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Thoughts about the Award Process

Architecture fuses together poetic ideas, inert materials, physical site and social conditions.
Architecture trades on its ability to touch and shape people’s lives in profound and meaningful ways.
Around the world, no matter where it is being practised, architecture is a complex discipline. 

In January and June of 2007, I was honoured to be one of nine jury members invited to spend
several days in an elegant boardroom in Geneva, focusing on ways that built architecture impacts
on the Muslim world. Our attention was directed at the 343 projects submitted for consideration 
to the 2007 Aga Khan Award for Architecture. Each jury member was required to do plenty of
homework prior to arriving in Geneva. There were thick binders full of background information
to go through. My eyes adjusted slowly, over a period of several months. The Muslim world covers
many continents, numerous climatic zones and specific regions of the globe. I became intimately
aware of the enormous challenges and the hopeful opportunities of building in towns and cities
like Koudougou, Beirut, Addis Ababa, Rada, Bandar Seri Iskandar, Singapore, Shibam, Nicosia
and Rudrapur. My experience on this jury has recalibrated my senses. Because of the Aga Khan
Award, I have been inspired to remap my world.

Lateral Conversations
Most architecture award juries – and I have sat on countless design juries in North America and
Europe – bring together architects who review photographic images of built work and then select
projects which reflect their collective vision of architectural excellence. The 2007 Aga Khan Awards
for Architecture brought together five architects from around the world, as well as a historian, an
artist, a curator and a literary theorist. Our task was to discuss, to interpret and to better understand
the changing landscape of the Muslim world. In the course of our numerous jury sessions, I became
aware that architects were also painters, that curators were also poets, and that everyone in the
room was a teacher. We all listened and learned from the distinct voices around the table. The jury’s
definition of architectural excellence was constantly being challenged, defined and redefined. The
winning projects were not easily decided. They emerged from the breadth of our lateral conversations.

Deep Vertical Knowledge 
No other architectural awards programme in the world sends independent reviewers to all parts of
the globe to visit the jury’s shortlisted projects. No other architectural awards programme in the
world brings the same independent reviewers to the awards jury to share their first-hand obser va -
tions and insights about the physical and social context of the built work. The reviewers’ personal
field experience enabled the jury to build a knowledge base for each and every project. This is
fundamental to what I’ll call the vertical gathering of knowledge afforded by the Aga Khan Award.

The jury was made aware of the physical data, design and construction process, cultural
contribution, construction schedule and cost, technical developments and social relevance for every
project under consideration. We discussed the design intent and the design process, as well as 
the design results. We understood the varying roles of the contractors, builders and craftsmen in
each project. We recognised the many types of strong individuals and client groups involved in
commissioning work, as well as the complex nature of the design teams that are needed to realise
any built project. The depth of our understanding of all of the shortlisted projects allowed the
premiated projects to emerge from our deep vertical knowledge base. 

Building Community
How can architecture continue to play a vital role in building community throughout the Muslim
world? We saw many projects that suffered because they adopted a foreign or ‘borrowed’ language
of architecture and did not carefully consider the communities that they serve. 

As a counterpoint to this kind of placelessness, we need to support and celebrate ways of building
community that derive from a deep understanding of the local culture and building traditions 
but simultaneously address the layered complexities of our modern world. The discipline of
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architecture needs to nurture alternative models of practice that link committed designers directly
with local people, allowing them to engage in projects that have the capacity to build and
transform communities. 

At the Central Market in Koudougou, the building of a full-sized prototype of one market bay
out of local compressed earth (banco) demonstrates an alternative way of working with local
community groups. As a vehicle for communicating ideas, it allowed Swiss architects and engineers
working for an international development agency to build up a truly participatory design process
involving the local people. The market they created together has become a crucial piece of the
town’s infrastructure, a noble building for meeting and exchange that has transformed the lives
of the people who use it – including the 600 women who regularly rent its market stalls and the
140 licensed masons trained during its construction. In this case, architecture succeeds and even
triumphs as a collective act.

A new two-storey school in rural Bangladesh comes out of a young woman’s understanding of
the local community after she spent a year in the village as a volunteer. She combines her formal
design training in architecture with her commitment to the community. A knowledge transfer takes
place between a committed designer and a specific community which enables an exemplary building
to emerge. The final result of their collective efforts is a joyous and sustainable building that serves
its community well. 

At no time in human history has the potential for architecture to shape our world been greater
than it is today. The winners of the 2007 Aga Khan Award are all exemplary projects in their
complexity. Each and every one of them has shown us that when given a chance, the human spirit is
capable of transforming the world around us. There is much to be learned from their built forms.
Perhaps the most valuable lesson, however, has to do with the way that architects can truly engage
with the Muslim world even before they start to design.  

Brigitte Shim
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