clay … The Ju-

ry believes that the innovative construction techniques

introduced may have wide significance, particularly since

the successful functioning of the hospital should encour-

age similar initiatives elsewhere.”2

1 Cynthia C. Davidson, ‘Kaedi Regional Hospital’, in: Cynthia C. David-

son and Ismaïl Serageldin (eds.), Architecture Beyond Architecture,

London 1995.

2 See: http: //www.akdn.org/agency/akaa/sixthcycle/mauritania.html.
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Mosque of the 
Grand National Assembly

A N K A R A ,  T U R K E Y

Architect: Behruz and Can Cinici, Istanbul, Turkey

Client: Turkish Grand National Assembly, Ankara,

Turkey

Completed: 1989

AKAA 1995 Cycle

■ A number of Aga Khan Awards for Architecture have

gone to mosques, either for restoration, or, more rarely,

for innovative, contemporary approaches. One intriguing

case is that of the Mosque of the Grand National As-

sembly of Turkey. Composed of “a triangular forecourt

and a rectangular prayer hall overlooking a large, trian-

gular, terraced garden and pool,” the structure lacks

many traditional elements and might even be considered

controversial because of its location. Writing in Muqar-

nas, a scientific journal published by the Aga Khan Pro-

gram for Islamic Architecture (AKPIA) at Harvard, Mo-

hammad Al-Asad wrote: “The mosque of the Turkish

Grand National Assembly in Ankara designed by the

Turkish father and son team of Behruz and Can Cinici

represents a significant departure from the usual con-

ception of mosque architecture, both past and present,

in its clear rejection of elements that have traditionally

been associated with the mosque: the traditional dome

and minaret are absent; the traditionally solid qibla wall is

in their design replaced by a glazed surface that opens

onto a garden; and the separation between the men’s

and women’s areas in its prayer hall is represented only

by a set of steps that rise to about one metre. These di-

Another area that the

Aga Khan Award for

Architecture has

sought to investigate 

is that of traditional

building types such as

the mosque. Although

mosques can be

created in informal

spaces, there are

certain rules of design

that have been reinter-

preted in the instance

of the Ankara building.

Local aesthetics also

play a role in this case,

raising the question of

modernity and tradition

in a particular way.

gressions from, or rejections of, past prototypes are

most unusual even in a contemporary mosque design.

Far from being the result of ignoring the past, however, a

study of the mosque reveals a serious analysis of the nu-

merous traditions of mosque architecture. The design al-

so raises questions about the role of a mosque in the

legislative complex of a country, which, since the 1920s,

has had a majority Muslim population, but a secular sys-

tem of government.”1 In fact dome and minaret are pres-

ent in a truncated, stylized form so far from traditional

shapes as to be almost unrecognizable. The glass qibla

wall looking into a garden can be interpreted as an effort

to connect worshippers to nature, an idea that is cer-

tainly not foreign to Islam, and yet, on the whole, the

Ankara building breaks more rules than most religious

buildings. Sitting somewhat below the Assembly build-

ings and purposefully aligned in the direction of Mecca,

the stepped, largely blank building appears today to be

rather closed and dated. According to the 1995 Award

description: “The Jury believes that this new centre for

worship is an important step in the development of a

suitable architectural vocabulary for the design of con-

temporary mosques.” As much as it confirms the suc-

cess of the actual Mosque of the Grand National As-

sembly, the granting of the Aga Khan Award in the 

category ‘Projects that Introduce Innovative Concepts

Worthy of Attention’ can be seen as an act of encour-

agement to the new solutions of the future.

1 Mohammad Al-Asad, ‘The Mosque of the Turkish Grand National

Assembly in Ankara: Breaking with Tradition’, in: Muqarnas: An Annual

on the Visual Culture of the Islamic World, XVI, 1999, pp. 155–168.
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Menara Mesiniaga

K U A L A  L U M P U R ,  M A L A Y S I A

Architect: T. R. Hamzah and Yeang Sdn. Bhd.,

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Client: Mesiniaga Sdn. Bhd., Kuala Lumpur,

Malaysia

Completed: 1992

AKAA 1995 Cycle

■ A clear lesson of the ongoing Aga Khan Award for Ar-

chitecture has been that the variety of work being done

in Muslim countries is extraordinary. If the kind of low-

cost housing encouraged by the Grameen Bank was

singled out by the Award, so has the much more so-

phisticated type of architecture practised by Ken Yeang

in Malaysia and elsewhere. An on-site project reviewer

for the 1986 Cycle and a member of the 2007 Master

Jury, Ken Yeang was born in 1948 in Penang, Malaysia.

He attended the Architectural Association in London

(1966–71) and Cambridge University (1971–75). Much

of his subsequent work has been based on his Ph.D.

dissertation at Cambridge on ecological design. He has

worked with Tengku Robert Hamzah in the firm T. R.

Hamzah & Yeang since 1976 in Kuala Lumpur. President

of the Malaysian Institute of Architects from 1983 to

1986, his published works include The Skyscraper, Bio-

climatically Considered: A Design Primer (AD, 1997). His

Menara Mesiniaga, completed in 1992, is the headquar-

ters of an IBM franchise in Subang Jaya on the outskirts

of the Malaysian capital. This tower is a prototype of

what the architect calls a “bioclimatic tall building.” Two

spirals of green “sky gardens” twist up the building and

provide shade and visual contrast with the steel and alu-

minium surfaces. Core functions are placed on the

warmer eastern side of the building and sunscreens per-

mit a more frugal use of energy. As Peter Eisenman, a

member of the 1995 Aga Khan Award Master Jury, said:

“Here we have an example of a replicable corporate

high-rise building that is environmentally sensitive to lo-

cal discourse and is also forward looking.”1 Simply put,

not everyone agrees that very tall buildings are a viable

urban solution, and some architects, like Ken Yeang in

Kuala Lumpur, have sought to improve at the very least

the negative environmental impact that such buildings

can have. The Award Master Jury, selecting this project

under the category ‘Projects that Address a Critical Ar-

chitectural and Urbanistic Discourse’, found that Yeang’s

building offered a viable alternative to “typical glass-en-

closed air-conditioned medium-to-high-rise buildings.”

Ken Yeang has also succeeded in creating carefully

crafted ecologically oriented buildings that are not at all

unattractive. Confronting the equatorial climate of Kuala

Lumpur with his prescient and persistent interest in

‘green’ design, Ken Yeang might well be said to be a

pure product of his own country’s pragmatic approach,

where Muslims, Buddhists, Daoists, Hindus and Sikhs

coexist in a usually progressive atmosphere. Malaysia’s

literacy rate exceeds eighty-eight per cent and Kuala

Lumpur, with monuments like the soaring Petronas Tow-

ers (winner of a 2004 Aga Khan Award), is a symbol of

regional modernity. Author of the recent National Library

Board Building (Singapore, 2001–05) that includes over

6300 square metres of designated green space within

the building, Ken Yeang is more than a figure of local in-

terest. As his selection for the 1995 Award confirms, his

thinking could well be applicable to many other areas of

the world, Muslim or not. The lessons to be learned from

his ‘bioclimatically’ designed structures are of interest

wherever the consciousness of sustainability has pro-

gressed sufficiently to recognize that a ‘green’ building

actually costs less than a wasteful counterpart.

1 Peter Eisenman, in: Cynthia C. Davidson and Ismaïl Serageldin (eds.),

Architecture Beyond Architecture, London 1995.
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The architect Ken

Yeang has carefully

studied the architec-

ture of his country,

Malaysia, and also the

requirements of tall

buildings in warm

climates. His Menara

Mesiniaga represents 

a concrete response 

to issues raised across

broad parts of the

world.
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Tuwaiq Palace

R I Y A D H ,  S A U D I  A R A B I A

Architect: OHO Joint Venture: Atelier Frei Otto;

Buro Happold; Omrania Associates

Client: Arriyadh Development Authority

Completed: 1985

AKAA 1998 Cycle

■ The 1998 Master Jury that included the celebrated

architects Zaha Hadid and Arata Isozaki gave only sev-

en awards, selected from 424 nominated projects. As

they said in their Report: “From the beginning of its de-

liberations, the Jury was concerned with recognizing

projects that had a wider global context and meaning, as

well as with identifying those projects that had regional

relevance. It was also concerned not to duplicate mes-

sages conveyed through selections by earlier Juries, so

that the absence of certain types of work needs to be

understood in that spirit.” Although the Aga Khan Award

for Architecture has played a significant role in making

many relatively small projects, which otherwise would

have been ‘below the radar’ of most members of the in-

ternational architectural community, known, larger, truly

successful buildings have sometimes proven more diffi-

cult to identify. The 1998 Jury Report points out that

three of the projects it selected, “the Tuwaiq Palace, the

Alhamra Arts Council and the Vidhan Bhavan were im-

portant and large-scale public buildings. Their form and

context, within the Islamic world, was regarded by the

Jury as very significant in the continuous process of

evolving a contemporary architectural vocabulary. Their

public functions and the relatively large scale of their vol-

umes inevitably added to their importance as social cata-

lysts within their societies.” Intended to host “govern-

The originality of the

Tuwaiq Palace lies in

part in its combination

of light and ‘heavy’

elements of tent-like

structures and walls

that enclose an oasis-

like environment. Here,

again, the question is

one of adapting local

traditions to current

circumstances without

indulging in pastiche.
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The protected vegetal environment of the

interior precinct emphasizes the idea of

refuge from a desert environment, and

highlights the connection to ancient ways

of life in the region.
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ment functions, state receptions and cultural festivals

that introduce Saudi arts and customs to the interna-

tional community, and vice versa,” the Tuwaiq Palace

makes clear and present reference to two local, trad-

itional structural types – tents and fortresses. Named af-

ter a nearby mountain, it is the main cultural facility for

the diplomatic community in Riyadh and is located on

the north-western side of the city, facing the Wadi Hani-

fa. With its curving 800-metre-long, twelve-metre-high

enclosure wall, the structure has also been compared to

a desert oasis, particularly because of the lush inner gar-

dens that participate in the twisting, spiralling patterns of

the architecture and contrast with the largely arid exter-

ior. In an unusual twist on the type of architectural com-

petition which led to this design, the client asked the two

winning firms, Omrania and Atelier Frei Otto (with Buro

Happold) to work together on the final scheme. Within

the reinforced-concrete walls covered with local lime-

stone, which were part of the Omrania proposal, tensile

structures, double-skinned Teflon-coated woven fibre

tents, designed with the participation of the noted Ger-

man engineer Frei Otto, enclose lounges, reception ar-

eas, restaurants and a café. With the exception of the

Riyadh limestone on the walls, the materials and tech-

nology for the entire project were imported, but the rep-

resentative of the client, Dr Mohammed al-Sheikh, played

an important role in forming the final concept. The Jury

singled out the building for its “architectural qualities and

its setting within a dramatic landscape, the idea of a soft

fortification, its hard and soft spaces, and its combination

of concrete, stone, tensile structures and landscaping.”

Given its choice of materials and its design, the Tuwaiq

Palace takes into account both local culture and climate

while offering an innovative combination of massive walls

and the extremely light tensile structures of Frei Otto.

With pools, courtyards

and large arched

openings, the Palace

and its internal

landscaping seem to

emerge from the

existing site without

any falsely archaic

overtone. The connec-

tion between the past

and the present, and

above all to the region,

is clearly established.
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Kahere Eila Poultry 
Farming School

K O L I A G B E ,  G U I N E A

Architect: Heikkinen-Komonen Architects

Patron: Eila Kivekäs

Client: Centre Avicole Kahere, Indigo

Development Association

Completed: 2000

AKAA 2001 Cycle

■ Eight Awards were given in 2001 by the Master Jury

of the Eighth Cycle (1999–2001). Like previous groups,

the Jury involved in these selections was varied both in

terms of origins and of intellectual background. Aside

from the architects Darab Diba (Iran), Ricardo Legorreta

(Mexico), Glenn Murcutt (Australia) and Raj Rewal (India),

there was also a philosopher (Abdou Filali-Ansari), an ar-

chaeologist (Zahi Hawass), a sociologist (Norani Oth-

man) and an artist (Mona Hatoum). The Jury Report un-

derlines that “some of the projects are organized to en-

courage disadvantaged communities to advance their

conditions by increasing productivity, improving their

built environment and sharing access to modern culture

and communication. Joint efforts by people who benefit

from the modern economy and those who have re-

mained in rural conditions have made it possible to re-

verse the constant flow of migration and the concomi-

tant depletion of local human resources and deterior-

ation of environmental and living conditions. Some

projects respond to educational needs, such as preserv-

ing the life and culture of an ancient civilization, while

others provide instruction in techniques of animal pro-

duction to enrich diet and nutrition.”

Measuring just 340 square metres and having cost

only USD 104,000, the Kahere Eila Poultry Farming

School was one winner of the Eighth Cycle that fits this

description well. The Finnish architects, surely better

known for their large-scale work in Scandinavia, also

completed a Village Health Centre (Mali, Guinea, 1994),

two village schools and the Villa Eila (Mali, Guinea, 1995),

working with Eila Kivekäs (1931–99). Their involvement

in the Poultry Farming School is in part due to the inter-

vention of the development aid organization Indigo, in

collaboration with the Finnish Poultry Farmers’ Associ-

ation, which have supported the development of chick-

en farming in Guinea. The Kahere School includes a

classroom for twelve students, a student dormitory and

a teacher’s house grouped around a square courtyard.

Construction was carried out with stabilized earth bricks

made in a manual press. Double brick walls were erect-

ed in the school to provide thermodynamic insulation,

and good airflow through the complex was a goal of the

architects.

The Master Jury citation explains the choice of the

Poultry Farming School in the following terms: “This pro-

ject has received an Award because it draws on trad-

itional local planning relationships, with a courtyard dom-

inated by a central tree articulating teaching and accom-

modation spaces. The complex is adjusted to the

conditions of the tropical climate: technologies are sim-

ple, including locally made stabilized earth-blocks, wo-

ven split-cane panel ceilings, and pigmented concrete

floors and roof tiles. Sophisticated structural elements –

columns and trusses – are made of composite timber

and metal, strengthening the materials available to local

craftsmen. The architecture uses a deceptively simple

language and is distinguished by clarity of form and ap-

propriateness of scale. The solution is a fine example of

an elegantly humble yet modern architecture that suc-

cessfully crosses the boundaries of local Guinean and

Nordic traditions and, in the process, avoids mimicry.”

The Finnish architects

involved in this project

might not have seemed

the most obvious

choice to build in a

tropical environment,

and yet they have

readily taken up the

challenge of combining

local planning tradition

and their knowledge of

spare architectural

form, not unrelated to

Nordic thinking, with

the needs of a rural

community.
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The search for simple

housing designs 

that employ readily

available materials 

is one of great

importance in the

developing world. 

The use of sandbags

and barbed wire to

hold them together 

is intellectually

appealing here, as 

well as conceivably

practical.
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Sandbag Shelter Prototypes

V A R I O U S  L O C A T I O N S

Architect: Cal-Earth Institute, Nader Khalili, 

United States

First Development: 1992

AKAA 2004 Cycle

■ Nader Khalili was born in 1937 in Iran and trained as

an architect in Turkey and the United States. From 1970

to 1975, he practised architecture in Iran, and has since

dedicated himself to research on building with earth.

Khalili founded the California Institute of Earth Art and

Architecture (Cal-Earth) in Hesperia, California, in 1986,

and has been directing the Architectural Research Pro-

gramme at SCI-Arc in Los Angeles since 1982. Khalili

basically found that stacking sandbags in circular plans

to form domed structures, with barbed wire laid between

each row to prevent the bags from shifting, was a way of

providing readily available and stable housing. His proto-

types received California building permits and have also

met the requirements of the United Nations High Com-

missioner for Refugees (UNHCR) for emergency hous-

ing. Both the UNHCR and the United Nations Develop-

ment Programme (UNDP) used the system in 1995 to

provide temporary shelters for a flood of refugees com-

ing into Iran from Iraq. The 2004 Master Jury made up of

Ghada Amer (artist), Hanif Kara (structural engineer),

Rahul Mehrotra (architect and urban planner), Farshid

Moussavi (architect), Modjtaba Sadria (philosopher),

Reinhard Schulze (philosopher), Elías Torres Tur (archi-

tect and landscape architect), Billie Tsien (architect) and

Jafar Tukan (architect) had some disagreements about

this project, with some Jury members feeling that the

scheme was impractical and unlikely to be used widely,

while others felt that it was important to encourage re-

search of this nature.

The Jury citation reads in part: “These shelters

serve as a prototype for temporary housing using ex-

tremely inexpensive means to provide safe homes that

can be built quickly and have the high insulation values

necessary in arid climates. Their curved form was de-

vised in response to seismic conditions, ingeniously us-

ing sand or earth as raw materials, since their flexibility

allows the construction of single- and double-curvature

compression shells that can withstand lateral seismic

forces … The prototype is a symbiosis of tradition and

technology. It employs vernacular forms, integrating

load-bearing and tensile structures, but provides a re-

markable degree of strength and durability for this type

of construction, which is traditionally weak and fragile,

through a composite system of sandbags and barbed

wire.”

Despite whatever impracticality the Master Jury

might have seen in this project, or even the fact that the

shelters have not actually been used or inhabited wide-

ly, it does address the very substantial problems of

homeless people subsequent to natural disasters or

more human-made catastrophes. Their simplicity and

seismic resistance, coupled with the fact that they make

use of the very symbols of war and conflict (barbed wire

and sandbags), make them potentially much more sig-

nificant for large, disfavoured populations than any com-

puter-modelled piece of contemporary architecture.

Concentric placement

of the sandbags

results in this instance

in an almost traditional

looking architectural

environment, with a

dome and an overhead

oculus.
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Petronas Towers

K U A L A  L U M P U R ,  M A L A Y S I A

Architect: Cesar Pelli & Associates, United States

Client: Kuala Lumpur City Centre Holdings

Sdn. Bhd., Malaysia

Completed: 1997–99

AKAA 2004 Cycle

■ Cesar Pelli, born in Tucuman, Argentina, in 1926,

might not seem to be one of the most likely architects to

receive an Aga Khan Award, particularly since his experi-

ence of building in Muslim countries is limited. Pelli im-

migrated to the United States and worked for ten years

in the office of Eero Saarinen. The major buildings de-

signed by Pelli with his different firms – DMJM, Gruen

Associates, and Cesar Pelli & Associates – amount to

one of the most prestigious lists of any practising archi-

tect. These include the Pacific Design Centre in Los An-

geles (1975), the tower expansion of the Museum of

Modern Art in New York (1977), the World Financial Cen-

tre in New York (1980–88) and the Canary Wharf Tower

in London (1987–91). Recipient of the 1995 AIA Gold

Medal, Pelli was the winner of the 1991 competition for

this project. To meet the demand for urban growth of the

Malaysian capital, the Selangor Turf Club and its sur-

rounding land, some thirty-nine hectares in the heart of

the commercial district or “Golden Triangle”, were freed

for the construction of a new “city within a city”, the

Kuala Lumpur City Centre (KLCC). The twin eighty-eight-

storey, 452-metre-high Petronas Towers are connected

by a sky bridge at the forty-first floor to facilitate inter-

tower communication and traffic. Boasting a GDP

growth of 8.4% in 1994 when these towers were under

construction, Malaysia’s economy remains one of the

fastest expanding in the world and the Petronas Towers

marked Kuala Lumpur as a centre to be reckoned with.

The Master Jury wrote: “This project has received an

Award because it represents a new direction in sky-

scraper design, featuring advanced technology while

symbolizing local and national aspirations. The project

embodies several innovations, ranging from the use of

unusually high-strength concrete to facilitate a soft-tube

structural system to an inventive vertical transportation

concept and the integration of cutting-edge energy con-

servation systems. The success of this project lies in the

manner in which it incorporates these technological in-

novations while generating a slender form that responds

poetically to the broader landscape. The simple geomet-

rical pattern that generates the plan not only uses space

efficiently to maximize exposure to natural light, but also

creates a rich spatial expression. The building has be-

come an icon that expresses the sophistication of con-

temporary Malaysian society and builds on the country’s

rich traditions to shape a world city.”

The choice of the Petronas Towers amongst the

winners of the 2004 Aga Khan Award winners takes on

a particular significance when viewed from the point of

view of the deliberations of the Steering Committee and

Master Jury. A number of 2004 Master Jury members

felt strongly that the Award should have a more “con-

temporary” or possibly more forward-looking emphasis

than had been the case up to that point. The Steering

Committee argued successfully that it would be a strong

signal to hold an Award ceremony in a contemporary ur-

ban location as opposed to the more historic venues

previously selected for these events. Thus, the Petronas

Towers were chosen for the remittal of the 2007 Awards.

Though designed

by the Argentine-

American architect

Cesar Pelli, the

Petronas Towers

in Kuala Lumpur

represent a significant

step onto the world

stage by a largely

Muslim city. 

Occupying a central

location in the city,

they are symbolic

of the emergence

of Malaysia as an

economic power.
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