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Your Excellency Prime Minister al-Iryani, 
Your Highness The Aga Khan, distin
guished guests and participants. In recent 
years, Sana'a has witnessed a number of 
conferences and seminars in various fields, 
including the ninth session of the Arab 
Conference in Architecture, which is held 
every two years under the auspices of the 
Arab Organisation for Education, Culture 
and Science. The Ninth Conference was 
devoted to the theme of Islamic monu
ments. Today we witness the convening of 
the Seminar on "Modernity and Tradi
tion", the eighth of the Aga Khan Award 
Seminars on Architecture in the Islamic 
World. 

All this activity has been very timely. This 
seminar has been convened at a time when 
the government of the Yemen Arab 
Republic is most concerned about the 
architectural heritage of the country and 
particularly of Sana'a. The government, 
through its various departments, is intro
ducing measures to protect Sana' a from 
distortion under the impact of architectural 
transformation, and to preserve its charac
ter and identity while taking into conside
ration the necessities of modern life. Thus 
it is intended to utilise modern methods to 
upgrade the urban environment even while 
preserving the heritage. 

Until recently we Yemenis did not have an 
appreciation of our architectural heritage. 
The people of Sana'a, and indeed the 
people in many Islamic countries did not 
feel that their cities contained anything 
that was worth preserving. After the Revo
lution of 1962 there began an intense build
ing activity and people began building out
side the city walls. There were no controls 
and everyone built according to one's own 
taste and means, following different 
methods and using materials one felt like 
using. This haphazard building did much 
damage to the environment. 

There were no government plans or guide
lines for new buildings until voices were 
raised and appeals were heard from those 
who came to Yemen after the Revolution. 
Foreign scientists, architects and experts 
registered their concern with our heritage. 
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They praised the beauty of architecture, 
the type of buildings and the traditional 
methods of building in Sana'a. We thus 
began to exert efforts to preserve what 
remains of the city walls and gates in colla
boration with other government depart
ments and international organisations. We 
found in UNESCO the best support and 
expertise to draw up comprehensive plans 
for the conservation, maintenance and 
restoration of historical monuments, build
ings and relics. 

It is expected that the Director General of 
UNESCO will issue an appeal next autumn 
for the preservation of Sana'a. I should 
also mention that the Italian government 
has been responsive to our needs and was 
the first government to announce its 
willingness to participate in the campaign 
to save Sana'a. 

The government of Yemen Arab Republic 
has not limited its conservation efforts to 
Sana' a alone. Four million Yemeni rials 
have been allocated for the restoration and 
preservation of Allah al-Shafia Schoo!. It is 
also hoped to preserve and maintain other 
schools in collaboration with UNESCO 
and the Dutch Government. At present 
restoration work is continuing in Thula. 

This is just brief a glimpse into the activi
ties of the Yemeni Government to pre
serve the architectural heritage of our 
country. But this is just a beginning. 
Before us is a long list of cities and build
ings that need our attention, such as Jibla 
and Zabid, and the Mosque of al-Saidi. 
The beauty and originality of Yemeni 
architecture have become known around 
the world. We recognise that our heritage, 
as rich as it is worthy of being maintained, 
deserves our fullest attention. 



It is a great honour for me to address the 
international seminar on "Modernity and 
Tradition" , and to have the opportunity to 
convey to you the greetings of Dr. Arcot 
Ramachandran, the Executive Director of 
the United Nations Centre for Human 
Settlements. We would like to thank the 
Government of the Yemen Arab Republic 
for hosting this seminar in Sana'a and the 
Aga Khan Award for Architecture for 
organising it. The Centre for Human 
Settlements, Habitat, is looking forward to 
seeing the results of this seminar and 
hoping that the discussions here will lead 
to a useful contribution to the develop
ment of Human Settlements throughout 
the Islamic world and to the conservation 
of its heritage. 

The theme of this seminar is most signifi
cant, and Sana'a is a most appropriate 
place to hold such a seminar. During 
centuries of isolation Yemen has deve
loped a strong traditional character 
because there were only gradual changes, 
slow evolution and relatively easy adapta
tion. However, with the recent opening of 
the country to the outside world, the 
Yemen Arab Republic is experiencing 
great transformations at an unequalled 
pace concomitant with important and even 
shocking structural adjustments. In so far 
as human settlements sector is concerned, 
these transformations have resulted in 
mass migration to urban centres leading to 
the decay of old medinas with the 
appearance of inner city slums and of 
squatter settlements at their peripheries. 
The adjustments have entailed inappro
priate use of imported technology, and the 
copying of unsuitable urban plans and 
architectural forms. Action at different 
levels of intervention can be envisaged to 
cope with these problems. Human settle
ments policies and strategies should be 
defined, and new planning models should 
be introduced and implemented with a 
view to correcting the errors of the past. 
There must be a search for more efficient 
forms of settlements that are also more 
responsive to the aspirations of the people 
than those we have had to date. It is impor
tant that the developing countries are 
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beginning to appreciate their indigenous 
urban and architectural forms, overcoming 
a sense of inferiority which led them until 
recently to copy from developed countries. 
The urban and architectural forms they 
imported were usually inappropriate and 
unnecessarily costly. 

Furthermore, there is an urgent necessity 
to formulate and implement innovative 
programmes for the provision of low-cost 
housing and related infrastructure, facili
ties and services using appropriate techno
logies. Attention must be paid to the 
human aspect of environmental design 
providing settlements with which people 
can identify. The challenge is a formidable 
one, since more housing and related infra
structure will be needed in the next two 
decades than had been in the previous 
millenium. 
• Research and development must be 

undertaken to provide new models; 
• Proper legislation and land use manage

ment are needed in order to encourage 
the application of appropriate techno
logies; 

• Technicians and professionals must be 
trained to integrate social and cultural 
criteria in the design process; 

• Channels of communication must be esta
blished to permit professionals, techni
cians, public authorities and people to 
learn from one another's experience; 
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• Indigeneous construction industries 
should be supported in order to develop 
locally produced construction materials 
and components, because only these 
industries are likely to reach the low
income target groups; 

• Skilled and semi-skilled labour forces 
have to be trained; 

• Public participation must be developed or 
maintained in order to insure that the 
infrastructure, facilities, services and 
construction materials correspond to the 
needs of the people. 

Historically, the shelter problem has 
always been solved by individuals without 
the involvement of public authorities. 
However, when settlements become 
larger, governments usually take responsi
bility and provide technical and capital 
resources needed for the provisions of land 
and infrastructure. Unfortunately such 
interventions have often tended to go 
beyond providing land and infrastructure 
to include shelters. Consequently, tradi
tional mechanisms such as self help have 
ceased to be as effective. I have only 
touched briefly on a few of the basic issues 
concerning the future shape of built envi
ronment. I am confident that the conclu
sions and recommendations of this seminar 
will indicate ways of meeting the challenge 
of providing a humane physical environ
ment. The international community in 
general and the United Nations Centre for 
Human Settlements in particular are 
acutely aware of this challenge. As you 
may know, UNCHS has a broad mandate 
in the field of human settlements. It has 
the potential to play an important role in 
mobilising world knowledge and resources 
as well as in implementing pilot and 
demonstration projects. I would like to 
assure you of its support for all under
takings aimed at solving the problems 
related to human settlements. 
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It is a great honour for me to represent 
UNESCO at this seminar. First of all, I 
bring you the greetings of the Director
General, who is deeply interested in the 
preservation of the cultural heritage in the 
Yemen Arab Republic. Since his last 
official visit here in December 1981, and in 
accordance with the wishes of the govern
ment of the Yemen Arab Republic and the 
decisions adopted at the twenty-first 
session of the General Conference of 
UNESCO, the Director-General has 
initiated a series of technical studies under
taken in this country. An appeal will be 
made to the international community in 
order to launch the International Cam
paign for Safeguarding the Old City of 
Sana'a. Financed by UNESCO, the plan of 
action for this campaign was prepared by 
multi-disciplinary mission from the Inter
national Council on Monuments and Sites 
(ICOMOS) with the participation of Pro
fessor Ronald Lewcock. 

Other efforts have been undertakenn by 
UNESCO to help safeguard the rich 
cultural heritage of this country. Since 
1978, UNESCO has provided consultants 
to advise the government of the Yemen 
Arab Republic on matters related to the 
restoration of monuments. Financial and 
technical support was provided for the 
restoration of the Zafar Dhi Bin Mosque, 
one of the most famous in the country. We 
are pleased to announce that this project 
has been completed in close cooperation 
with the Organisation of Antiquities and 
Libraries. There are numerous other 
activities for the preservation of the 
cultural heritage of the Yemen Arab 
Republic. I would like to stress that all 
such activities have been made possible by 
the fruitful cooperation that exists between 
the government of the Yemen Arab 
Republic and UNESCO. 

I would also like to point out that in order 
to preserve the historical architecture of 
Sana'a and its urban environment, the 
government of the Yemen Arab Republic 
has not only decided to launch an emer
gency programme to curtail further 
damage and deterioration to its cultural 
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heritage but also to restore and infuse new 
vitality into the old city of Sana'a. No
where in the world is there such a high 
proportion of fine urban housing as there is 
in Sana'a, where only until recently low
income housing was completely unknown. 
There is no doubt that the government's 
determination to safeguard the cultural 
heritage of the country and of the capital 
city constitutes the most striking feature of 
that heritage. 

In the name of the Director-General of 
UNESCO, I am particularly pleased to 
convey sincere congratulations to all the 
representatives of the Aga Khan Award 
for Architecture and in particular to His 
Highness The Aga Khan for having orga
nised this fruitful seminar in one of the 
oldest cities of the world. I would also like 
to express my deep gratitude to the offi
cials of the government of the Yemen 
Arab Republic, in particular to His Excel
lency the Prime Minister and to Qadi 

Ismail al-Akwa, Director of the Organisa
tion of Antiquities and Libraries, who have 
greatly contributed to UNESCO's work on 
the preservation of cultural heritage. 



It gives me great pleasure to welcome you 
on behalf of His Excellency Ali Abdullah 
Saleh, President of the Yemen Arab 
Republic, and on behalf of the people of 
Yemen, and to welcome you in my own 
name. The capital, Sana'a, is honoured to 
host this historic seminar in which a num
ber of well known Arab, Islamic and inter
national personalities are participating. 
Your choice to hold the eighth session of 
the Aga Khan Award seminars indicates 
your appreciation of our country's rich 
cultural heritage, particularly that of our 
capital city. It is ancient heritage deeply 
rooted in Arab and Islamic culture. 

The people of Sana'a, who are honoured 
by your presence, appreciate the com
mendable efforts of the Aga Khan Founda
tion to hold its seminars in a number of 
famous cities in the Islamic world, Istan
bul, Amman, Jakarta and Lahore. In this 
way the whole world is informed about 
aspects of life in various Islamic countries 
in general and about life in major Islamic 
cities in particular. 

We, Yemenis, are proud of our unique 
architectural heritage. It is rare to see so 
many different architectural styles in one 
country. Moreover, Yemenis themselves 
have shown a deep interest in their archi
tecture. As every historian of Yemen 
knows, palaces, castles and forts of our 
country have assumed an important role in 
manuscripts, poems, and Yemeni legends, 
and in the legends and poetry of the Arab 
world in general. 

Our country lived in total isolation from 
the outside world until two decades ago. 
After the Revolution of 26th September 
1962, the Yemenis found themselves face
to-face with the technological, political, 
economic, and social challenges of the 
second half of the twentieth century. These 
challenges could have shocked the Yemeni 
people more than any other nation facing 
modernity. However, the originality of the 
Yemenis allowed our nation to absorb the 
rapid advances of our age while preserving 
its culture and heritage. Among our 
achievements has been the conservation of 
various architectural forms and types. But 
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this does not mean that the rapid imple
mentation of the economic and social 
development will not have a negative 
impact on our country. We must continue 
our strenuous efforts to protect the 
originality of our culture in the face of 
rapid development. 

Therefore, we take great interest in the 
preservation of our cultural heritage, and 
we place special importance on cultural 
identity in new building. Developers and 
conservationists should meet together so 
that preservation and development do not 
contradict one another. We must not be 
tempte<,i by those technological advances 
which facilitate the solution of urgent 
problems at the expense of deeply rooted 
traditions and customs. 

Our ancien~ tradition of building, deve
loped over centuries, reflects the expe
rience of generations. But many charac
teristic features of our buildings have been 
ignored by planners and by those inter-

national consultants responsible for the 
implementation of development projects. 

It is worth stressing that in general terms 
received technology and methods are 
better and more suitable than modern 
technological means because they origi
nate in the environment. Because of deve
loped communications, technology trans
fer has become easier and faster in the 
twentieth century. But it has led to the 
adoption and literal imitation of techno
logies and methods of development that 
are alien to the need of many societies. 
Many countries have adopted means of 
development that are in contradiction to 
their environments. 

We, in the Yemen Arab Republic extend 
our hands to all organisations, and indivi
duals concerned with the architectural 
heritage of Yemen and wish too cooperate 
with them in protecting and preserving this 
heritage. We believe that this heritage is 
not the property of the Yemenis alone; it is 
a heritage of all mankind. This seminar, 
organized and financially supported by 
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 
brings together experts from all over the 
world. It is a significant case of coopera
tion between nations and peoples working 
for the preservation of cultural heritage. 

Our gathering here marks a new chapter in 
the cooperation among individuals, insti
tutions, and organisations to make the 
Yemen Arab Republic an example for the 
achievement of modern development 
along with maintaining cultural continuity. 
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It is a great pleasure to be here today for 
the opening of an architectural seminar in 
a country whose heritage is so justly 
famous. But let me begin these comments 
by congratulating His Excellency the Presi
dent in the name of all the participants and 
my own name for his unanimous re-elec
tion to the Presidency. We pray that Allah 
may grant the President all happiness, 
success and good health in serving the 
people of Yemen and we believe such an 
important and happy event on the eve of 
this gathering augurs well for our discus
sions and endeavours. I know I can speak 
for everyone of the many distinguished 
participants in paying tribute to His Excel
lency, the Prime Minister and His Excel
lency the Director of the Organisation of 
Antiquities and Libraries for the help and 
encouragement that they, and government 
officials at all levels, have given to the 
organisation of the discussions and site 
visit which will occupy us for the coming 
days. 

It was a little over five years ago, in April 
1978, that the first seminar organized by 
the Aga Khan A ward for Architecture in 
the spirit of Islam was opened. Few among 
the participants will forget the excitement 
it generated not merely for the contents of 
its deliberations, but for the prevailing 
sense that a new concern and a new aware
ness have come into being. The concern 
was for the environment that a rapidly 
changing Muslim world was creating for 
itself: was it the environment that its own 
varied traditions, its real rather than ficti
tious needs, and its own sense of cultural 
dignity and autonomy required? The 
awareness was of the existence of men and 
women, practitioners or thinkers, Muslims 
or not, who had thought about these 
issues, who had asked questions, who had 
sought information and ideas to help them 
resolve specific problems or meditate on 
broader philosophical implications of a 
Muslim's life in a shrinking world. 

Out of this concern and of this awareness 
have grown six additional seminars dealing 
with topics as different as symbolism and 
housing; all have been published as a series 
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of documents on our continuing process of 
thinking. And in 1980 the first series of the 
Aga Khan Award were given to recognise 
and reward fifteen buildings and activities 
which seemed to an international jury to 
exemplify the searches for solutions which 
satisfied a universal test of architectural 
quality, a no less universal sense of enhan
cing the value and dignity of human life, 
and the more unique test of fitting within a 
Muslim way and a Muslim tradition. 

This year a second jury will once again 
select a number of completed projects for a 
similar kind of recognition. Whatever the 
judgements of the jury may be, the search 
for ideas, the continuing critical examina
tion of what is happening in the environ
ment, the exchange of information, even 
debates between opposing points of view 
must continue. For, even though we shall 
not - nor do we want to - come to a 
single truth or a single doctrine about 
architecture and planning, the more we 
discuss these matters, the better equipped 
we shall be individually or collectively to 
meet the challenge of our time and to help 
the communities of the faithful and, by 
extension, of all mankind. 

It is for this continuing discussion and for 
this continuous learning that we have 
gathered here for the eighth seminar in the 
series sponsored by the Aga Khan Award, 
on the general theme of "Architectural 
Transformations in the Islamic World". 
This seminar is dedicated to considering 
the impact of development on architecture 
and urbanism and, as you will have seen 
from the agenda, the working papers cover 
not only various aspects of the impact 
which modern constructional techniques 
and taste are having on traditional archi
tectural styles and methods, but also the 
wider issues of planning on a national scale 
and of reconciling conservation with the 
requirements of development. These are 
certainly questions which are of crucial 
importance to planners and governments 
throughout not only the Muslim commu
nity but the entire world, for more build
ings have been built by mankind since 1945 
than in all the preceding centuries. 
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The old Islamic world possessed a strong 
civilisation which expressed itself in good 
architecture, which both improved and 
inspired the lives of ordinary people and 
which represented important things to 
them. We have to maintain our links with 
this historic heritage, yet not deny our
selves those contributions which modern 
technology can make to improving the 
quality of people's lives. 

Architecture is, after all, a practical art and 
I am particularly happy at the number of 
site visits incorporated in the programme 
for this seminar, since as I said a moment 
ago, we are privileged to be meeting in a 
country with a magnificent architectural 
heritage. Nor is it an accident that, for the 
second time, the seminar which precedes 
the ceremony of the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture is being held in an Arab 
country. 

Three years ago it was Amman; today it is 
Sana'a. In the extraordinary story ofthe 
birth and spread of Islam, the part played 
by Yemen was unique indeed. Medieval 
chronicles and poets have described its 
brilliant pre-Islamic civilisation, with lofty 
palaces topped by elaborately decorated 
cupolas and sculptures of roaring lions. 
The castles of Ghumdan and the Ma'rib 
dam are only part of a rich and ancient 
inheritance. It was a Yemeni cloth which 
for a long time covered the Holy Ka'ba. 
Yemen was the richest province of the 
Arabian peninsula and, after the Yemeni 
tribes' acceptance of the Divine Message, 
it was Yemenis who, together with the 
northern and central Arabian peoples, 
spearheaded the first expansion of the faith 
from Spain to Central Asia. In Cordoba, 
Damascus or Bukhara, Yemeni memories 
were a major part of that complex heritage 
of early Islam, in which Arabian traditions 
were woven with Mediterranean, Near 
Eastern and Iranian ones to create Islamic 
civilisation. 

Today Yemen is once again facing an 
extraordinary challenge and opportunity 
within the Islamic world. It has preserved 
longer than many other lands a physical 
environment which has naturally evolved 
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from its past. In popular literature it 
appears at times like the keeper of so much 
that was good and successful in the past, 
maintaining a harmonious equilibrium 
between nature and architectural forms 
within the context of a genuine cultural 
tradition. But, like all countries, it is now 
faced with challenges which are not 
entirely of its own making. There are new 
expectations in the world, whether we like 
them or not, and there are human, politi
cal, social and other pressures which must 
somehow be met. This is the first reason 
we are here, to learn how Yemen is hand
ling these pressures and these needs. Let 
me hasten to add that we are not here to 
give advice, which would be presump
tuous, nor are we here to pass judgement, 
which would not be proper. We are here, 
as in all our seminars, to understand, to 
feel and to learn. 

If we are to succeed in our task of formu
lating a just equilibrium between external 
forces and the multiple expressions of 
Islamic traditions and Muslim peoples, we 
must understand the extent to which 
modern styles and forms are a mirage or a 
necessity. We need to feel because the 
statistics, graphs and drawings produced 
by experts all too often have little to do 
with the lives, habits and expectations of 
living of men and women. 

Above all we need to learn from expe
rience, discovering how both ancient and 
modern forms have evolved so that we can 
succeed in our task of creating an environ
ment for the Islamic world which is both 
appropriate to its traditions and relevant to 
its future. The architectural environment 
of man is both a master and a servant. 
Because it is financially and economically 
an all but irreversible investment, it can 
become a tyrant dictating a way of life 
which is abhorrent or, at best, inflexible. 
But, if fully thought out, it can become a 
perfectly adaptive setting in which man can 
grow according to the guidance of Allah to 
the fullest maturity of which his spirit is 
capable. 
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