
Session I 
Panel Discussion 

Peter Davey 

It seems to me that the central challenge is to give 
modernism a human face. This is particularly so be
cause the attempts to make post modem classicism 
and rationalism into new international styles, has 
failed so disastrously. The thinness of their program
mes is only too apparent. In an age of pluralism, we 
desparately need a theory of architecture that will 
allow the plural expression of different cultures and 
identities within each culture, and also the expression 
of the individual identity against the mass. 

Modernism must not be forgotten, not just because it 
offers such potential for freedom, in terms of space 
and form, but also because it can offer freedom for the 
individual and for the small group. 

While accepting much from the heroic age of modern
ism, we must rescue it from the alienating clutches of 
big bureaucracy whether private or public. Regional
ism is one of the most hopeful ways of doing this 
though it is not the only one. Other fruitful ways 
forward include the organic strain in European 
architecture; the diverse and rich interpretation of 
functional relations between the individual and society 
by architects like Hertzberger, Kroll and Erskine; and 
even certain aspects of high-tech. These approaches 
are not mutually exclusive nor are they incompatible 
with regionalism. 

First of all, we oUght to try to find out what authentic 
regionalism is not, or distinguish authentic regionalism 
from false regionalism. Regionalism is not kitsch, the 
mindless agglomeration of past vernacular forms 
which can be seen in any western European or north 
American suburb and, with concrete ogee arches, in 
crass commercial buildings in any modem Muslim 
city. Nor is it the kind of kitsch that Prince Charles is 
trying to force on us in the speech where he suggested 
that the new surroundings of St. Paul's in London 
should be dressed up in a kind of red brick with 
"Wrenish" stone detailing. (Does he want us in fact to 
go around in knee breeches and full-bottom wigs?). 
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Nor is regionalism, parochialism: local culture trying 
to tum its back on the world culture. We have to 
accept the television, the telephone, the car, the aero
plane, and the microchip, or we die both economically 
and culturally. Any authentic regionalism must accept 
world culture and still be specific and particular. Nor is 
regionalism an attempt to tum the clock back to some 
perceived previous golden age, or ideal state of 
society: that way lies fascism. 

Authentic regionalism draws on climate, topography 
and perhaps local building methods and materials. It 
certainly tries to reinterpret for today, traditional pat
terns of local culture. With these criteria in mind, it is 
possible to identify as regionalist buildings those as 
diverse as Foster's Hongkong Bank, Glenn Murkutt's 
small houses in Australia, Henning Larsen's Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs Building in Riyadh, Hopkin's 
Lords Cricket Stand in London and Bawa's University 
of Ruhunu in Sri Lanka. 

All these are regionalist buildings though not all look 
as if they are directly derived from contextual or 
vernacular sources. All add to and reinforce a sense of 
local culture without necessarily descending to the 
knee breeches syndrome or the populism of the 
Bhong Mosque. 

One of the things that gives me hope for regionalism, 
is that it is not just another architectural movement, 
but part of a potential cultural re-generation that 
ranges from ecology to literature. Of course it has a 
political dimension. 

We must remember that regionalism is not just a 
panacea, as we can see by looking at the National 
Commercial Bank in Jeddah. This is the first time I 
have seen a series of close-up slides of it and I find it 
absolutely terrifying. It is one of the most crushing 
buildings I have even seen. It has a scale which re
duces humanity to the level of ants. We should com
pare this building to Foster's bank in Hong Kong, 
where he generously opens a new public space of 
great nobility to the population at large. The Jeddah 
building is an expression of corporate power; direct 



and raw. The Hongkong building is an expression of a 
more generous attitude to society and the city. Yet 
they can both be truly described, at least in some 
respect, as regionalist. So regionalism is not enough. 

Thsan Fethi 

Let me say at the outset that I found both arguments 
very profound and interesting despite their apparently 
fundamental contradictions. While Ismail Serageldin 
seems to emphasise the architectonic and formalistic 
challenges of modem architecture in the Islamic world 
we find Romi Khosla in his counter-point argument 
turns to the more complex question of the symbol in a 
rapidly changing Muslim society. I believe that we 
cannot simplify this inherently complex issue into 
form versus symbol. Form and symbol are both inex
tricably related, especially in Islamic architecture, 
where sometimes form itself becomes the symbol. 
This is very clearly evident in the architecture of the 
Mosque itself. 

However, where does the architectural critic stand 
here. As critics, do we praise these new pillars of 
capitalist or corporate establishments on purely aes
thetic or architectonic grounds but devoid of their 
cultural context? Do we want these new imposing 
structures to represent the ideal examples for modem 
Islamic society? If in their own right, they represent 
very positive architectural re-interpretations of tradi
tional forms and solutions, should we dismiss them 
outright as architecture devoid of its modem urban 
context. Should we at least encourage them for their 
bold and pioneering attempts to confront an essen
tially very difficult problem, that is how to create a 
truly contemporary architecture in the Islamic 
world, based on its own social context and its own 
regional cultural heritage? 

Lastly, I would emphasise the necessity of diversity 
within unity. I find it extremely dangerous to impose 
set ideas and try to apply them universally on every 
region of the Islamic world. We should not discour
age regional particularity within the overall embrac
ing cultural plurality of Islam. 

Abdelbaki Ibrahim 

I give my comments on Ismail Serageldin's paper as a 
Muslim architect. We have been working on this issue 
for the last twenty-five years in written articles, news
papers, books and magazines. In all the literature we 
have read and received from the West, the values and 
the rules of Islam have not been mentioned as basic 
criteria for architectural evaluation. When one men
tions the design of a mosque, there are rules, values in 
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the Islamic religion, which control the design of a 
mosque. In many cases, the examples one sees in 
Egypt, Asia, and elsewhere in the Islamic world, are 
not combined with the Islamic values of mosque 
design. The Niono Mosque is one of those mosques 
which reflects the values of Islam in design. 

In the Koran and in the Hadith there are many verses 
from which we can get these rules and values. They 
have never been applied in most of the mosques one 
sees evaluated and criticised. In my book Islamic Pers
pective of Architecture Theory I explained all these 
values and how they could be interpreted in the design 
of public buildings, housing and mosques. They are 
based on purely Islamic values so the values come first 
and the form afterwards. In Islam there is no such 
thing as regionalism. Islam is not confined to a certain 
place such as the Middle East, and not confined to a 
certain era of time. Islam is a religion for every place 
and for every time. So these rules and values are the 
constants which direct architecture in the Islamic 
world. With the inherited cultural and social and tradi
tional values, (of course these are reflected on local 
architecture), these are the values in Islamic 
architecture. 

Until now, critics from the West have looked at Isla
mic architecture from the point of view of aesthetics, 
of social values and have never mentioned the basic 
rules and values in Islam's teachings. As Dennis Sharp 
mentioned in his paper, criticism does not appear to 
have developed in the Muslim world at the same pace 
as architectural history and theory. There is not a 
body of distinguished critics neither is there a litera
ture that can reinforce the current critical view points. 
The lack of communications between East and West 
still exists. 

We devoted one edition of our magazine Alam Al
Benaa, to "Islam and Architecture", a criticism of the 
Aga Khan Awards of 1983. We have also published 
books on architecture in the Arabic script but there is 
a lack of critical dialogue. Now there is a change; the 
wind blows from the West to the East and it blows 
everthing in front of it. It changes everything; the 
habits, the social life; it changes even our dress. We 
are not ourselves; I feel it with my new tie around my 
neck. This is exactly as we see the influence on the 
East because there are not enough people in our area 
in the Muslim world who can resist this cultural inva
sion and re-vitalise the values of Islam whether it be 
by designing mosques, or housing. This is what we 
need in the Muslim world. 

Selma a1-Radi 

I don't know what you mean by Islamic values and 
forms. In fact you not only have the pre-Islamic in 

35 



Panel Discussion 

Arabia but a lot of influences that came in from the 
Hellenistic world; so there is an incorporation. Islam 
has always adopted new forms into its own values. 
The fact that it has been such a successful religion is 
precisely because it has been able to adapt to the areas 
around it. It could take in, without destroying its own 
centre. I think that what part of this discussion has to 
be about is how much it can adapt from the modem 
world without actually destroying itself. 

Peter Serracino Inglott 

I am not an architect. I am a philosopher, and the 
remarks I am going to make are very general, 
although I want to tie them in particularly to what we 
heard earlier. The title of Ismail Serageldin's paper 
was "Architecture as an Intellectual Statement". I 
myself think it is very profitable to consider 
architecture as a language. Part of the problem with 
the approaches which have been attempted using this 
method is that the nature of language itself is not 
something about which everybody agrees. 

Basically it seems that at the moment there are two 
schools of thought about the nature of language which 
seem to be opposed to each other. There are those 
who continue the traditional way of discussing mean
ing and truth seeing them primarily as a matter of the 
relationship between signs and what the signs are signs 
of, that is things and facts in the world. The other 
approach which was greatly promoted by Kierkegaard 
and later Wittgenstein, insists that truth and meaning 
are not so much a matter of the relationship between 
signs and things or between propositions and facts but 
that they are rather a relationship between person and 
person; they insist, therefore, that meaning and truth 
are very largely a function of the social context in 
which they occur. 

It seems to me that the two points of views on 
arch,itecture which we have heard reflect more or less 
these two philosophies of language. My own view is 
that this is not a matter of "either/or". It is a matter of 
"and/and"; hence any complete account of language, 
of meaning and truth has to consider both the seman
tic relationship between the signs and their objective 
correlatives in the world and the inter-personal rela
tionship. In other words truth and meaning only occur 
in a dialogical context and, therefore, we have to 
consider who is talking to whom, as well as what they 
are talking about. 

When one adopts this latter point of view, and focus
ses on the sign-signified relationship in architecture, 
functionalism is what immediately results; but when 
one adopts the other point of view which I think is 
complementary, that is the "dialogic approach" one is 
all too often faced with a difficult situation; the dia-
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logue seems to be between unequal partners. The 
architects and the other people responsible for the 
production of these signs, the buildings, are more 
intelligent and more powerful then the mass of the 
people towards whom the architecture is addressed. 
This in-equality is something which, inevitably makes 
true dialogue difficult. There is, unhappily, a diverg
ence in status between the speakers. This is in a sense 
the problem which has to be faced here. 

I would like to begin facing it with the following 
remark; one of the characteristics of speaking is that 
you can't do it with your mouth full, ie., you can't do 
it while eating. Speaking excludes eating. I am saying 
this because true dialogue and the true exercise of 
language is of its nature exclusive of consumerism, 
that is, of the kind of approach which considers dia
logue or communication to have to be necessarily 
communion. People since Plato have often compared 
feeding minds with feeding bodies. They have almost 
thought that the idea of talking, of dialogue, like that 
of eating, implies complete assimilation and commun
ion, rather than that communication implies distance. 
I hold that the opposite is true and consequently in 
architectural terms, for an architectural statement to 
be dialogic, it should not be assumed that there is 
going to be a complete coincidence of point of view 
and attitude between the emitter of the signs, the 
speaker, the architect, the producer of the building, 
on the one hand, and the people who receive it, on the 
other. On the contrary, a certain tension between 
them is probably proof that a truer dialogue, a more 
authentic dialogue is taking place than if there was 
total coincidence. The abolition of the gap between 
architect and public tends, in fact, to be an expression 
of a consumeristic society where you have the mass 
passively accepting what the dominant speaking group 
is offering. 

In fact, correlative with the distinction I made be
tween what one could call the 'semantic' approach, 
relating signs to signified, and the 'pragmatic' 
approach, emphasising person to person relationship, 
is the observation that the first approach tends to take 
the indicative mood of language, its declarative and 
informative function, as primary, while the other 
approach tends to take its performative or perhaps 
even its imperative function, the for~ of language 
which tends towards doing, as its typical or its essen
tial mode. 

If we take the first approach then, and think of the 
buildings which were described by Ismail Serageldin 
as informative statements obviously the impressive
ness, the grandeur of a bank is telling us that capital
ism, that money, is extremely important in our society 
and I don't think anybody would dispute the truth of 
that. It goes, already some way towards explaining 
some reactions to the buildings. What emerged was 



that a dislike of the buildings was closely associated 
with a dislike of what they were a sign of. Some of us 
began hating the buildings because we hate the capi
talism of which they are an expression. On the con
trary, one could feel a great deal of sympathy for the 
mosques in their less capitalised settings, precisely 
because they were expressing values with which one 
was more in sympathy. However the reason for the 
strength of the reaction only really emerges, if we 
consider the imperative dimension of these buildings. 
The National Development Bank in Jeddah is not just 
telling us that money and capital and financing trans
actions are extremely important, but it is doing it in an 
extremely authoritative way. It is not just telling us 
something but also coaxing us to believe it in a certain 
way just as the mosque, besides telling us something 
about people's belief in God, is also inducing us to 
pray; it is so structured that we are led to do this. 
Similarly the bank is so structured that it is not merely 
telling us that money counts, but also mviting us to 
worship Mammon. 

I think it is extremely significant that in the case of the 
National Development Bank, we are told that its chief 
aesthetic defect is the smallness of the door. I wonder 
if this is not seen as an aesthetic defect precisely 
because it is making very imperative the attitude, the 
humility, the almost bowing down which one is forced 
to do, in order to enter into this capitalist temple. 

Our negative reaction therefore, is really a rejection of 
the authoritative manner, of the mood, with which the 
dialogue is being conducted. Something was described 
as an aesthetic defect precisely because it came into 
conflict with the values which the perceiver of the 
building had. Basically what I am trying to say is that, 
first, for an architectural language to be authentic, for 
it to be meaningful, for it to have truth, the sign must 
signify what it is the sign of, whether it is a mosque or 
a bank, and that this is a virtue. So banks should be 
seen as important in modem society, just as mosques 
should be seen to be important in a Muslim society or 
other symbols expressive of the values of the society. 
We must, however, also consider them as dialogic 
media between proponents and recipients of a mes
sage destined to influence our behaviour. 

In many cases, what we get is a very authoritative 
exchange in which it is obvious that power is concen
trated on one side and not on the other. We may very 
well object to this on political and social or religious or 
other value grounds, such as equality and solidarity. I 
think that it is impossible to divorce our reception of 
these value systems from our aesthetic perception. 
Therefore, finally, what I am trying to bring out is that 
in this dialogic relationship we must not assume that 
because there may be negative popular reactions to a 
building, this means neccessarily that the building is 
not positively dialogic. It may very well be stimulating 
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a critical reaction and this sort of critical response is 
precisely the way in which people creatively partici
pate or respond to the creative act of a genuine dialo
gic artist. 

Selma al-Radi 

I think maybe the Bank building is a sort of "eye-of
the-needle" syndrome, only the rich can pass through 
it in this life and possibly in the next life as well! 

Jo Tonua 

The confrontation between the Bhong Mosque and 
the Jeddah National Commercial Bank, I think, aptly 
sums up the polarisation between the modem and 
traditional sectors of societies undergoing rapid mate
rial development according to foreign models. In a bid 
to preserve a cultural identity which they see as im
periled, threatened society looks for what Jacques 
Berque called "substituting intensities" in religion, 
ethics, and art. A traditional architecture can function 
as a counterpoint to what is being transformed, by 
stressing or even exaggerating whatever can be seen to 
set it apart from the architecture of other cultures. 
This attitude animates the work of Hassan Fathy and 
others, who define "Arab" architecture in terms of 
differences between it and the architecture of other 
cultures. These specificities can be found in ways of 
responding to the physical and social climate of a 
region, cosmological symbol systems, and so on; the 
object being to haul up signs of specificity and authen
ticity; "truth to the people and place". The problem is 
that, since it is unrealistic to try to exclude all the 
visible signs of global culture, by over-cultivating 
local divergencies one runs the risk of promoting an 
absolute rupture between the traditional and modem 
sectors of the individual personality, society and the 
landscape. In arguing for a "critical regionalism", 
Kenneth Frampton maintains that the technical be
nefits of modernisation should not be rejected; 
however, cultural hegemony can be resisted by culti
vating a local architectural culture, definable by the 
location of a specific architectural system in relation to 
a set of critical points of reference: space and place; 
typology and topography; architectonic and scenog
raphic; artifice and nature; visual and tactile. 

The possibility of a complete rupture in the cultural 
landscape can, I think, be avoided by a more pragma
tic approach, that would involve an attempt to come 
to terms with global culture by intervening with one's 
own experiences, perceptions, and sensibilities in the 
interval debates which inevitably go on within a vola
tile and pluralist global culture. This would afford the 
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opportunity to seek out convergencies as well as di
vergencies between regional and global cultures and 
so help to make the latter truly universal. Whether 
one is out to look for convergencies or divergencies, a 
knowledge of architectural history - one's own his
tory, and other people's history can become a useful 
critical and operative tool if one knows how to use it. 
Hassan Fathy, as I mentioned earlier on, focussed on 
the divergencies. When it came to establishing what 
sort of relationship there should be between interior 
and exterior space in "Arab" architecture, for inst
ance, he would have no truck with phenomenal trans
parency and the interpenetration of interior and ex
terior space, heralded by Giedeon as one of the 
"great" themes of modernist architecture. It simply 
made no sense, he argued, in the Arab social and 
physical environment, as can be seen from traditional 
Arab architecture, which habitually separates interiors 
from exteriors, excludes raw nature from inside the 
building, and substitutes it by an idealised artificial 
landscape. One could cite other instances in which 
traditional architecture is directed toward objectives 
diametrically opposed to those pursued by modernist 
architecture; but from our point of view, the areas of 
convergence between traditional or regional 
architecture and some current theories or movements 
within the ambit of universal architecture are even 
more illuminating. 

For instance, Stefano Bianca analysed traditional 
Morrocan cities and used his findings as the basis for a 
critique of conventional zoning techniques in town 
planning, which he attacked as disruptive, dehumanis
ing, and ultimately at odds with Islamic moral princi
ples. At about the same time a similar attack on the 
modem industrial city was being waged by Leon 
Krier, who denounced all zoning except vertical zon
ing. In this case the argument was based on a study of 
the pre-industrial European city. Again basing his 
arguments on historic architecture, Robert Venturi 
challenged the modernist dogma which proscribed ap
plied decoration and narrowed down the field of 
architectural representation to structure and function. 

He argued for buildings which, having been efficiently 
designed as neutral containers of function, can then be 
made to carry whatever signs or messages they could 
be made to convey through applied decoration -
what he calls "decorated sheds" - of which the Bhong 
Mosque can be seen to be a quintessential example, 
whereas the National Commercial Bank still sub
scribes to the modernist prejudice against applied 
ornament. Many western students of traditional Mus
lim architecture, conditioned by functionalist theory 
and Loosian tirades against applied ornament, profes
sed perplexity of the readiness with which that 
architectulal culture could accommodate the most di
verse functions to preconceived forms and typologies, 
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and the primacy which it traditionally attached to 
surface decoration - "clothing" the building, as Arab 
poets are prone to remind us. So Krier, Venturi and 
other dissidents against modem orthodoxy would 
have found considerable support for their theories in 
Islamic cities and buildings had they bothered to look 
for it. This goes to show that familiarity with the past 
architecture of diverse cultures can do more than 
identify what distinguishes the present from the past, 
and the indigeneous from the foreign; by focussing 
around convergencies rather than divergencies, it can 
help to avert the rupture between the modem and the 
traditional sectors of the cultural landscape, and so 
celebrate continuity rather than change, integration 
rather than alienation. 
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Open Discussion 

Suha Ozkan 

In the absence of Ismail Serageldin, I feel compelled 
to express a point of view, on my own behalf but as a 
person who discussed his paper as it evolved. 

Ismail Serageldin wanted to make one point clear, 
that is to differentiate what is authentic from what is 
clip-on or pastiche or forced in the various kinds of 
architecture. He deals with two sectors, one the 
large scale building, the other the more authentic, 
small scale building, where the technology is more 
manageable. 

The criticism which favoured the Bhang Mosque as 
against the unfavourable view of the National Com
mercial Bank amazes me. One must be able to see 
the accumulation of capital and autocracy which 
enabled the former to be constructed. I only see 
them as being in different sectors, the one religious 
and the other financial. In the case of the Bhang 
Mosque, a landlord has built over a period of two 
generations and has not made the best use of crafts. 
Ismail Serageldin judged this in comparison with the 
more authentic usage in the Niono Mosque and 
Ramses Wissa Wassef where the social and the tech
nological forces are more genuine. This is an impor
tant aspect of the paper. 

The other point relates to the National Commercial 
Bank which he judges against other similar build
ings. He doesn't question the existence of a corpo
rate building, or an image, or a symbol of that scale. 
He judges the office building as a creative achieve
ment and an architectural approach. 

I am glad that Romi Khosla has mentioned among 
other alternatives, Sumet lumsai's Bank of Asia. It 
is very interesting because that bank has sources of 
inspiration in his child's toy He openly and proudly 
says that. Some critics followed it up and traced it all 
the way back to the Rennaissance and human forms 
but that seems a far fetched ~ource of inspiration. It 
has little authenticity in this respect. 

Gordon Bunshaft responds to climatic forces and he 
ends up with a machine which functions. People are 
happy there, the image is appropriate and the work
ing environment is extremely pleasant. The control 
of the macro environmental forces is very intricately 
done. The image is a corporate image as with the 
Bhang Mosque. Of course Ismail Serageldin favours 
one and not the other. That is his choice and I am 
not going to judge on that. 

The National Commercial Bank follows the 
architectural ideology of the modem movement and 
does it very carefully and convincingly. Therefore 
taking all Serageldin's architectural judgements and 
projecting them to another socia-political context in 
which everyone else has other points of view on 
other aspects, is unfair. Serageldin's judgement is 
limited to architectural issues and the abstraction of 
forces as they act on all architectural entities. He is 
not seeking to protect what the building represents 
or whatever social and economic forces shaped the 
building. 

Chris Abel 

I have seen Sumet lumsai's 'Robot' building in 
Bangkok and I was very much amused by it. lumsai 
himself showed me round and explained what it was 
all about. He is an excellent architect as his new 
campus for Thammasat University shows, but I 
think he went off the deep end with this toy robot of 
his, which is what the building is based on. 

According to lumsai, he produced several schemes 
for his clients at the Bank of Asia, but they were 
bored with all of them. Finally, almost in despair, he 
saw his young son at home wheeling this toy robot 
and thought he would try something like that, and 
his clients really liked the idea; quite obviously be
cause it presents a strong image and makeS a fine 
advertisement. It is no more than that; a giant bill
board for the Bank. It has nothing whatever to do 
with all these other references to 'post-modem clas-
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sicism' and 'hi-tech' that have been discussed. I 
think some journalists have made a big meal of it. 
Sumet Jumsai makes a big meal of it himself, some
times with tongue-in-cheek, sometimes in deadly 
earnest. 

What neither he nor any other architect can get 
away from is that no matter what he says his 'robot' 
building means, it is society, not he, that makes the 
final judgement. As Wittgenstein would say, the 
meaning is in the use, that is, in the social use. In this 
case the meaning of the building lies in its value to 
the Bank of Asia as an outsize gimmick with which 
to draw attention to the Bank, and judging from the 
public response, that is just the way it works. From 
that point of view it is very successful. 

Jumsai was aware of these aspects from the begin
ning, but now he is trying to rationalise the whole 
thing, saying that his bank represents some kind of 
'robot architecture' of the future; 'post-hi-tech' he 
calls it. He is in fact very jealous of Norman Foster's 
Hongkong Bank - this came out in conversation -
which was built with parts made by real robots and 
works with the help of real computers. He is jealous 
because he knows that Thailand doesn't have that 
kind of building technology. He put forward an 
elaborate argument trying to suggest that here was 
the first 'robot building' of the twenty-first century, 
in keeping with the technology of the time, whereas 
of course there is no advanced technology involved 
in the building whatsoever It is purely an image of a 
child's robot; an architectural gimmick. On the 
other hand, as an expression of huge Third World 
frustration at trying to keep up with technologically 
advanced nations it could be counted as a very 
meaningful cultural statement 

Selma al-Radi 

Doesn't the same hold for the Jeddah Building. 
They don't have the technology in Jeddah and in 
Saudi Arabia. It is imported from outside. It is all 
brought in; the marble, the stone and a lot of other 
material including the technology that goes into that 
building? 

Chris Abel 

The banking institution (in Jeddah) itself is imported 
of course. With every imported institution, the 
architect's role is already circumvented, as Sumet 
Jumsai's was in designing the Bank of Asia. 
Architects do not invent building types. Building 
types are invented by society, in the same way that 
society as a whole is responsible for the kind of 
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institutions it has. A building type is nothing other 
than the built expression of a social institution. We 
fool ourselves, as critics and as architects, if we think 
we can do very much about that, though I admit to 
some exceptions. On occasions there is some pro
cess of adaptation involved and this can be quite 
important. I like SOM's bank building in Jeddah 
because it is a sensible adaptation of an imported 
building type to the climate of the region. 

I rather like it also, incidentally, because I suffer 
from vertigo, and if you are very high up in the 
building you find you are looking down at the inter
nal courtyards, not into empty space, and that's 
comforting. 

Nobody mentioned however the planning of the 
building. It's mostly an open-plan building and 
actually this is more important than the handling of 
the entrance, which has been criticised. Saudi Ara
bians hate open-plan offices. They like cellular office 
buildings for the privacy they afford and that is why 
Larsen's Ministry of Foreign Affairs is very success
ful functionally as it is composed mostly of cellular 
offices. From the planning point of view, SOM's 
bank really is a foreign bank imposing a way of life 
- an alien institution - on Saudi Arabian values. 

Here is an example of the limited range of possibili
ties an architect has to work with. The most impor
tant decisions are already made when the client de
cides to have a building type of that kind. The 
important choices are planning and developmental 
choices. They go back to socio-economic decisions: 
"how shall our country be developed?" Once you 
make the decision, "let's import this building type", 
meaning "this institution" - which is the sort of 
decision made with the advice of Western 'fly-by
night' experts - you can't really do too much after 
that I am sorry to be downgrading the role and 
influence of architects and critics, but that is the 
situation. 

Selma al-Radi 

I think you are not judging architects fairly. After all 
was it the architects' idea to have something so vast? 
I don't think anybody is denying that it is a superb 
building and that the finishes are fantastic. Every
thing is beautiful about it but the sheer size of it is 
like a log dropped from heaven! That is what I find 
so frightening about the building. 

Chris Abel 

In this case it was the bank owners themselves 
who happen to be an important Saudi family - not 



the architects, who made the basic decision to have a 
tower of that kind. They made that decision to ex
press their own strength and power, which to a 
certain extent is entirely appropriate to Jeddah, 
given its history as an ancient trading centre. Never
theless, the comparison is a limited one, since the 
pre-industrial commercial institutions of the past 
took different forms to the commercial institutions 
of today. There is no getting away from the fact that 
the SOM building is a modem commercial office 
building and as such is essentially an imported West
ern institution. 

Dennis Sharp 

We have had a carrot dangled in front of us by one 
or two speakers and Chris Abel has re.-emphasised 
it; the question of divisions in society. 

It might be worth getting some input on the value or 
otherwise of the high building. Let me take an ex
ample. Peter Davey was suggesting that there is an 
advantage to think along the organic, naturalistic 
lines of architecture and to look at the buildings of 
people like Kroll, Erskine and others. Well they 
certainly operate within an area of architecture 
which they deem to be appropriate. "Appropriate" 
because it comes close to natural ideas and to the 
organic tradition. 

The problem with the organic tradition, if it is ap
plied to the developing world, is that it is essentially 
a low scaled tradition. It is not very often concerned 
with high buildings. Indeed I have yet to see a high 
buildihg anywhere in the world which you could 
describe as 'organic'. 

I am talking about a movement within modem 
architecture, (organic, romantic or natural) which is 
concerned with devising a series of architectural 
forms; devising a language that has meaning within 
the parameters of modem design. I don't think that 
does exist although I acknowledge the existence of 
say high adobe buildings in the South Yemen. 

Otherwise you are into the other side of things; the 
high tech aspects of local high building and those 
people who deal with the problems, as Ada Louis 
Huxtable might say, in an 'artistic' manner. Some
thing that would appear to have a special kind of 
technological quality. The question of high buildings 
is an important one. 

Hasan-Uddin Khan 

I would like to come back to something that Chris 
Abel mentioned, which is the intention in building. 
How does one talk about or criticise a building, 
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purely on what are supposedly its architectural or 
even symbolic values or how it is manifested in the 
environment? 

I would throw open a question on the role of the 
client in establishing a programme which gives a 
number of conditions, and whether architectural cri
ticism should be concerned with this question of 
intention? 

Chris Abel 

I think then you are talking about broadening the 
concept of design, into designing society, which is 
presumingly what some people are trying to do. 
Whether or not one can actually succeed is another 
matter, but obviously people try to do. The very fact 
that one has a socio-economic development plan, 
which gradually alters a previous pattern of develop
ment, indicates a designing force of some kind. 

I do think architecture is a peripheral activity as far 
as the major social and economic decisions are con
cerned. It is not a small activity but peripheral con
cerning those decisions which affect the mainstream 
of life of Saudi Arabians and anybody else in the 
developing parts of the world. The Saudis for exam
ple are going through trauma because they are all in 
the state of a culture shock. Perhaps that is the 
reason they drive in the terribly aggressive way they 
do - trying to work off their frustrations. There are 
other signs that things are out of control. They are 
all living two lives; split personalities with one facing 
the past and the other an unknown future and neith
er quite matching up with the other. You are not 
going to solve that kind of problem with any 
architectural solution. 

So the important decisions are made, as I already 
suggested, when the development plan is drawn up, 
usually by Westerners. I said at an Aga Khan sym
posium at MIT recently that perhaps the best thing 
all these Western experts could do is to just get up 
and leave; let people in the developing world sort 
things out themselves. But of course no Westerner 
will do anything of the kind, which probably also 
includes me. 

Selma al-Radi 

Their architects are trained in the West in any case. 

Chris Abel 

Exactly, and they are brain-washed in the process 
too. So it's again largely a concept of social design 
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we are talking about, with education a key part of 
the design. 

Joseph M. Spiteri 

Skyscrapers being a product of Western values, it is 
apt to recall, what Buckminster Fuller once said: 
"Now there are all these great skyscrapers ... and 
why are they there? They are there because that is 
the best way you make money with your land and 
nothing to do with what is good for humanity". 
Highly developed countries, however, are not likely 
to carry out any drastic changes. 

Coming nearer to our main topic; firstly, I feel that 
regionalism as an attitude to design will not serve as 
a cure-all to even 'localised' problems. Regionalism 
is not a new attitude, in fact, Gunnar Asplund as 
early as 1916 said that it is more important to follow 
the style of the place rather than that of the time. 

Secondly, looking at local architectural develop
ments in recent decades, quality depends on other 
factors too. Local architecture can be described as 
belonging to a place, because it remains essentially 
traditional There are ideas which have been bor
rowed and are hence modern, but they are not 
"modernist" ideas, which implies ideological con
notations and ideas developing from industrial mod
es of production. 

Malta serves as a good example that clearly shows, 
that traditional methods by themselves do not en
sure quality. When one disregards the universal 
principles of design the probability is that results 
remain unsatisfactory. 

Regionalism reduced to its lowest terms, really 
means traditional methods, know-how, techniques 
and materials. In Malta, all these survive. We con
tinue to build in stone as we have always done. 
Concrete has been introduced but it has not meant 
that we have produced any new shapes, or new 
interiors or spectacular relationship between in
teriors and exteriors. One therefore can learn a 
great deal by examining design trends in a non
changing context such as ours. 

One can see, that though buildings remain essential
ly traditional in layout, scale and materials, all this 
has not helped us to avoid the creation of unsightly 
developments. It is important that architects respect 
their indigenous cultures, study their particular 
country and place so that continuity is ensured, and 
hence their buildings speak the language people 
know. These considerations on their own, however, 
separated from attention to universal values of de
sign will not ensure acceptable results in the end 
product. 
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'Critical regionalism' as it is also referred to by some 
writers depends as much on universal values as on 
the correct attitude to tradition. 

Ruslan Khalid 

I agree with Chris Abel, particularly when he said 
that many architectural decisions are not really 
made by architects but by other people who are 
more powerful and more influential. The Hongkong 
and Shanghai Bank and the Asian Bank in Bangkok 
were not possible without the collusion of the client. 

It is the client who in fact finally decides how much 
money they want to spend, what image they want to 
project, what kind of buildings that they want to 
build. If they are lucky they get the architect that can 
express their own aspirations. Norman Foster has 
done just that in Hong Kong. 

The point that I want to return to, is the role of the 
architectural critic. It seems that there is conflict or 
confusion as to the role of an architectural critic. I 
don't know whether there is a clear-cut division 
between somebody making an aesthetic judgement 
on a work of art and a moral judgement about that 
work of art's validity in the context of the particular 
community. Maybe this is where the role of 
architectural criticism comes in, because very often, 
in the recent past, the weightage seems to be more 
on political and social values than the pure delight in 
the aesthetic. 

Music is another product that is for the use of the 
common people, just as architecture in the end, is a 
product for communicating something to the com
mon people; but music critics seldom come out with 
the kind of social weightage or moral weightage that 
architectural critics tend to place on the building 
product. 

In terms of music, the whole thing can be enjoyed 
without any inference of social or moralistic think
ing. Perhaps in a similar way, architectural criticism 
could be divided into what is its aesthetic worth and 
what is its social worth. 

Richard England 

In fact all major decisions in the architectural pro
cess are taken initially by politicians Then follow 
the planners, and then the people who determine 
the service and sewerage pipes and eventually the 
architect ends up with an area marked out by other 
people where he is supposed to put up his building. 
The initial decision making which is the most impor
tant, is unfortunately always outside the hands of the 
architect. 



Another point that I want to take up is that basical
ly, architecture does not travel well. Every place has 
not only its own environment but it also has its own 
sense of time. Therefore, when we talk about time 
in New York, or when we talk about time in Jeddah, 
or in Malta, they are not exactly the same thing. 
There is a progressive growth and continuity which 
relates to time in a particular place. 

It is extremely difficult therefore for visiting consul
tants to arrive jet-lagged, look at a place and instant
ly understand it. The only way you can understand a 
place is to know its memories. I think it was the 
American architect, Jacqueline T. Robertson who 
said that visiting consultants are a little bit like hired 
mercenaries ... without guns, but just as lethal. 

Solutions must be found from within. The people 
who live in and understand the place, will know 
more about it and be more sensitive to it. They can 
listen to what that place is indicating and what it is 
asking for as a solution to its own particular prob
lems taking into account its particular time scale. 

Peter Davey 

It is difficult to divorce architecture from moral and 
political issues. Architecture is political and making 
architecture is a political act. Every line we draw 
influences the way in which people move or work 
and hence the life of the polis. Although Chris Abel 
is quite right when he said that there are basic types 
given to us, surely buildings like Centraal Beehuis 
by Hertzberger or the Hongkong Bank, both of 
which are wonderful places to work in, could not 
have been achieved without the architect having a 
very strong idea about the way in which he wanted 
the play of life to be acted within the building. The 
architect has a great deal to do with the play of life 
even if he only sets the scenes, and it is very easy to 
denigrate what the architect can do, partly because 
in the 1940's, 50's and 60's, architects made excessive 
claims about the way in which by altering the en
vironment we could improve humanity. These were 
shown to be false, yet architects can still have a great 
influence, for good or ill, on the way in which people 
live and work. 

Haluk Pamir 

I would like to direct my points more towards the 
style of criticism in the presentation by Ismail 
Serageldin. It is not the only case in architectural 
criticism where the data used for criticism and the 
information provided to the reader or the audience, 
is not sufficient or does it examine the users rela
tionship to the building. 
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The criticism excluded some environmental data for 
the building. We are told that people are very happy 
using it but I am not sure whether the users reaction 
data is available. 

We have seen cross-sections which described the 
environmental control of the Jeadah bank building, 
but still we don't know how effective it is in compari
sion to other possible solutions for the same pur
pose. So we are again missing something in terms of 
data. We also do not know the intentions of the 
architect, both the Muslim architects and the non
Muslim architects, in terms of the types that they are 
handling. 

The development of an office space requires some 
explanation and this building should be situated at 
some point in the debate on office development. 
Again we have not had enough debate on regional
ism which Ismail Serageldin referred to implicitly in 
his paper. It's not only regionalism - regionalism is 
not enough; it goes on to a kind of implicit authen
ticity, which was discussed also by Peter Serracino 
Inglott. If we are going into critical judgement then 
authenticity should also be criticised. I don't think 
that authenticity can be easily defined like other 
Muslim values, affecting architecture. 

Regionalism, can be discussed in terms of authentic
ity, but where is the criticism of authenticity? Critic
ism should not stop, before criticising its own out
look. This is lacking in Ismail Serageldin's paper. 

Dennis de Lucca 

If there is an architecture, historically, which has 
been concerned with reusing earlier forms, it has 
been Islamic architecture. The Christian Church of 
St. John in Damascus was converted into a mosque 
by changing its orientation and introducing a mihrab 
facing Mecca. Surely this is case of Muslim values 
coalescing with an alien form, in this case a byzan
tine form, to adapt it to a new culture; an Islamic 
culture. 

In the field of town planning, when the new town of 
Baghdad was planned in 762A.D. it has been said 
that the Caliph AI-Mansur consulted architects, en
gineers and land surveyors coming from practically 
every part of the Islamic empire; from Syria, Persia, 
and many others. Surely if there is an architecture 
which has always been concerned with adaptation of 
forms in the context of town planning, it too is 
Islamic architecture. 

When we are talking about architectural criticism 
this unique historical phenomenon must be taken 
into account. Today one finds Muslim and non
Muslim architects putting up buildings in Islamic 
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countries so that one sees a coalescence of different 
forms and different traditions. Architectural critic
ism of contemporary Islamic buildings must take this 
very important fact into account. 

Hasan-Uddin Khan 

When Richard England spoke of solutions from 
within, it ties in with what has just been said. How 
far is "within"? Within countries like Pakistan or 
India, the regional differences get smaller and smal
ler. Does this mean that the best solutions must 
come from a very small group of people who 
"understand" their own cultures in their own 
societies? Or can we, as I believe, benefit from the 
input from people from outside a region which may 
help us to look at ourselves in different ways. 

The danger of saying that all solutions must come 
from one's own culture, is that we become terribly 
chauvinistic and defensive. I would not go in the 
other direction either and say let the "guns for hire" 
(to use that phrase again) come in and do what they 
will. The balance between what must come from 
within a culture and what someone else can bring to 
that culture, given our global situation today, must 
be maintained. 

I believed that this also applies to architectural critic
ism or writing about buildings. The same mix be
tween those who work within their own cultures and 
those who bring another viewpoint into it must in 
some way find a fusion and a mix. 

Selma a1-Radi 

I don't think a situation ever occurred where a build
ing was made purely out of local culture. Architects, 
stone-masons and artists were always mobile. If you 
look at the palace at Persepolis it had Greek 
architects and architects from practically all over the 
world involved; stone-masons and craftsmen. If you 
look at any major historical building, there has al
ways been foreign workmen involved. 

The very fact that we are discussing seriously now 
that there should be a totally regional architecture, 
seems to me absolutely incredible, especially in the 
light of what historically has been the building tradi
tion and the architectural tradition It has never 
been isolated in that way and I don't see why it 
should be isolated today. Under Islamic tenets or 
under Hindu or any other tenets, it cannot stand on 
its own. It has to link up with everything that is 
around it. 

44 

Yasmin Shariff 

There has been cross cultural input in most of the 
grand projects throughout history, however, there 
has never been such an ability to bring materials 
(both old and new) from all over the world to erect 
buildings today. This puts a much greater responsi
bility on architects because as there is such a wide 
choice available the selection of forms and materials 
has to be made much more carefully. 

Most buildings tend to be little more than "the deco
rated shed". Few of the choices made on building 
form and decoration are more than skin deep. Sym
bols and decoration are clipped onto a facade like a 
stage set. The Bhong Mosque is an example of such 
a building. When viewed in detail the building loses 
its integrity. The ornate craftsmanship of the decora
tion is not enough to create a building of excellence. 
The Bhong Mosque does not stand up to the very 
high standard of Mughal architecture which it seeks 
to imitate. Mughal mosques were more restrained in 
their decoration and their choice of colours. They 
were better proportioned and their environmental 
engineering and landscaping was far superior in de
sign to the Bhong Mosque. 

The Bhong Mosque is a very good example to illus
trate the problem facing modern designers.· Most 
countries are facing a cultural identity crisis - trying 
to absorb modern technology within traditional 
values and symbols. A building of substance cannot 
be created by simply masking a modern "shed" with 
a traditional wrapping. It would seem that in order 
to cope with the rapid rate of change in the modern 
world - the Future Shock - people are clinging 
onto familiar symbols especially those of power and 
wealth. "To design in truth and build with beauty" 
should be the corner-stone to cling to in order to 
create buildings with integrity which are sensitive to 
the people and land that they are built to serve. 

Buildings of integrity of beauty and truth are seldom 
the work of an architect in isolation. They are usual
ly actively fought for by both the sponsors and the 
designers. Politicians and planners pave a major 
responsibility in helping to encourage good design 
and the architectural critic can spearhead the pro
cess of identifying good designers and important 
sites and expose the vested interests and prejudices 
which jaundice architectural projects. 

Ruslan Khalid 

I don't entirely agree with the statement by Selma 
al-Radi regarding regionalism. Coming from a coun
try which is very conscious about trying to develop 
architecture with some kind of national identity or 



local identity, I feel that whilst you might say that 
imported technology occured even in primitive 
times, there are more subtle things in operational 
architecture in which the acknowledgment and 
understanding of local custom and tradition is of 
great importance. 

Regional architecture exists in a real sense if it can 
be read in terms of the architect's translation of the 
way of life of the people that he designs for. 

Selma al-Radi 

I did not say that regional archite.cture did not exist. 
I said that regional architecture always involved 
fresh inputs from outside. There are always people 
from outside a region coming in and adding to and 
influencing local styles. I am not saying that it is 
always a good thing either, but that it is an historical 
fact which one cannot deny. 

In Malaysia, you have had in the past, any number 
of different people that have come in and have 
obviously affected your regional architecture. It is 
similar everywhere in the world and there is no place 
historically that has ever been free of it. 

Suha Ozkan 

On this subject, an expression or phrase which was 
used by Peter Davey would give some guidance and 
I like it very much. He conceived regionalism as 
cultural regeneration. I think it is a very important 
point, because if we conceive the subject in this way, 
architecture becomes a process or a tool to evolve a 
certain state of being. It does not become an end 
product as in many examples that we have seen. 
That would open the whole perspective on 
approaches to regionalism which I would like speak
ers to dwell on and to exchange ideas. That point I 
think is very valuable as a contribution. 

Richard England 

The point I made earlier referred to a regional 
architecture and not a national architecture. 
Architecture is born from physical data and a mem
ory data. Physical data is about the topography of 
the region as well as its geography. It is also about 
climate and locally available materials. 

Memory data is about the tradition, the history and 
also the background and legends of the region. The 
architect takes these two data banks and crystallises 
them in the moment of time that he is working on 
his project. That moment in time, focusses the 
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region's economic and political aspirations. The 
architect should use this data as a spring-board to 
arrive at a solution which is pertinent and which 
belongs to the spirit of that place and to the spirit of 
the time of that place. 

Romi Khosla 

It is not too important to know whether it's the 
architect or the circumstances that determine the 
building type. What is more relevant is that critics 
have started increasingly to search in architecture for 
some kind of a temporary freezing of complex social 
values. Probably the architect is not concerned with 
these things. His own training, discipline and oppor
tunities narrow down the reason why he makes a 
particular kind of building. 

The critics who are now becoming increasingly insti
tutionalised, have begun to look at architecture as 
probably the only creative art form which is reflect
ing the complexity of change. Literature and music 
and painting are not giving that dimension to us at 
all. We should separate out the two issues complete
ly. We can discuss a building critically from the 
architect's point of view. In the same breath, we 
cannot then drag it through the streets and start 
accusing the architect of having ignored a whole 
complexity of issues which have to do with the 
observation of social change. 

In the Islamic world in the east particularly, the 
changes that are occuring are so rapid; the value 
systems that are being generated, absorbed and 
digested and spat out; the pace of it is so rapid that 
we all tend to start looking at architecture and build
ings in which we can find lasting values. We then go 
a step further as critics, and start putting into them 
values which may not be there. The critic is also a 
social observer and he will like to project certain 
social values into the building, social values which he 
thinks should be permanent. 

Architecture is thus landed with all kinds of complex 
purposes and historical links, which do not osten
sively exist at all. We have to remember that before 
we entered the industrial age, the dynamism of 
cultural change was tremendous. Just because it was 
an oral culture and we have no record of it, we make 
assumptions and choose certain golden ages and 
freeze certain values. If you see the kind of trade, 
war and cultural activity that were taking part in this 
part of the world, one is amazed at the lack of 
permanence, and yet the quality of the development 
that was taking place at the same time. 
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Haluk Pamir 

I would like to hear from participants who come 
from those areas where the buildings that we have 
been discussing are built, especially the architects of 
the buildings. How do they respond? Can they con
vey to us the impressions of the architects in these 
countries and their evaluation. 

Raymond Vassallo 

I would like to make a few comments about re
gionalism. First of all it makes sense, it is easier to 
opt for a regional architecture, a local culture and a 
smaller type of settlement, rather than an ad hoc 
settlement such as the large Metropolis. I would like 
to illustrate this comment by reference to two of the 
buildings, which we have discussed. They are 
assumed to be at the two extremes of the con
troversy about regionalism. 

The first building is the Niono Mosque. This build
ing exhibits regionalism to quite a large degree. The 
reason is that it seems to respect the topography, the 
climate and the local building materials which have 
been used in its construction. I wonder if the 
architect who built the Niono Mosque had any other 
options? One can say that it is a successful building 
from the regional architecture point of view but it is 
easy to find some defects in it. The three towers on 
its facade appeared to be clipped on. They are not 
very well related to the rectangular mosque. That is 
one example. 

The second example at the other extreme, is the 
Bank designed by Gordon Bunshaft. In this case, 
the question of applying regionalism is easier said 
than done. First of all, it was not possible to use 
traditional local materials in such a megastructure. 
In fact Bunshaft used, what is now, the universal 
building material, concrete, the material which is the 
basis for the international style and for buildings 
which we find in most of the larger cities in the more 
developed countries. 

I feel that the National Commercial Bank is quite 
authentic, in the sense that it accommodates the 
organism; the corporation, quite successfully. It 
symbolises it quite successfully too. It has been 
pointed out that there are defects such as the juxto
position of the circular garage, next to the triangular 
point block. I think the architect tried to pack to 
much on the site which appeared to be rather res
tricted. The main problem is that of scale. An earlier 
speaker rightly commented that it makes the people 
look like ants. The simile is a rather unhappy one 
and there is a certain amount of truth in it, after all, 
the pedestrians down below, are like ants when 
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compared to the size of the large social organism to 
which the bank corresponds. In fact the building is 
likened to an ant hill, with so many people working 
from morning to the evening. 

The other point that I want to make is about ap
plying the concept of regionalism to this building. 
Gordon Bunshaft managed to apply the skyscraper 
to the setting of Saudi Arabia successfully, in the 
sense that he did come to grips with the local prob
lem of climate. It has been suggested that he picked 
up a motif from Islamic architecture, i.e. the cour
tyard and took inspiration from it, to solve the prob
lem of air-change and shading within the building 
This is the only way in which one can talk of re
gionalism as far as this building is concerned. Other
wise the courtyard analogue is far fetched. 

On the other hand, I wonder, if one has to expect 
the building to relate to the particular culture; Isla
mic culture in this case, the culture which is found in 
the country where this building has been erected. I 
wonder if there is a different type of culture today, 
at a higher level of abstraction, perhaps a world 
culture, which would explain why we get all these 
high rise buildings in various countries. If one had to 
dwell in outer space and aimed one's instruments at 
the world today, probably these manifestations of 
this world culture are the first evidence of human 
activity on earth which one would experience. 

Hasan-Uddin Khan 

I wish to refer to the Bhong Mosque in Pakistan. I 
am from Pakistan and I know the area reasonably 
well. I felt there was a slightly misleading compari
son made in Ismail Serageldin's paper between the 
villages which are undecorated and this amazing 
decoration of the mosque. There is a very strong 
tradition in Pakistan, specially in that area, where 
people do not like to be seen to be decorating the 
outside of their buildings, as it is seen in part as 
ostentation. There is a certain degree of modesty 
which is exhibited. 

The mosque is seen as a house of God and a place 
which becomes a symbol for community. It becomes 
an important place which must be glorified, which 
must be, in a sense, decorated. It is a process of 
embellishment, which says that we really consider 
this as the most important part of our village. The 
point that it didn't fit with what is around it is 
somewhat at odds with my perception. 

Osamah El-Gohary 

I have reservations on the idea Qf regionalism. So far 



we have used so many terms that, to a Muslim, seem 
to be as foreign as much of the architecture we see 
now. Islam is not "regional". If we look closely at 
many of the mosques that have been built through 
history, we see two directions. We see the regional 
influences and we can also see the Islamic influence. 
We can see the plan of the Prophet Mosque in 
Medina embedded within most of these designs, 
even though climatic conditions, materials, and so 
on, might have different influences in the building. 

We see in the architecture of the mosque that the 
designers use courtyards, local building materials, 
local architectural vocabularies but the problem 
faced is not the use of the vocabulary as much as the 
way it is put together. Muslim architecture has bor
rowed a lot from other cultures but the thing which 
is more important is the syntax and the grammar of 
the language of Muslim architecture. 

The dome that Sinan uses is the same as the Ren
naissance dome but the concept of space is totally 
different and since he had a different concept of 
space then he has got new technology to invent, to 
make this new space. 

I also want to mention the National Bank. We 
should have a better description of this building 
before we criticise it. We should have a master plan 
of the entire area to get an idea of the location of this 
building and the circumstances of the site to know 
exactly why this building turns its back to the sea and 
to the shore and why it has these huge openings. We 
should ask the architect about the architectural pre
cident of this building in the region, and see whether 
or not he has an architectural vocabulary that he 
used which makes this building not necessarily Isla
mic but related to the local Jeddah architecture. 

Said Zulficar 

The architect of the National Commercial Bank in 
Jeddah never went to Saudi Arabia. It was designed 
entirely in the USA. 

Osamah EI.Gohary 

I don't think that an architect has to go to a country 
to design. He can obtain enough information to 
design a building. It's not an excuse for the architect 
to say "I did not go there and therefore I cannot 
design". The problem with architects is mostly they 
look only at buildings, they never read history, they 
never go beyond what they see, especially practising 
architects. 
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Syed Zaigham Jaffery 

Just to add a corollary to the architect for the 
National Commercial Bank Building not going to 
Jeddah. Similarly, I don't think Ismail Serageldin 
went to experience the Bhong Mosque, but he has 
written a critical evaluation on it. Therefore, we 
come to a most important question that we should 
probably address here, and that is: Can critics criti
cise buildings which they have not experienced? 

Selma al-Radi 

Critics should go to see a building they are criti
cising. 

Dennis Sharp 

That is incredible. The whole idea of criticism is that 
you criticise something which you have seen, surely? 
This is getting into the realms of the absurd. It's 
rather like being a music critic but not actually hear
ing the music! 

Syed Zaigham Jaffery 

To continue with this question of the architect hav
ing designed something which is supposed to be a 
symbol of regionalism yet not having visited Jeddah, 
there is also the question of the role of the architect. 
How much of the design that architects are doing 
today, is based on the whims of the client? What are 
the values that are imposed on the design? In most 
cases, isn't the architect just a facilitator of a certain 
politician's whim, or a certain banker's whim, or the 
need of a bank for publicity? So that if it is a robot, it 
will be remembered and people will come and de
posit money there. If it was a low key, lost in the 
slums type of bank, would it have the same impact 
as the robot building. 

Therefore, the question is how much can an 
architect do without his design being superimposed 
by the values of the client? If you take it a little 
further, why did the builder of the pyramids build as 
high as he did? Who was dictating the height? Was it 
his design decision or in the modem context, why 
did Sumet Jumsai really go for the robot as a design 
for his bank in Bangkok? 

In another situation, you could say that sensitive and 
good architecture, therefore, may only be possible 
when you train the decision maker about what the 
architect can do. Here is where the architectural 
critics can probably play a role in trying to train 
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those who decide what our design is going to be. 
Maybe those are the people who should be attend
ing the workshops more than architects. 

Alex Torpiano 

As regards the architect not having visited Jeddah, it 
is certainly shocking when you realise that he has 
designed a building for a place he has not even 
visited. On the other hand, when you keep in mind 
that he is designing a bank which is a symbol of 
capitalism, is it so shocking that he is doing it from 
the centre of capitalism? 

Going back to what Abdelbaki Ibrahim suggested 
concerning the rules that prescribe how a mosque 
ought to be designed in various regions, what is the 
architect to do when he tackles a building for which 
there is no model? Could it be justifiable to say that 
since the ultimate model for a big bank exists in 
America, the designer does not need to go to see the 
context in which he is building since what is desired 
by the client is a small "Washington'; in the middle 
of Jeddah. 

I am not saying that I agree with this line of thinking 
but there is justification for that approach since what 
you are really saying is that the Jeddah society that 
this building serves and represents is not really the 
Islamic world in its ideal, or perhaps its traditional 
role, but it embodies the importation of, not just the 
money, but a whole way of projecting itself. 

Dennis Sharp 

The question presumably is how do you prevent this 
sort of thing happening? Someone could be in a 
position to receive a commission quite outside the 
context in which the building is being built. It goes 
back to a point that I raised earlier; that a basic 
discussion has to take place about typologies, about 
use of certain forms of buildings. 

This is where the architect and the critic can work 
together. Particularly over this current argument ab
out high building. Do we want to see high buildings 
in the Islamic world in places which have a low scale 
and a low profile? Is a high building a good thing to 
have next door to the Mdina here in Malta? Do you 
bring Italian architects in to design enormous hotels 
next door to the Knights Chapel? I don't think you 
do personally. 

Architects and critics have got to make decisions 
about whether they want to influence clients, pat
rons, and the general public and about whether 
these attitudes are acceptable or not. That has got a 
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lot more to do with regionalism than these vague 
quasi-social arguments we have been hearing. Aal
to, who we know worked within a regional context 
and produced marvellous buildings, was an architect 
who worked with an operative function of re
gionalism. 

Osamah EI-Gohary 

I want to return to this idea of height and whether 
Islam has something against or for the idea of 
height. The example is from Sinan's architecture 
again and can be found in the building of the Seli
miye in Edirne. He wanted to build a much higher 
dome than that in Constantinople (Istanbul) where 
people remarked upon the height of the dome of 
Hagra Sophia. Is that an Islamic thought? If we take 
it from the very basis of Islamic thought then spend
ing the money of the people erecting high buildings 
may not be proper. 

From another point of view, namely the idea of 
rivalry; that one building competes with another and 
that one dominates the other; the Islamic state 
wanted to make such a gesture in that particular 
region. The building represented the power of Mus
lims and Islam and consequently the gesture became 
something Islamic taken from the Islamic Law 
known as Sad al-Zara'i. Here we have the idea of 
height and doing something that overrides the other 
buildings that exist in the city or region. 

Selma a1-Radi 

I think its politics more than Islam. It is actually a 
political statement in most cases. 

Osamah EI-Gohary 

If we want to design something Islamic, there are 
some Islamic laws. Whether this is a political thing 
or not there are laws in Islam and whatever comes 
from these particular laws is Islamic: 

Dennis Sharp 

If you start on a point like that, you have got a basis 
on which you can discuss high buildings. Then you 
have got to add the corrollary; the high building in 
the United States was an amalgam type building, it 
was not the single use building that we see imposed 
on so many environments today. The earliest exam
ples of the Chicago high buildings were often multi-



use buildings. They contained within their own en
velope, many different uses and they had many 
different volumes. 

If you look at the Chicago Auditorium Building by 
Adler and Sullivan, that was not only a hotel, but 
also had an auditorium. It is a tiny building in mod
ern Chicago terms now but at that moment in time, 
when these kind of discussions were being held by 
the Chicago architects, they would have been discus
sing the imposition of that kind of object on their 
environment. 

There are rules and lessons that one can learn from a 
discussion of such points as these. They are con
cerned with architectural objectives and values and 
these are the things which can establish a basis on 
which regionalism itself can be discussed. 

Peter Serracino Inglott 

Height in itself is not significant and one cannot 
attribute universal significance to something being 
taller. There are tall men who carry themselves 
proudly and there are tall men who carry themselves 
humbly. This is perfectly possible. 

I think the difficulty about tall buildings is one which 
emerged when Dennis Sharp said "can the tall build
ing be organic?" Organic implies articulated. The 
problems which were being raised about the leddah 
bank or banks, because it applies to both of them, is 
a matter of their articulation. You can have a tall 
building which is articulated in ways, for instance, 
which have a rhythm which is proportionate to hu
man dimensions. 

You can be at the foot of a tall building which is in 
scale to the human body and to human size and 
which therefore does not give you this feeling. There 
are other problems about inserting tall buildings, 
say, next door to Mdina. There, first you have a 
natural environment which is made up of low un
dulating hills and this is very different from an en
vironment which could be a flat plain or where there 
are mountains. The building is going to have a dia
logue with the natural environment and that has to 
be taken into account. 

It may also be inserted in an urban texture with 
which it can come into conflict or with which it can 
harmonise. You cannot make a universally valid 
statements about tall buildings. It depends entirely 
on the context in which they are going to be used, on 
the ways in which they are going to be articulated, 
and the way in which people are going to react to 
them. 

Open Discussion 

Abdelbaki Ibrahim 

Let us come back to the Islamic values which we 
Muslims always refer to when we discuss any 
architectural work. Of course Islam strives for 
homogenity between people and this is eventually 
reflected in the environment itself. If we have tall 
buildings and low buildings, this does not really 
reflect the social values of Islam which leads to 
homogenity. 

If we consider mosques then we have research on 
the rules and values which control the design of a 
mosque. Islamic values do not call for extravagant 
decoration; they call for modesty, they require open 
space for everybody to have a good view of the 
Imam who is leading the prayers. There are other 
factors affecting the shape and the plan of the mos
que. The mosque is usually the symbol of the people 
and the centre of the urban structure. 

Whereas, if you have tall buildings which dominate 
the mosque, that does not reflect Islamic values. 

Selma aJ-Radi 

I don't know how you can say that they are not 
Islamic values. Presumably the clients in the case of 
the National Bank were Muslims and they re
quested, as I understand it, a tall building In that 
case, do you then have to go back and say the 
government has to set guidelines, whereby no build
ing should be taller than four storeys, because Islam 
says everything has to be homogeneous and every
thing has to be two storeys. 

I don't see how you can superimpose something like 
that on a Islamic society today. 

Abdelbaki Ibrahim 

It's not a question of imposing rules. Architecture is 
always the reflection of the social and cultural struc
tures. If you find these mishaps in Muslim cities like 
leddah, it means a man is not a good Muslim; he 
wants to show himself and in Islam we are told not 
to be extravagant. 

Yasmin Shariff 

Height restrictions are imposed on buildings for 
many reasons. One of the major constraints in Lon
don on height is the relative position of a building to 
St. Paul's Cathedral. This planning policy affects 
sight lines as far as ten miles away from the Cathed
ral. Many of the planning policies such as this one 
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have evolved from local action groups who cam
paign on environmental issues. 

Planning law in Britain, following legislation in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s requires the public to be 
informed and to have a voice in shaping their sur
roundings. Unfortunately this is not supported by an 
active or lively debate about architectural issues. I 
believe it is the critic's responsibility to stimulate 
such a debate so that the general public can make a 
more informed decision. The critic can make a valu
able contribution as the intermediary between the 
professionals and the general public. As an impartial 
and knowledgeable person the critic can crystallise 
the pertinent issues and publicise schemes. Critics in 
the literary and theatrical fields promote their arts in 
a controversial and dynamic manner. There is no 
reason why an architectural critic cannot make a 
similar impact. 

Syed Zaigham Jaffery 

In Indonesia, on the island of Bali, with which I'm 
sure many of you are familiar, in the early 70s tour
ism expanded and they built new tall hotel buildings 
which were totally alien to Bali's environment. The 
local people hated it. So now, there is a rule which 
restricts the height of all buildings and no building 
can be higher than the coconut trees. That is a 
building regulation, believe it or not! 

Selma a1-Radi 

The same thing happened in Sana'a when it first 
opened out to the western world. Sana' a invented 
the skyscraper though the highest buildings then 
were between eight to ten storeys high. Modem 
technology came in in the early 1970s and the 
Yemenese decided that they must have it too. The 
Airline brought in an Italian architect and he pro
duced this wondrous steel building that goes up 
eighteen storeys. 

At the base of this building, lived the most impor
tant Sheikh of the area who said "I can't stand this 
thing staring at me". The local people, the local 
craftsmen took up the issue and professionals joined 
in. Eventually the criticism was so extreme that it 
was discussed in parliament and a law was passed 
whereby (in a country that invented the skyscraper) 
"no building may be higher than the tallest building 
in Sana'a". 

I don't think you can just throw out local interest 
groups and the local inhabitants. After all, they have 
to live with these buildings. 
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Haluk Pamir 

It would appear that in Islamic thinking we have one 
approach to criticism, which puts modesty, as a 
value system, for criticising architecture. It can be 
used probably for producing architecture as well. 
There is a counterpart in the western conceptual 
framework; Smithson's notion of "ordinariness". It 
can be compared though I don't know how one can 
actually use modesty as a tool for generating critic
ism. It seems that there is also a universal intellec
tual quest to try to define architectural criticism. 

Ismail Serageldin's position was that he was looking 
for an intellectual approach to criticism, however he 
didn't say which intellectual position he was trying to 
criticise! Abdelbaki Ibrahim is an intellectual as well 
and he has produced books on his position. 

How can we compare the two positions? Critics 
should have a value system, and should actually 
develop and make this value system explicit to 
others. The Keynote Paper stated that criticism 
should be objective and, if I have not misunderstood 
the paper, that one should not really push a value 
system. It cannot go very far because we, as indi
viduals, have value systems and also criticism is 
directing others towards a value system. 

One cannot become a critic overnight. We can talk 
about architecture, we can raise the question of 
values, we can make human judgements, but it is 
difficult to become an architectural critic. One 
should be very careful in taking on the role of the 
critic. If we are going to start in the Muslim world or 
in the developing world, to take the critic's role, 
then we must prepare ourselves. 

Peter Serracino Inglott 

I would like to take this opportunity to return to the 
subject of critical discourse. I do not think, and here 
I am more on home ground than in my previous 
intervention, that you are at all correct in asking for 
definitions of such terms as "authenticity". We were 
not using it in any special sense. I don't think any
body who has an ordinary command of English does 
not know what "authentic" means. It is something 
which is not a fake, it is something which doesn't 
pretend to be other than itself. It would be wrong to 
insist on definitions. I think this was one of the worst 
heritages which Socrates left the western world be
cause it gives the idea that there must be one single 
essence underlying a term; terms like beauty or art. 

In fact, there is no essence underlying beauty or art. 
These are terms which cover a multiplicity of convu
lated realities between which there is a large number 
of likenesses, a network of connections and so on. I 



think asking for definitions is something which is 
necessary in the natural sciences or mathematics but 
not in this kind of discourse. The real problem arises 
not about what "authenticity" means, but when we 
start saying this is authentically Muslim, for inst
ance, then there is a problem. The problem there 
however is really defining "Muslim" and not defin
ing "authentic." 

Ruslan Khalid 

I want to add a comment on the subject of value 
judgements. We talk here as critics belonging to an 
international clique with international values. When 
we are judging the work done in a particular locality, 
some native situation, then maybe our critical eva
luations will not be appropriate to their own concept 
of what is unique and what is ideal in their terms. 

For instance, if we look at the Palace in which our 
seminar is taking place, maybe today we will value 
the kind of things that have been done to the very 
room in which we are sitting as perhaps immoral in 
our terms, because it uses too much human labour. 
If we are critics and we were to judge this building in 
those terms, this kind of work will never be done. 
The value judgement should be scaled down, or 
should be tuned to be appropriate to the kind of 
work or the kind of context that we are looking at. 

Raymond Vassallo 

When one criticises a building, it is important to do 
it in the right context. Some comments have been 
made about height and in my opinion, some of the 
comments were made out of context. 

The possibility was mentioned of building a high rise 
structure next to Mdina. This would be a case of a 
building being out of context, most certainly out of 
place. If the location is a down town area in a 
modern city, which is already compromised by a 
cluster of high rise buildings, then the situation is a 
completely different one. It is not surprising that an 
architect such as Gordon Bunshaft, when given the 
commission of building a bank in such a location, 
literally rose to the occasion by building highrise. 
The main problem is one of scale, in the sense that it 
is not important if the building is twice as big or half 
as big. It is very difficult for the human being to 
appreciate how large it is. 

The problem of scale is a modern problem because 
in traditional architecture, the module of scale was 
the human figure. This module is hardly applicable 
to large buildings or high buildings and so far, 
architects have failed to invent a new module of 
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scale which might be applicable in such large 
bllilding. 

Gorg Cilia 

The thing that has impressed me is that we seem to 
have taken up a lot of time discussing one dimen
sion, ie, the vertical dimension and we do not look 
at architecture as buildings, modulating the terrain 
in a three dimensional way. It troubles me, that we 
are looking at architecture and regionalism in one 
dimension only and not in other dimensions. 

Denis de Lucca 

As Gorg Cilia rightly implies, architecture has many 
dimensions, not just one, two or three. In fact, no 
photograph can present us with an accurate picture 
of a particular building. The best way of experienc
ing architecture is by walking through and around it 
and this experience is something which is difficult to 
explain in a photograph, especially if one has not 
had the opportunity of seeing the building in its 
context. 

Additional dimensions do not come through on 
photographs, especially the dimension of time and 
the experience of space. 

Jo Tonna 

I am pleased we are now been talking of "additional 
dimensions", because this takes me back to the 
point I made earlier about the convergencies that 
can be found between the traditional architecture of 
Muslim countries and some recent trends in contem
porary western architecture. For instance, Charles 
Moore advocates a "haptic" approach to 
architecture, meaning one which is directed at all the 
senses and not merely the sense of vision, the ulti
mate objective being an architecture that is experi
enced by inhabitation and possession from within, 
rather than being perceived visually and from a dis
tance. On this point there is much to learn from 
traditional Arab and Muslim architecture, which is 
mostly appreciated for the protection, serenity, and 
unexpected delights it affords. Where the celebra
tion of movement and the organisation of visual axes 
takes pride of place in the West, whose architecture 
is interpreted by Norberg-Schultz as a choreog
raphed succession of centres and paths, the 
architecture of Muslim lands is all centres, marking 
out inhabited places for relaxation and introspec
tion, and leaning towards a poetic celebration of the 
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fragmentary, the episodic, and the unexpected. This 
is a trend which is partly shared with Arab poetry 
and music. 

Peter Serracino luglott 

What has been said about architecture is of cause a 
reflection also of society. The west has the idea of a 
hierarchical class society where the middle class inte
grate and create a ladder of social mobility upwards 
and downwards while Muslim society, has the idea 
of a multi, overlapping group sector system, cen
tered on the mosque in the town. There are certain 
values, but it doesn't have this scale of social classes; 
it has overlapping ones which are not integrated but 
disseminated. So there you have a perfect reflection, 
in architecture, of the way in which society is struc
tured. 

Selma al-Radi 

In that case, the bank building in leddah stands for 
all of that. It is superimposing itself in a non-Islamic 
manner because, presumably the only prominent 
building that should exist in an Islamic society is a 
mosque or a combination of a school and a mosque 
together, probably with a so uk around it. This is the 
usual configuration at the centre of a town. 

The bank building is then superimposing another 
imperialist or capitalist form. It is "banking im
perialism" imposed in the middle of a society that is 
not supposed to have any other symbol except that 
of the mosque. 

Ruslan Khalid 

There is more to a Muslim society than people living 
in houses and going to prayers and to school. The 
markets, many of them remaining, are evidence of 
commercial life in the Muslim society. They do take 
some prominence in the make up of a Muslim city. 

Selma al-Radi 

That is part of the commercial life. People basically 
came in to trade in the city in the market areas. This 
bank though is an alien form; not that banking 
doesn't exist for banking existed even in the old 
market place. Should it however, dominate the 
whole country side or should it just take it's place in 
the society it's supposed to serve? 
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Malta architect 

Actually the bank building has impressed me quite a 
lot but there is a problem with its scale. In my 
experience when you move around in an Islamic 
town, there is a feeling that the buildings are con
ceived in isolation and they simply fit into place. 
They are very much like atoms moving around, 
fitting automatically into place, with the streets as 
communication networks; not pre-designed streets, 
but streets which come out of the buildings. 

The problem is that when there is a building of the 
scale of the National Bank, automatically that build
ing is going to condition the space around it. If there 
is an unplanned space around it, which is the tradi
tional attitude towards town planning in many Isla
mic towns, automatically you are changing the entire 
concept of how to look at things and how to experi
ence towns. That worries me considerably because 
buildings of that scale would seem to imply that one 
needs a much more global attitude to planning 
which tends to be a problem. Even looking at sky
lines of Islamic towns one sees buildings in a very 
natural way placed in different areas and problems 
happen when you have such a large building. That 
should be taken into consideration, particularly 
when introducing high buildings into Islamic towns, 
much more than in other towns. 

Selma a1-Radi 

We have heard some very interesting points on 
architectural criticism relating to height, function, 
moral values, the clients' role, education, architects 
education, value systems and a number of different 
attitudes that we should take into consideration. 

I hope we will hone it down so that it becomes more 
manageable and understandable. 



Session II 
Panel Discussion 

Richard England 

The title of this session "Traditional Approaches to 
Contemporary Architecture" prompts me to intro
duce to you some of my own work in Malta because 
I believe my whole approach is compatible with the 
title. I believe an architect should show what he has 
done with his own buildings, not in order to suggest 
that he has found the right solution, but at least to 
show that in manifest built form, he has attempted 
to find a solution. In all my buildings there is an 
attempt to relate to the "spirit of place" of my native 
island. The parameters of my design process fall 
very much within a traditional approach towards the 
establishment of an expression of contemporary re
gional architecture. 

If we are to talk of an architecture which relates to a 
particular place it seems necessary to briefly ex
amine the place itself. Malta is an island which today 
is still fortunate to have retained its building tradi
tion, both in terms of materials, i.e. stone, and also 
the craftsman's skill. This means that when one is 
using traditional materials today, one is not indulg
ing in nostalgic revivals of a dead past or veneer 
facades to obtain stage-set effects, but one is making 
use of a living contemporary local technology. 

Limestone units grouped in quarry before transportation to 
building sites. 

In my approach towards regionalism, there is a con
tinuous use in whole or in part of the local limestone 
material, not only because one is seeking to create a 
sense of continuity with the past, but because it is 
still the most easily worked, readily available, and 
economically priced building material on the island. 

I have always believed in an expression of an 
architecture of regionalism relating specifically to a 
process of evolution as opposed to revolution. The 
particular qualities and properties of Malta indicate 
that the following of, or the extension of, living 
traditions is the sale correct and logical solution 
available. What is required is to look forward but 
also to reach backward in producing an expression 
of architecture of continuity within change. I strong
ly believe that without a past no expression of 
architecture can have a future. In all my work, there 
is an attempt to create an architecture based on the 
philosophy of a new leaf not a new tree! The inten
tion is to graft buildings to essential basic regional 
roots whilst utilising as much as possible ethnic 
materials. This manifests my belief that architects 
must relate to and evolve their work from the par
ticular "spirit of place"; be truly regional, adhere to 
scale and yet produce an expression that is essential
ly of today. In projects such as the Salina Bay Hotel 

Typical Maltese Cluster of cube hOllses around church as the 
focal point traditional tow/lScape 
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Salina Bay Hotel, Malta (Architect Richard England) 
An attempt to fit in a large building into an open landscape 

and the Ta'Monita Tourist Village. I have tried to 
obtain an expression which in Rifat Chadirji's words 
is "technically progressive" (in relation to the island) 
"yet culturally conservative", in the sense that to 
conserve means to keep alive. 

Wherever an architect works, he needs hands that 
see and eyes that feel, together with an essential 
dose of good manners, in trying to produce an inte
grated tapestry of time and place woven into a con
temporary fabric of identity. I once again would like 
to stress what I said at the opening of the seminar. 
"It is imperative that in the exiguous proportions of 
an environment as small and fragile as Malta (or for 
that matter anywhere) an architect must perform in 
the dual role of designer of the future and defender 
of the past." 

The Marina San Gorg Tourist Apartments at St. 
Georges Bay demonstrates an attempt to create an 
expression of continuity, based on the common his
torical and traditional roots which connect the new 

Ta'Monita Tourist Village, Malta (Architect Richard 
England) Stone units and respect of scale in new 

development helps to fit "new" into "old" 

buildings to their neighbouring surroundings and the 
environment in general. The new attempts to estab
lish a relationship with both the physical and cultural 
background of the old of this particular site. The 
treatment of the existing military barracks, an im
ported cultural baggage which has now become part 
of the overall local identity, is echoed in the new 
building. It is an exercise, carved in the traditional 
ochre coloured stone of Malta, relating today's ex
pression to the legacy of tradition. Here is a wedding 
of old and new in both composition and materials; 
an attempt to create a total contextual fabric of 
identity. This is an architecture of "dialogue" be
tween the site as it was and as it is now, with the 
insertion of the new building. By mixing the tenses 
of the site, the project illustrates that architecture is 
a journey which involves the past, present and the 
future. It also demonstrates that in architecture, 
whilst there is a time to be bold, there is more often 
a time to be humble and furthermore that the most 

Marina San Gorg tourist apartments (Architect Richard England). The New Building attempts to establish a relationship 

with both the physical and cultural context of the site 
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Festaval Tourist Village, Malta (Architect: Richard England) The terraced form fits into the inclined landscape, without 
elements of intrusion 

Festaval Tourist Village, Malta. 

basic and essential quality in any architectural ges
ture is that of respect towards the site and its existing 
surroundings. With this approach of contextualism 
the prime objective of the architect becomes one of 
defending and preserving the past. It was T S Eliot 
who said, "the past is altered by the present as much 
as the present is directed by the past". 

The Festaval Tourist Village on the north coast of the 
island, is conceived as a discreet architectural inser
tion into the surrounding flowing landscape, under 
the solid walls of a centuries old defensive tower. 

I have always felt that the basic failure of the Inter
national Style stemmed from the fact that modern 
architects spent too much time analysing joints in 
buildings forgetting, most of the time, the most im
portant joint of all, that of the building to the site. 
seven floors are terraced into the sloping terrain 
between the dividing stone spine-walls, so that at no 
point does the building protrude more than one 
floor above the contours of the existing site. This is 
an attempt at a total integration of a building into its 

site; a manifestation of architecture laid out in a 
minimal system of balanced asymmetrical construc
tion, which at the same time is an echo of the ex
isting surrounding topography both in form and 
materials. This project reflects a determined effort 
to develop a commercially viable tourist 
architecture, which while climatically responsive, 
enhances as well as exploits the character of the site 
and region. The aim is to complement and extend 
the existing environmental values. In this light, I 
have always attempted to treat any new building 
operation as an exercise in conservation, which con
tributes to the essential character of the particular 
site, with a specific view towards not only the pre
servation of these values, but even more so their 
enhancement. 

Crowning the hill which rises steeply from the fertile 
valley below the village of Manikata, on the north
ern side of the island, high above the solid, cubic 
houses, stands the Church of St. Joseph, a simple 
punctuation mark in the flOwing landscape. The tra-
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Dry wall construction toolsheds. 

ditional relationship of curved building to cube, be
tween the church and the surrounding urban dwell
ing forms in traditional complexes, is repeated in 
this design. 
Manikata's origins lie rooted in the built form of the 
pre-historic temples of Malta. It also draws its form 
from the equally feminine florid shapes of the is
land's opulent baroque church domes, which domin
ate the cubic skyline of the characteristic Maltese 
townscape, and also from the primitive masOnry 
order of rural toolsheds which dot the local country
side. All these images are combined together and 
injected into a design suitable, for a 20th century 
church, so that it can act as a bridge between the 
Malta of the past and that of the future - suspended 
in time and place, yet simultaneously very much of 
both. 
This is a building which attempts a relevant borrow
ing from the ethnic-rooted culture belonging specifi
cally to a place as opposed to Post-Modernism's 
indiscriminate hijacking of random elements from 
the pages of architectural history books. 

Before "regionalism" became the fashionable con
cept that it is today, these works and similarly the 
buildings of Rifat Chadirji in Iraq, Aris Konstanti
nides in Greece, Geoffrey Bawa in Sri Lanka, Far
raoui and DeMazieres in Morocco, and a handful of 
others, attempted to create an expression of contem
porary architecture, based on historical and tradi
tional roots, which crystallised the potential of the 
region and connected buildings to both their physic
al and cultural backgrounds. These expressions are 
in no way to be understood as a desire to halt 
progress or the way to the future. As man becomes 
more mobile in an ever-shrinking global-village civi
lisation, he is developing an increasing awareness of 
the value of roots; which are recognised not only as 
a vital psychological need, but even more, in order 
to successfully relate our species to a basic socio
cultural existence and location in both time and 
space. Identity can only be found through a process 
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Church of St Joseph at Manikata draws its inspiration from 
the Island's baroque domes and the primitive rural 
toolsheds 

of analysis of the region in its place and in its time. 

It was Paul Ricouer who said, "the problem is not 
simply to repeat the past but rather to take root in it, 
in order to ceaselessly invent the future". Drawing 
both from the physical and memory data banks an 
expression of architecture should vary according to 
place, just as fruit varies according to the soil in 
which its seed is planted. 

In conduding I would stress that it is not necessary 
to label an expression of architecture as "tradition
al", "regional", "modem" or "post-modem". The 
prime and essential requisite is that a work of 
architecture belongs to its particular place in time 
and is created in such a way that it may be termed 
above all "appropriate" and "relevant" to first of all 
its surroundings and then to its users. 

Photographs courtesy of Richard England 

Abu H. Imamuddin 

Listening throughout the deliberations, I have been 
wondering what should be the criteria for criticism 
of architecture in the Third World context where 
there is a growing dominance of imported symbols 
over the local ones. If 'symbol making' is one of the 
main objectives of architecture, then the pertinent 
question is who makes what kind of symbol, for 
whom and for what purpose. 

In the recent past, we have been overwhelmed by 
the ideas and ideals of western art and architecture. 
Quality of architecture (at least officially) is mea
sured by the extent, use and application of western 
elements or concepts in shaping, organising and de
lineating the built environment. Appreciation for 
those buildings or structures remains limited to 
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Capital Complex al Sher-e-Bangla, Dhaka by Louis Kahn. 

Traditionally religious buildings in this region played a dominant role in symbol making. Mosque structures were 
often placed within spacious gardens 

architects who were mostly responsible for such de
velopments and to those educated middle and upper 
class people who are their main consumers and who 
have an affinity for western culture as opposed to 
their own (through the influence of their education, 
training and the media). They are in the majority in 
government and decision making bodies and it is 
only natural that a building, quite out of context, 
may be readily accepted. One such example is the 
Capital Complex at Sher-e-Bangla, Dhaka designed 
by Louis Kahn. It has been referred to by Romi 
Khosla in his presentation as a strong symbol mak
ing building of our region. 

Now let us see, in what context the building is 

placed. Dhaka is an old city. Traditionally religious 
buildings in this region played a dominant role in 
symbol making. Mosque structures were the land
mark in Mughal and pre-Mughal periods and these 
were often placed within spacious gardens standing 
free in relation to nature. Now, looking at urban 
vernacular architecture in this region we see exam
ples of people-built mosques, with the use of a varie
ty of colours, texture and form which expresses the 
local people's choice. 

In the old part of the city one sees the vernacular 
domestic architecture of Dhaka. At different times, 
different elements have been used to delineate the 
building facades. The buildings are generally built 
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The vernacular architecture of Dhaka 

very compactly in a harmonious order. Often there 
are interventions of modern buildings in the tradi
tional fabric, trying to establish a new balance. 

The Central Mosque of Dhaka (the Baitul Mukar
ram Mosque) is a modern building and a landmark 
in the city. Though built by professionals, the build
ing has a limited architectural significance, yet it is a 
very popular building and highly appreciated by the 
ordinary people. In relation to this our Capitol Com
plex stands at the opposite pole. 

The National Assembly Complex was originally 
commissioned by a dictator to proclaim his brand of 
guided democracy. The commission was given to an 
architect well versed in Roman architecture, but he 
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The references for the Capital Complex are from Roman 
architecture The spaces created are more in conformity with 
traditional Roman structure. 

may have had very little opportunity to know about 
Bengali architecture. 

It seems that the reference he has taken to develop 
the design is from Roman architecture. The spaces 
created are more in conformity with Roman tradi
tional scale which expressed the power and dignity 
of the Roman Empire. One wonders whether Bang
ladesh, a poverty stricken Third World country 
needs a powerful image to symbolise its parliament. 

Morever, the form is self reliant, imposing and out 
of human scale in complete contradiction to the 
prevailing architecture of the city. It was designed 
like a castle, massive, inaccessible and segregated by 
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The Capital Complex is self-imposing and out of human scale - designed like a castle - massive, inaccessible and 
segregated by water bodies. 

water bodies. It represents more a seat of despotic 
alien power than democracy, having little coherence 
with the culture and people of the country. This 
heroic architecture, made out of shapes of geomet
ry, transmits very little to the ordinary people. To 
them, it is very ambiguous in nature and is only 
impressive to the extent of its official dignity as an 
Assembly building and massiveness of its structure. 
The building form is as meaningless to the people as 
are the intricacies of democracy. 

The irony is that the building, on the contrary, has a 
profound influence on architects and students, as 
well as the elites. It is the monumentality that in
spires them; in fact it is the monumentality that has 
become a powerful symbol of architecture, if not of 
its people and culture. The effect on local 
architecture is a growing tendency towards 
monumentality among architects (everybody is 
building monuments to themselves) rather than de
veloping a harmonious architecture based on the 
study of indigenous design. Such a powerful symbol 
restrains the development of a humble local 
architecture. 

Symbolism with official patronage and claiming au
thenticity for the same in many ways suppresses the 

natural organic growth of local architectural tradi
tion. In our regional context, blind appreciation of 
imported models has become a general mode of 
architectural criticism. 

Photographs courtesy of Abu H Imamuddin 

Syed Zaigham Jaffery 

Just to add to what Abu H. Imamuddin has been 
saying and to take the thrust of the discussions to
wards the topic of the seminar, I would like to point 
out a few things, about dealing with or indulging in 
architectural criticism in our societies. When I say 
our societies, I mean those in the Third World, and 
most Islamic countries are in the Third World. 

Healthy and thriving architectural criticism implies 
that there is architecture in the environment which 
raises the need for evaluation and criticism to im
prove further: that there is an audience and that 
there is an awareness within this audience. Of 
course, none of this can be without a value base or 
an ideology. If you look closely or examine the 
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factors in most of our countries, you will find that 
most of these elements are missing. 

Architects form a minority, serving, if they are ac
tive, an elite or only a small percentage of the 
population. Most of the architecture in our countries 
is not by architects. The audience, to which you 
could address your criticism, is limited. There are 
literacy rates of two to twenty percent, in very good 
cases, in populations of fifty to a hundred million. 
Within that two to twenty percent, not many are 
aware of the issues or values of architecture as critics 
would like or based on which we could probably 
criticise. 

In fact, the opposite may be true: where the literate 
populations are westernised by education, their cul
turally invaded values try to dictate the outcome of 
the work that an architect produces. It has been 
said, that behind each bureaucrat, who wields the 
power to decide on our plans, is a Shah Jahan trying 
to create monuments to his own whims or his own 
interpretation of modernity or tradition. Mughal 
emperor Shah Jahan, the builder of the Taj Mahal, 
for those of you who might not know, was one of the 
greatest builders of the Mughal dynasty which ruled 
the Indo-Pakistan sub-continent for several hundred 
years. 

How much, then, can the architect resist? Or should 
he refuse to work rather than tarnish his work by the 
elements demanded by the untutored and then sub
sequently perhaps go hungry? Should he bow to the 
pressures and apply the elements demanded by his 
clients and concretise their imaginative whims? 
Surely, one might say that the ideal would be the 
middle course, but that implies that the architect 
educates the client. How many of us have the time 
or the inclination to do that? 

These are everyday issues for us. The contradictions 
are inherent. The form of criticism adopted in the 
west can therefore not be applicable in many of our 
countries. There are those in our countries who are 
powerful enough to deny work to the architect and 
they can also stifle criticism. In our context, the 
values differ: the framework is different and there
fore, criticism's hue must perforce be different in 
our cultures. 

Thus, you cannot appreciate the Bhong Mosque in 
the air-conditioned cloisters of the World Bank. 
You have to experience the dirt, the flies and the 
dusty streets of Rahimyar Khan in order to appreci
ate the peace, the quiet and the visual feast of the 
Bhang Mosque's interior and the exterior cour
tyards. The steps that rise from the dusty streets are 
steps that help you to transcend from the temporal 
to the permanent. Such an experience is actually a 
change in the state and the frame of mind, from 
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materialism to spiritualism. 

In his paper, Ismail Serageldin appeared angry at 
the efforts of the common man that achieved an 
AKAA Award. The Bhang Mosque represents a 
storehouse of symbols and forms for the masses who 
search for familiarity and moorings in a fast chang
ing world over which they have no control. They 
search for their identity. They visit and internalise 
these visual symbols to rise above the mundaneness 
of everyday existence. It is after all, the House of 
God. For the gods then, everything, for He is Eter
nal. The plain, simpleness of the surrounding 
houses, is only for humans, the temporal and prone 
to disappearance tomorrow. Bhang Mosque repre
sents not an abuse of decorative elements but a 
library of symbols from which one can draw inspira
tion. It is a repository of over thirty years of a labour 
of love, of spiritually satisfying work of local crafts
men. It is obviously different in the texture of its 
skin from the surrounding houses. Similarily, Niono 
Mosque is different, in that it emphasises verticality; 
it is higher than the surrounding houses of men; for 
again, it is the house of God. 

Bhang Mosque, and structures like it have therefore 
to be judged in their own political, socia-cultural, 
economic and aesthetic context. In other words, you 
cannot use a common framework for criticism. You 
cannot take the framework for the Niono Mosque 
and use it for the Saudi Development Fund Building 
in Jeddah, whatever the commonalities that you can 
ascertain, contrived or otherwise. If this is not done, 
criticism may not serve the purpose it is meant to. It 
will serve only to further confuse. 

Another aspect which needs consideration is the 
context in which criticism can become valid or use
ful. Criticism or free evaluation implies not only an 
awareness, but also a certain type of freedom within 
a society. Where our most worthy clients are gov
ernment or the economic barons, who wield equal 
power, and where criticism is equated with praise 
only, can we be critical safely? Can we criticise Louis 
Khan's Assembly building, in Dhaka, in the way we 
can do it in Malta or in Greenwich village? If we 
can't do that, then how do you raise the level of 
awareness in the place, in the context, where it will 
be useful? 

Another peculiarity of the current literature in the 
field of architectural criticism is that it is not only 
within a framework, foreign to the context, it is also 
mostly about architectural work by western 
architects in eastern settings. Perhaps the current 
bevy of critics find it easier to pass judgements on 
these works because the framework is familiar. 

All this points to the need to develop the subject of 
architectural criticism or evaluative methods within 



architectural schools in our countries, or maybe by 
initiating workshops on a regional or national basis, 
where we can discuss the various contexts and arrive 
at our own framework for critical evaluation. An 
outcome of this seminar can be the development of 
such workshops in Islamic countries. Another could 
be the yearly publication of the best critical evalua
tion of Third World architectural works by Third 
World architects themselves, and the text of these 
evaluations could then be used for teaching evalua
tive criticism in our schools and by architects as well. 

Brian Brace Taylor 

I was impressed and encouraged by the enthusiasm 
with which most participants took up issues in the 
first seminar session, indeed freely indulging in cri
ticism. I shared, unfortunately, our Maltese col
league's frustration that so much time was spent on 
what he called two-dimensional criticism - the tall 
building; relatively less time was spent on develop
ing a discussion around the role of the critic. We 
were all over the field, in my estimation, with "ana
logies" and "dichotomies" and the various "ISMS" in 
vogue. Can we not try to focus now on the useful 
ends, perhaps served by the critical endeavour? 

I am an historian by training, but before I came to 
architecture I read literature and especially literary 
criticism; it was pointed out to me by Haluk Pamir, 
that literary criticism is different from architectural 
criticism. True enough; but we still pass (for the 
most part) by the written and the spoken word to 
express individual perceptions and values. Amer
icans (children at least) are naive, but the first exer
cises in criticism we were given as students of litera
ture were aimed at destroying - it was a strategy -
a certain number of unthinkingly-accepted conven
tions and values (motherhood, the flag, etc.) ac
quired over 18 years of parental upbringing. After 
"demolition" came the conscious construction of 
frames of reference, the announced parameters of 
any analysis and evaluation undertaken. One was 
forced to try to be as clear as possible in separating 
out pure description ("objectiveness", historical 
presentation of the "facts") from the judgemental. 

A crucial obstacle to be overcome in any attempt to 
be constructively critical is to bring the words as 
close as possible to the object or phenomena, being 
presented; a poem, a building, physical gesture in 
dance, an emotionally charged space. As an histo
rian I have tried, through various indepth case
studies, over the years, to reconstruct the processes 
by which exemplary buildings got built; as a critic, I 
have tried to draw meaningful lessons for the pre
sent (and future perhaps) from these. In both inst-
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ances, once one has put ink to paper, one has de
fined a position at a particular moment in time. 
"Frozen it" as Romi Khosla put it. It represents a 
step, positive one hopes, in a continuing process of 
dialogue with present circumstances and existing 
precedents. It is this critical endeavour that contri
butes to what Peter Davey called, and Suha Ozkan 
rightly re-emphasised, a regenerative exercise. 

The critic has a role to playas interpreter (outside 
the principal actors) with the necessity of making 
people aware of the complex factors involved, the 
values at play, and posing the questions that may 
assist in formulating relevant meanings, in pointing 
out systems of thinking, or the acquired preferences 
we call tastes. 

There is a need to establish a critical "distance", not 
first-person recounting; architects testimony (espe
cially if living) is one source, but it needs filtering. 
"Abstracting" is a technique employed. 

I am hopeful that in the discussions that we can 
focus more and more on the tools of the critic, which 
are the words he uses and the question of com
munication. It is not just a problem of different 
language - Arabic or French or English, but also 
the languages we want to use, the building blocks, 
for finding relevant meanings. 

Let me close with one or two remarks about re
gionalism. I am in a minority for being sceptical of 
the term "regionalism". I find it an extremely vague 
term to use in a critical sense. I was impressed by an 
essay by Kenneth Frampton in which he talked of 
critical regionalism which he readily admitted was 
not a happy term and one he wished to find alterna
tives for. The phenomona he described are still re
levant. The term regionalism is vague except in cer
tain circumstances - such as Malta which is an 
island culture. 

Most of the world does not have these geographical 
constraints. The tendency encouraged by the 
architect Chadirji is to justify one's source of inspira
tion. This is best left to the historians or critics. The 
term regionalism does not advance theoretical dis
cussions very far, except in justifying certain particu
larisms. What useful purpose is served by showing 
one's credentials? 
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Charles Moore 

Almost everybody seems to be talking as though 
architects and critics form some beautiful seemless 
whole; some wonderful package coming together. I 
function as an architect much of the time, as a critic 
less of the time, and I don't detect quite such a 
happy union between the groups. 

I went to architecture school and I know the images 
that we were given there; people we wanted to 
follow. I did not attend an architectural critic's 
school, but I presume that the image that the 
architectural critic must be given in whatever school 
he goes to, is of Proscrates, the Roman inn keeper, 
who invited in guests and then chopped off their 
upper or lower extremity's to fit the bed, rather than 
fitting the bed to them. 

To seems to me that the favourite critical pastime is 
to invent some format, whether it is critical regional
ism or decorative late post-modernism or something 
equally loathsome and discover that the architect in 
question that is, oneself, fits that perfectly and that 
oneself is therefore loathsome. Or to take an 
alternative format, regionalism (not critical) and dis
cover that one does not fit that and therefore has to 
have his hands and feet cut off to make him fit. I 
would like to suggest that this is not satisfactory to 
the one who is having his hands and feet cut off. 

I would like to discuss now how we are going to 
bring the bone of architectural criticism to Islam and 
how to do this without dismembering all the 
architects in Islam in the process. I hope that we can 
work out in what framework we are operating; both 
architects and society at large. I hope there is still 
some residue of bitterness and pain left from 
Michael Sorkin's remarks so that we can have some 
questions and responses. 
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HalukPamir 

Regarding Michael Sorkin's ideas, I can say that it 
was an effective type of criticism, which we are not 
very familiar with; that fast talking, pouring out of 
ideas; different and conflicting ideas. That is very 
creative and it helps other people's thinking. It 
works for some people, including myself. 

However the cultural critique he made isn't really 
fitting for my background. We only have one 12-
hour channel and that is highly controlled. The way 
information is processed both in daily life and on 
television, which in Turkey is a representation of life 
and not its critique, is very different from that of 
Michael Sorkin's context. 

I think the cultural difference is one side. His other 
argument was that pluralism should be dead by now 
and that we should have functionalism; that we 
should revert to form follows function again. Since 
we have critics amongst us who criticised that issue 
long ago, ie., form follows function, I believe that 
they should use this chance of replying, so that some 
unhappy recurrences won't take place. 

Form follows function has many connotations, in
cluding those that lead to the previous International 
Modern Movement. Is that what we are seeking at 
the moment? One should very clearly define the 
terms of architecture that one is using. 

In terms of regionalism, I would like to question 
what definition of regionalism are we talking about? 
Turkey for example is an Islamic culture, ninety
nine percent of the population are Muslims (at least 
it is written on people's Identity Cards). We are a 
Mediterranean culture and we are a democratic cul
ture as well. We are also trying to become an open 
society. That is a culture which can be regionally 
interpreted as it is different from other democratic 
cultures. There is a different heritage; an Anatolian 
heritage which is a different Mediterranean outlook. 
So it is difficult to talk about regionalism in a narrow 
sense. 



In Turkey we had a period not of direct colonialism 
but there were western influences on Turkish 
architecture. It is hard to say that that is to be 
forgotten. It is as valid as other architectural prop
ositions. It could be true for other cultures' as well. 
This is a critique of narrow regionalist attitudes. 

Mohammed Arkoun 

I should perhaps keep silent since I have just arrived 
and I apologise for being a little impatient to inter
vene in these discussions. I am a member of the 
Steering Committee and I have had the privilege to 
work in these Awards for eight years. What I have 
heard reminds me of many things which have 
already been said, in preceding seminars. 

I take the liberty to speak now, although I missed, 
unfortunately, the first seminar session. I came from 
another meeting in Paris on a subject which is linked 
to our subject here. It was a meeting on the 
Mediterranean as a specific region of study. It is a 
very interesting initiative taken by the former Minis
ter of Agriculture in France, who is now the council
lor for President Mitterand. It shows that this in
terest in regionalism is not something particular to 
our endeavour in the Aga Khan Award, but is some
thing more important, about which politicians at the 
highest level, are taking an interest. 

We are working in the Aga Khan Award for Islamic 
Architecture, to try to understand what is going on 
in the Islamic world where there are many societies 
which need to be understood and studied with new 
approaches and with another vocabulary. We have 
been looking at this in the Aga Khan Award, for at 
least ten years. 

What I have heard does not answer precisely this 
aim which is absolutely central to our endeavours in 
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. This meet
ing on criticism in architecture could be taking place, 
in view of what we have heard, in Baltimore, in 
Bloomington, or in Los Angeles and we are using a 
vocabulary in the criticism of architecture, just as it 
is used in a general context among architects. I am 
used to being a disturbing voice in meetings like this 
because I am not an architect. I am a historian of 
Islamic thought and I look at this problem from a 
different viewpoint to the architects. 

When we speak about traditional approaches to con
temporary architecture and we are looking at tradi
tion in the Islamic world, we really have to use 
an,other vocabulary, another methodology, because 
it is different. The historical evolution of the two 
worlds, of the western world and the Islamic world 
are totally different. We have said this several times 
in previous seminars. 

Open Discussion 

When we present for example, the Mausoleum of 
Mohamad V in Rabat, as it has been presented by 
Hasan-Uddin Khan, we should immediately explain 
the place and the scale in which this Mausoleum is 
existing in an Islamic society today; very much influ
enced by western models of life, culture, ideology, 
institutions and aesthetic criteria. We should im
mediately say that this Mausoleum is not perceived 
as a monument by Moroccans because the genera
tion of Moroccans who look to this Mausoleum to
day, are in fact cut off from traditional values and 
representations; in Morocco as well as in other Mus
lim societies sixty percent of the population are less 
than twenty years old. 

The demographic pattern is significant and affects all 
levels of social, cultural and political life. 

This is a fact that we should know and understand. 
Tradition, for this very young generation, has not at 
all the meaning that we give to tradition when we 
speculate as intellectuals from outside, I mean from 
the more or less romantic view of Westerners on the 
Islamic world as far as arts, architecture and reli
gious life are concerned. I do not mean by this that 
we should follow the fundamentalist positions on 
this matter but rather that we have to show how 
traditional values are used as ideological, abstract 
claims and slogans more than as living, substantial 
activities in an integrated society. I am pointing to a 
new psycho-social analysis of the aesthetic values in 
a Muslim environment. This is not done by scholars 
specialising in Islamic studies; it is done even less by 
architects who are foreigners to Muslim societies 
and social sciences. 

I heard the word authenticity and we have heard this 
word so many times in previous seminars. I would 
like to kill this word. I apologise for speaking like 
this. I express with this brutal language a very hard 
struggle inside Muslim societies within the last twen
ty years. It is not at all relevant, not sociologically, 
culturally and intellectually relevant. Why is it used 
so often and so easily? Why do Westerners use it in 
the same uncritical way as Muslims do for apologetic 
constraints and aims? This is the first question to be 
asked before using the vocabulary of Muslims with
out a critical inquiry on how a social language is 
produced by groups to hide real issues This is ex
tremely important. It is not sufficient to show any so 
called traditional monument anywhere and to say 
that there is something authentic. 

I was here in Malta, in 1979, as an organiser of a 
seminar, convened by the Sorbonne to study the 
Mediterranean societies. You can read the proceed
ings of what we said, as historians, ethnographers, 
anthropologist and linguists, gathered to study an 
example of a Mediterranean society. 
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The problem of Mediterranean identity is one of the 
relevant problems that we discussed. When we look 
at architecture here, or in Algeria, in South Italy or 
in Sicily, we are concerned with the Mediterranean 
quality of all the culture and not only architecture. 
This is very relevant and we are trying now to under
stand the Mediterranean identity in a multi
disciplined approach, not a singular approach. 

Oleg Grabar, although absent, is with us in spirit. 
He has been a member of the Steering Committee 
and he used to say that architects cannot speak for 
more then five minutes without slides. This is impor
tant because when we speak on criticism, we have to 
analyse and work out concepts. We have to deepen 
the concepts that we are using and for this we need 
the mind more than slides. What I mean by this is 
that the methodology of criticism in architecture is 
not so different from literary criticism, or criticism in 
history, in music or in philosophy. Are architects 
entitled to work outside this intellectual concern? It 
is a question, not a polemic statement. 

What are we doing, as historians, when we read an 
historic or a literary text? We don't look at the 
words in a limited concrete space as we do with 
slides, seeing just the form totally isolated from the 
cultural, social, historical and philosophical environ
ment. Working out a concept embraces all these 
disciplines. The architectural act is a culturally total 
act, involving all aspects of the life in a given society. 
You can't avoid these aspects when you criticise 
some building taking place in a space, in a city, or in 
an historical development. You can't avoid all the 
sociological, historical, literary, religious, idealogic
aI, economic and demographic aspects in Muslim 
society today. These are the methodological require
ments of any criticism; and criticism in architecture 
cannot be limited to the consideration of forms, 
volumes, material elements and physical space. 

We have to elaborate a vocabulary because in the 
Aga Khan Award, we have repeated several times 
for the past ten years, that we are looking for a 
relevant vocabulary that can be used to find proce
dures and explanations. Why are we organising 
these seminars? We do so to take advantage of the 
experience of the participants to elaborate a kind of 
dictionary that the Steering Committee and the 
Master Jury will use when they award prizes to the 
projects nominated for each cycle of the AKAA. It is 
a practical aim and not just an exercise for one 
seminar. I remind you of this because it is the re
sponsibility of the Award to initiate a search for a 
modem, human environment in the Muslim world, 
instead of the anarchic activity of building that we 
observe in many societies in the last thirty years. 

I would like to come back to the problem of tradi
tion in Muslim society. Try to imagine that we have 
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among us here some Muslims (those Muslims who 
represent the majority of Muslim society today) who 
are described in all the newspapers and on television 
in western societies, as "fundamentalist Muslims". 
They represent the large majority of the population 
aiming, as you know, to stop the politics of wester
nisation in all fields of life. What would their reac
tion be to the very sophisticated western criticism, in 
the humanistic American language used by Michael 
Sorkin for example? I understand and like his 
humour but it could lead to dangerous misunder
standings and reactions because it has no relevant 
link with the real issues of Muslim tradition. I am 
not taking the position of the "fundamentalists", but 
I am explaining that we need in 'the AKAA a lan
guage adapted to our subject and our concerns. 

I know that some of you will be hurt by what I am 
trying to insert in our discussions; I am even raising 
misunderstandings because I refer to Muslim tradi
tion without explaining what this means and refers 
to. I wrote a long article on this topic for the AKAA 
Granada seminar in 1986 and unfortunately I cannot 
repeat it all here. 

Something of the Arab tradition survives here in 
Malta; but we did not come to Malta for that reason. 
We came here to look at something which is Medit
teranean at least. Mediterranean character concerns 
many Arab Muslim societies as well as Christian, 
Jewish and Western societies. This is a useful 
approach for one should not forget that many char
acteristics of architecture are related to a culture 
known, developed and used much before Islam 
appeared in the area. This is not well recognised by 
Muslims themselves. Malta, Sicilly, Sardinia, 
Greece, Southern Italy, Southern France are as re
levant as North Africa, Palestine, Syria and Egypt. 

Then we have to raise the problem, not of tradition, 
but of the rupture with the tradition, of the dis
appearance of tradition and we have something very 
delicate to analyse, which is extremely important 
and relevant to our search. All Muslim people to
day, and there are millions, are living in a kind of 
psychological drama because in all the current Isla
mic discourses on any subject - architecture, poli
tics, economics or culture - they have this position 
between the claim for a tradition which they feel has 
been a very rich one of Muslim civilisation in the 
classical age, but at the same time when they claim 
this, they know that this tradition is destroyed. They 
have no access to it. This tradition exists in an 
ideological discourse. It exists in the collective im
aginaire, as we say in French, and it has a psycho
social collective function. 

The over-valuation of tradition is a compensation to 
the "cultural aggression", al-ghazwalfikn, as we say 
in Arabic, coming from the civilisation of the west, 



from the impact of the models set and imposed by 
the West through colonial domination in 
architecture, literature, political institutions and eco
nomics; at all levels of life. The Mediterranean 
world represents not only Muslims on the south 
coast of Mediterranean, but also the European 
societies I mentioned. They are complaining and 
using the same language as Muslims because the 
technology imposed by the North ignores the speci
ficity of Mediterranean Civilisation. 

The Mediterranean world is satellised by the West 
led by America; I cannot develop this point and you 
will accuse me of using political language but I am 
speaking of traditional cultures facing technological 
forces of production which are ruining societies. 
Architecture is under the control of technology -
you know the consequences for the Muslim world. 

Architects are taking part in this game of forces and 
we can't neglect this. That is why we have to include 
these facts in criticism of architecture in the Muslim 
society today. Any architectural act produced in a 
Muslim societal space should take into account all 
these aspects. I know that architects refuse to enter 
into these more or less political considerations; they 
prefer to keep away from them but they know how 
they contribute to strengthen the ideological forces 
acting in all societies. 

I would urge that you move in this direction, that 
you help the AKAA Steering Committee and the 
Master Jury, now in its fourth cycle to make awards 
to architectural projects which have been built in the 
last ten or twenty years in the Islamic world which 
respond to the perspectives of criticism I have sug
gested and not only to the form of a nice house built 
somewhere for a rich man for example. That is not 
the main aim. 

I apologise again for speaking like this. I do it as an 
historian of Islamic thought and more than that as a 
member of Muslim society, eager to contribute to a 
better life in our societies. I share very much the 
ideals and concerns of His Highness who gives us 
this opportunity to exchange views with such free
dom. I am sure all of you share with me in applaud
ing the generosity of His Highness who had this rich 
idea to serve the Muslim world today through 
architecture - an exalting activity. 

Michael Sorkin 

My goodness! That is a hard act to follow as we say 
in our poor bankrupt, colonising culture. I certainly 
am delighted to find Professor Mohammed Arkoun in 
essential agreement with the three main points that I 
attempted to make though I must defer to the 
volume of his eloquence which I could never hope to 
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equal. However I reiterate the three points; first, I 
agree with him about the exhaustion of the idea of 
authenticity and I support the notion that we purge 
it forthwith from our vocabularies. 

I equally support the necessity for seeing the 
architectural act as a totalising one embracing the 
whole panoply of cultural understanding and finally 
I couldn't concur more with the destructiveness of 
the colonial experience and indeed my talk was in 
some meaSl\re an attempt to deconstruct certain 
aspect of this colonisation. 

To the other two speakers who also responded to 
what I have said; first to my friend Haluk Pamir; he 
underestimates the coloniser if he thinks that Tur
key has but one channel. I recall my last visit there 
and that there was not merely one channel on televi
sion, there was copious Coca Cola, innumerable 
buildings in Ankara which seem to have been de
signed by Louis Khan and a University that was 
described as being the MIT of the Middle East. As to 
this notion of a kind of comprehensive functionalism 
that I was limning, if vaguely; I am attempting to 
describe something that embraces several aspects of 
the idea of regionalism that are being talked about 
here. Certainly, there can be no disputing that one 
of the reasons for the rise of the discourse on re
gionalism in recent years is exactly as a point of 
resistence to the culture of the coloniser. This is 
relevant to us precisely because it attempts to inform 
ideological considerations in the discussion of 
architecture. 

Finally to Brian Taylor who commented about my 
use of analogy as a mode of argument. I am sur
prised at this. His remarks depend on two of the 
most prominent and historic myths that architecture 
has cherished. One of them is the myth of 
architecture's autonomy within culture. It is precise
ly to address this fatigued notion that the kind of self 
primitivation that I spoke of is involved; the ideal 
that somehow the incrustation of culture that has 
accumulated around architecture can be stripped 
away and architecture revealed in its pristine naked 
autonomous elegance. I reject this reading. 

Secondly his comments participated somewhat -
which is surprising for an historian - in the myth of 
objectivity. One thing that recent developments at 
the Sorbonne, among other places, in the study of 
history, reveal to us, is that history is written by its 
proprietors There is no unitary reading of the his
toric. It is an invention of those that control it. 

Pierre Vago 

I have a feeling that I am the only member of this 
distinguished assembly who is not English speaking 
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or English educated. I am from France and I feel 
that I should say some words at this stage of the 
discussion. 

Some of us came here for a meeting on architectural 
criticism. I would like to ask you all to adhere to the 
subject in dispute. Architectural criticism is a very 
difficult problem and we have a lot to say about it. I 
hope that we will avoid, creating artificial conflicts 
between west and east, cultural and non-cultural 
participants. 

It happens that I am from the Mediterranean. I am 
an architect and I was an arcNtectural critic. In this 
position, I think that one thing is really necessary 
and that is to try to avoid misunderstandings by very 
different interpretation of the same words. 

One of those is tradition and the other is regional
ism. What is regional? What is Islamic? Is Islam as it 
appears from some interventions, a region, or is it a 
religion? It is very difficult to say that a big modern 
bank should be Islamic architecture. It is nonsense! 

In fact we must try to find definitions, through words 
and not through images. This is a very wise thing, 
precisely in order to avoid misunderstandings; if the 
same expression covers completely different notions 
then we may never come a step nearer to the solu
tion for our problems. It would be nice to come to 
some understanding and I hope in a friendly way. 
Yes, in a friendly way! 

HalukPamir 

I am participating in this seminar to discuss how 
architectural criticism can be handled by new 
architectural movements that are developing in Isla
mic countries. Of course that goes with establishing 
a critical mentality in such countries. Mohammed 
Arkoun's contribution explained the need for such a 
critical mentality, however, his examples might not 
go well with the architectural issues. It doesn't really 
give strength or meaning to the architectural issues. 

The criticism by Michael Sorkin needs to be re
sponded to. He was very critical about recent move
ments with origins in America and that was a valid 
contribution. 

Mohammed Arkoun also said that the architect can
not talk for more than five minutes without slides, 
yet he seems to be expecting architects to develop an 
idealogical approach against the currents that seem 
to be engulfing developments in Islamic thought. I 
think there is a conflict. We expect Mohammed 
Arkoun and others to develop such ideas and to 
communicate them to us in forms that are usable. In 
the past he has served this purpose well. 
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I recall from the last seminar in Granada that the 
information we produced wasn't operationalised. I 
think one should do that after each meeting. This 
was done after the regional seminar which took 
place in Dhaka and led to the formation of a Society 
of Architects (see Regionalism in Architecture, pro
ceedings of the Dhaka seminar - Editor). 

A similiar thing can happen here, however one 
should not expect too much. I can understand 
MohammedArkoun's views but I think all of us might 
differ in vision as well as in operational facility. 

Raymond Vassallo 

I would like to say a few words about traditional 
approaches to contemporary architecture which is 
the title of this session. I would like to discuss this 
subject with particular reference to Malta. Here, in 
common with most Islamic countries, we have very 
strong traditions and one can draw on these tradi
tions and take inspirations form them to construct 
buildings which are more acceptable and more valid 
in their own right. 

I would like to shift the scene from here to a bay, in 
the northern part of the Island, a bay known as 
Mellieha Bay. In this Bay, there are three examples 
of contemporary architecture and it is interesting to 
observe the manner in which the architects involved 
tried to apply traditionalism in each of the projects 
to a greater or lesser extent and to see how success
ful they have been in producing a building which is 
suited to the particular site and environment in 
which it exists. 

All three projects have a common characteristic. 
They try to cope with a new phenomenon which is 
characteristic of the last quarter of century, that is 
more tourism, so they are resort hotels or tourist 
complexes. 

Incidently this building type, the tourist complex, 
has generated a new problem here in Malta as far as 
the problem of scale is concerned. In each of these 
examples, the architects were very much aware of 
this problem of scale and each of them tried to solve 
it in his own way. 

The first project is the Mellieha Bay Hotel It is a 
project which was designed by Raglan Squires and 
Partners about fifteen years ago. In this project, the 
architect broke down the project into four blocks to 
reduce the scale and he has given a horizontal treat
ment which I feel is sympathetic with the geological 
strategraphy of the area. 
An attempt has been made by the architect to create 
a visual focus in the centre block, housing the public 
areas. The project as a whole, has made quite an 



impact on the environment Mellieha Bay. It is a 
subjective question as to whether this impact is posi
tive or negative. However I do believe that it is a 
valid project in its own right. 

The second project, by Richard England is known as 
Festaval; again it is a tourist hotel project situated on 
a steep slope, not far from the Mellieha Bay Hotel. 
The use of the sloping site here has few if any 
precedents in local experience. On this score, the 
building is of interesting appearance. 

It appears that the sloping profile or form given to 
the building is intended to echo the topography sur
rounding the project. Viewed from the side, the 
building appears to be one storey high. Viewed from 
the front however, one does see all of the seven 
stories and for this reason the building makes quite a 
strong impact on the general environment in the 
area. The building does not rise above the natural 
skyline of the ridge behind it and I think this is a 
good point. 

The third project I have in mind is conspicuous by its 
almost total invisibility. If one were to point from a 
distant to this project, one might have difficulty 
making out the new forms. 

This project is an attempt to create an architecture 
which merges and almost loses itself in the environ
ment that surrounds it. It is an unobtrusive, unself
conscious type of architecture which tries to cause 
the least possible disturbance to the landscape which 
preceded it. 

I am referring here to the tourist village locally 
known as the Danish village Very little has been 
said or written about this project I have not seen it 
reviewed in any journal and its architect is anony
mous in the sense that few local architects if any, 
know his name. I for one do not. 

However, I would like to say a word on his behalf 
and embrace this work. Here refined modernism 
and regionalism combine in a most satisfactory man
ner. The project comprises amorphous clusters of 
cubic forms connected or overlain by an irregular 
network of access voids. This situation echoes quite 
clearly, in many ways and in many dimensions, the 
experience of the Maltese village. There is some
thing Islamic, perhaps I should use the adjective 
Mediterranean, about the external aspects of these 
clusters, such as one finds in the Maltese village. 

The architect picked out motifs from the local ver
nacular traditions, such as the courtyard and used it 
because the building's function required it The aes
thetic validity follow as a corollary. 

The traditional use of Maltese stone has been 
adopted generally even in small details, such as light 
fittings. The central building housing the public 
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areas is in sudden contrast to the residential clusters. 
Strategically placed to exploit the view of Mellieha 
Bay, the central building group has a restaurant, a 
bar and an assembly building and a swimming pool. 
Wide use has been made of lush and exotic vegeta
tion in order to create a veritable oasis in the best 
Islamic sense of the world. This project makes no 
impact at all on the Mellieha Bay environment. The 
architectural experience one senses while walking 
through this project is superb. 

Abdelbaki Ibrahim 

I would like to express my deep appreciation of what 
Professor Arkoun said; that a new approach to Isla
mic architecture, the evaluation of Islamic 
architecture, its values, rules and so on, should be 
looked at in a way where social, economic and cultu
ral aspects are integrated. 

As a Muslim architect, I felt lost in the many diverse 
architectural theories expounded in the last decade. 
I found it very important to go back and re-read our 
history with the idea of Islamic architecture in my 
mind. How does one see it through history as a 
result of political, social and economic interactions. I 
had to go through all the western ideas and theories 
and search for a new approach to contemporary 
architectural theory which is relevant to Islamic rules 
and values. I have already published two books on 
this subject. The first is a Historical Perspective of 
Architecture of the Arab East and the second an 
Islamic Perspective of Architecture Theory. 

I feel that to answer the questions posed by Profes
sor Arkoun, we should have a panel of sociologists, 
Muslim scholars, historians, architects and econom
ists and they should come together and discuss these 
matters. This problem might be thus tackled in an 
absolutely different way, relevant to the needs and 
requirements of the Islamic world at the present 
time. 
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Architectural Criticism 

Mohammed Arkoun: Chairman 

The Aga Khan Award for Architecture is a space for 
freedom. Nobody is excluded from expressing freely 
their opinions and we wish to benefit from the ex
perience and knowledge of everyone here. It is our 
intention and our ambition to know what is going on 
in architecture today, specifically architecture ap
plied to societies which are Muslim; societies which 
have special problems. 

This is the point I wanted to make in my earlier 
intervention and I hope it is not misunderstood. I 
would like everybody to contribute their knowledge 
and to assist us in this long term search in which we 
have been engaged for almost ten years. 
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Panel Discussion 

Chris Abel 

I came here prepared to talk about 'architectural 
criticism and the problem of cultural exchange', but 
I would like to begin by trying to respond in some 
way to the presentation that was given to us in 
Session II by Professor Mohammed Arkoun. I think 
the substance of what he said was on the ball, if not 
the style Unfortunately, Westerners often respond 
more to style than to substance, which may account 
for the adverse reaction from part of the audience, 
but I do believe that the effect of the presentation 
was to open up the scope for this seminar and to 
remind us what the main purpose is. 

In 1982 there was a conference on Design Policy in 
London at the Royal College of Art (RCA) orga
nised by the RCA and the Design Research Society. 
I proposed the idea that part of the conference 
should be given over to design policy in the develop
ing world. I helped to organise that session and 
wrote a paper specially for it. I want to read just the 
first two paragraphs to you because I think they are 
germaine to what Professor Arkoun was trying to 
get at in the preceding session. 

"If I interpret the spirit of the Design Policy 
Conference correctly, its aim is to encourage us 
to do some more basic thinking about the nature 
and direction of our activities as designers, re
searches or educators; what those activities pre
sently contribute to society and what, in the fu
ture, they might contribute. 

If I am correct in my interpretation, then we 
cannot assume, even in the U K., that we under
stand what kind of society we are designing for. 
We are obliged, if our interests are not to be seen 
to be mostly trivial ones, to confront the larger 
question. I am suggesting here that the complex 
interrelations between human artifacts and hu
man institutions are such that if we are seriously 
concerned with the design of artifacts, then we 
must also be concerned with the design of those 

institutions which lend to artifacts their purpose 
and meaning. If it would be negligent to assume 
that we know what kind of society we are talking 
about in the so-called developed world, we 
would be extremely foolish indeed to assume 
anything of the kind when it comes to dealing 
with the so-called under-developed nations. And 
if the professional climate in the developed na
tions actively encourages the narrower focus on 
artifacts, which it does, conditions in the under
'developed world demand that we adopt the more 
inclusive view and take the design of cultures as 
the main problem."! 

So we are not going to solve the main problem at 
this seminar or in the next few months or in the next 
few years. The problem goes too deep for any quick 
resolution. What I suggest though as a start is that if 
Professor Arkoun is serious about taking architectu
ral criticism on board as a major concern for the Aga 
Khan Award we indulge in a little institution design
ing, or rather institution extending because what the 
Aga Khan Award already does for architecture is, I 
believe, magnificent, but needs extension. If we are 
really serious about raising the standard and level of 
criticism in the Muslim world and in the developing 
world at large, then we also need an institution 
parallel to the architecture Award which will do just 
that. So why don't we have an Award for critics on 
the same regular basis. I would also like to add that 
somehow or other - I leave the answer to this tricky 
political question to the Steering Committee - the 
Award for critics should exclude Westerners. We 
need to encourage the level of criticism within Mus
lim societies by Muslims. If we don't what will hap
pen of course is that, initially at least, we will have 
more Western experts on Muslim societies winning 
the critics' Award than Muslims, simply because 
their cultural traditions give them a head start. That 
is hardly what is needed. 

Mohammed Arkoun asked too much of us in Session 
II. He asked the right questions but he asked for too 
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much of us in too short a time. Institutions solve the 
kinds of problems he referred to, not conferences, 
not even well recorded conferences. So let us see 
something come out of this seminar which is more 
than just proceedings, but a new institution. That is 
my proposal and now I would like to move on to my 
own presentation. 

I will talk mostly indirectly about the problems of 
architectural criticism, since I should like to focus on 
some of those problems which affect the nature and 
extent of any critical discourse. The problems I have 
in mind arise from the interactions between different 
culture forms, such as those between Western and 
Muslim cultures. It seems to me that we cannot 
sensibly discuss what is 'good' or 'bad' architecture 
in the contemporary Muslim world without first 
asking what is the necessary basis for a positive and 
creative interaction between the very different cultu
ral influences which go to make up that world. 
As I understood Mohammed Arkoun's remarks 
he was pointing out to us that we no longer live in a 
world of pure cultures, not even in muslim societies, 
and that is the kind of world we have to deal with. I 
agree with him wholeheartedly. In fact I often begin 
my classes by telling students that my approach to 
teaching architecture is founded on three basic facts 
of life: there is no pure race; there is no pure culture, 
and there is no pure architecture. So let us begin 
there, with the real world, instead of chasing after 
idle dreams of pure architecture and pure culture. 
There is no such thing, and if we try to measure 
architecture in the contemporary Muslim world 
according to such criteria we are not going to get 

anywhere. 
For all the ambiguous political connotations, colo
nial architecture offers some good examples of what 
can be done in adapting imported building types and 
models of architecture to regional cultures. It also 
offers good examples of the problems involved in 
cultural exchanges between East and West. 
What did the British do when they set up home in 
the colonies? They brought their architectural bag
gage with them of course. In Malaysia, for example, 
in the hill stations in the Cameron Highlands - a 
place where empire builders could retreat from the 
hot and humid climate of the flatlands - it is possi
ble to find buildings which are as close to an explicit 
reproduction of the typical country cottage, rose 
bushes and all, as can be achieved in a far off land; 
all meant to make a colonist feel as much at home as 
he could on the other side of the world. 

That might seem to prove a point about the negative 
side of colonialism; just bringing one's own cultural 
baggage along and superimposing it on the new 
place. But what about the colonial villas? The Palla
dian model is still recognisable, but I call them the 
Palladian villas of Malaysia because that is just what 
they are; both of Europe and of Malaysia. An im
port, certainly, but a well adapted import, especially 
to the climate of the region. To paraphrase the 
introduction to a recent paper of mine; what is im
portant in regional architecture is not the source of 
the original model or type but the nature of the 
transformation involved in adapting the original to 
the new context. 2 

Tudor-style inn in the Cameron Highlantis, close to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, was built as a part of the Colonial hill station. 
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So what is the realm of architectural discourse here? 
On what grounds do we base our critical analyses if 
we allow for such a liberal definition of regionalism. 
We can say there is some kind of transformation 
involved, some kind of adaptation of the architectu
ral form to the local climate, but that does not 
necessarily mean there has been any change to the 
nature of the original institution. What was the ori
ginal architectural model again? Palladio's own villas 
near Vicenca in northern Italy. What was the other 
ingredient? The traditional Malay houses-on-stilts, 
which were built to make maximum use of natural 
ventilation. The happy result of this hybrid mix; a 
whole new series of buildings which are now recog
nised as part of the cultural heritage of the region. 

Cultural exchange was undoubtedly helped along in 
this case by the fact that both the main sources were 
detached, single family dwellings, give or take the 
odd live-in relative. So the two original models 
already had something in common. But now consid
er the surroundings. The Malay house is part of a 
kampong, or village community, with no territorial 
boundaries between any of the dwellings. But the 
colonial villas are each surrounded by private 
grounds, purposefully designed to keep out trespas
sers, which in the former colony meant mostly the 
'native population'. In effect, the whole area in 
which these villas were situated constituted a sepa
rate and restricted enclave in which only the colon
ists could live, and is quite distinct both in 
architecture and spatial pattern from the 'native 
areas' where both the indigenous Malays and non
white immigrants lived. 

Panel Discussion 

Colonial villa in Georgetown, Penang Island, Malaysia, is 
designed like indigenous architecture, to maximise the effect 
of through ventilation. 

Indigenous Malay house-on-stilts, Penang Island, Malaysia 

Villa in Georgetown, Penang Island, Malaysia, with unusual pediment. 
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So really the villas and the kampong houses are 
similar only at an architectural level in their response 
to the local climate. At the social and institutional 
level of building types and settlement patterns they 
are very different. The Palladian villas of Malaysia 
are private family houses built in residential enclaves 
for the exclusive use of colonists, who have settled 
there for the express purpose of exploitation of the 
regional economy for the benefit of the 'homeland'. 
The Malay houses form part of a shared village 
community which in colonial times was a relatively 
self-contained social and economic unit. The lack of 
boundaries between the Malay houses therefore had 
explicit social and cultural meanings, just as the 
boundaries between the colonial villas also had 
theirs. 

So why should we look to these villas now for les
sons in how to adapt imported models, if the adapta
tions were so limited? Well, for one thing, adapta
tion to local climate is one of the fundamental char
acteristics of any regional architecture, and is as 
important in the energy-conscious world of today as 
it has been in the past. So that aspect is not to be 
underestimated. 

But it must also be conceded that Malaysian society 
and culture is rapidly changing, and if the suburban 
villa with its private gardens was once an alien im
port it is no longer regarded as such by large num
bers of Malaysians, especially the well-to-do and 
growing middle class, who now aspire to live in just 
such a house even if they do not already do so. If 
you compare the quality of the architecture of the 
modem villas with the quality of the colonial villas 
you may also draw the same conclusion as an in
creasing number of Malaysians: that the practical 
builders and engineers who were mostly responsible 
for those colonial buildings knew a thing or two. 
You may even agree with the recently established 
conservation movement in Malaysia, that these 
buildings are not only worth preserving but also 
worth emulating. 

What we can see in these examples is a two-way 
process of cultural exchange in operation. Some im
ported culture forms - ways of building - are 
adapted to the local situation, and the local culture 
and way of life also changes in response to the 
influence of the imported culture. 

The wonderful thing about this series of villas is that 
it is a series, not just a one off, though all vary 
considerably. A group of builders - not professional 
architects, it may be noted - struck gold. People 
repeated this kind of building; it became an accepted 
pattern. Therefore there must hav" been some good 
sociological and cultural reason for the new plant to 
have taken such firm root. 
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Let us consider some details. Where does the shape 
of a typical villa's roof come from? It looks almost 
Post-Modem. Michael Graves could have done it. 
In fact it follows the same humped line of the so
called Palladian window, which has two straight lin
tels either side of an arched centre. 

Consider also a typical Chinese style shop house. 
The building type was imported by Chinese immig
rants to the region, but the details were Western. 
The Palladian window appears again. The form was 
invented by Bramante but was used by Palladio so 
often it became identified with his name. A durable 
architectural motif, one might say; bouncing down 
through the centuries; bouncing across cultural and 
geographical borders. Recently revived again and 
much used and abused by Post-Modem architects 
such as Philip Johnson - repeated endlessly on one 
of his awful office tower buildings. 

Chinese "shop-house" in Georgetown, Penang Island, 
Malaysia, with "Palladian Windows" in first floor 

It is this sort of thing which gives rise to the currently 
popular notion that architecture has some kind of a 
life of its own, which is true up to a point, but only 
up to a point. Wittgenstein would back that up; so 
would Ernst Cassirer: both philosophers who had a 
lot to say about the way different culture-forms 
shape different ways of life. Culture-forms do have a 
language and a life of their own to a certain extent, 
otherwise we would not talk of the religious life or 
the academic life or the political life the way we do. 
The important thing is that different culture-forms 
interact with one another. They do not exist in isola
tion from other culture-forms. That is where we 
have to focus the critical discourse in architecture -
on the nature of that interaction - if we want to 
understand architecture in its broader cultural con
text. Let us recognise architecture perhaps as a semi
autonomous culture-form with some built-in rules of 
practise and some built-in institutions which help to 
sustain the form. But let us also recognise that 
architecture cannot exist in isolation. it is only given 



Section through National Commercial Bank, Jeddah, by 
Skidmore Owings and Merrill 

full meaning by the interaction it has with other 
social and cultural institutions. 

Commercial institutions, for instance. SOM's Nation
al Commercial Bank in J eddah brings us up to the 
present day, but in a way the basic processes and 
problems of cultural exchange are similar to those 
which gave rise to the buildings we have just seen. 
SOM's bank is a brilliant adaptation of a Western 
commercial building type - the office tower - to 
the hot-humid climate of Jeddah, as I mentioned in 
the first session. 

As before, the adaptation is mostly limited to the 
architectural form, not the social institution itself. 
Jeddah is no stranger to commerce, it should be 
added, but as I also suggested earlier the nature of 
the smaller scale Saudi Arabian commercial institu
tions of the pre-industrial past would have differed 
quite a bit from the NCB, with its modem corporate 
structure and branches all over the Middle East. It is 
a brilliant building in many ways, certainly to be 
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The courtyard of the Community Health Centre of The Aga 
Khan University Hospital with a sheltered waiting area for 
visitors. 

much preferred to the international style glass sky
scrapers which have just been dumped all over the 
world. But it should also be asked what else does the 
building do apart from responding to the climate? 
We know the tower was put up partly for prestige, 
but what about the economic imperatives which help 
push up a tower like this? What about the inflation 
of the land values and so on? These are questions 
which have very much to do with the social and 
cultural suitability of the building type itself. This is 
precisely where architecture and society interact 
most clearly: at the level of the building type. 

We move next to the Aga Khan University Hospital 
in Karachi by Payette Associates. Is a hospital a 
Western institution by nature? Of course not! In fact 
the hospital as a social institution was invented by 
Muslims. So it could properly be called a Muslim 
institution. It is more difficult to identify it with a 
specific building form, however, since the sort of 
arcaded, courtyard buildings in which hospitals were 
first housed were also common to mosque and 
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palace architecture of the same period. Sometimes a 
palace was actually converted for the purpose. That 
points to a very interesting characteristic about Isla
mic architecture; that it produces flexible forms 
which can be adapted to different purposes. It sug
gests that somehow or other it ought to be possible 
to adapt it to the requirements of modem institu
tions. 

But if the hospital was originally a Muslim institu
tion, is the Aga Khan University Hospital - which 
boasts some of the most advanced medical equip
ment to be found anywhere - the same kind of 
hospital as existed in Cairo in the tenth century AD? 
Has the technology of medical care, let alone the 
building technology, changed so much that the in
stitution can no longer be regarded as the same? 
This is quite possible. 

The architecture is also somewhat ambiguous in 
character. The planning concept, with its asymmetri
cally linked courtyard buildings, is in keeping with 
Islamic traditiQns, and offers functional outdoor 
spaces to t~e care of the large numbers of relatives 
who usually accompany patients who are under
going treatment. The architectural forms are more 
Western in character, however. From the outside 
the whole complex has a distinctly industrial look 
about it, more in line with Modernist ideology than 
any Islamic models, and there is a strong hint of Le 
Corbusier in some parts, such as in the 'brise soleiI'. 
There is also a marked restlessness about the sharply 
angled forms which are quite alien to an Islamic 
work of architecture. 

The main entrance portal of The Aga Khan University 
Hospital. All the entrance portals are covered in marble and 
in many cases, calligraphy is featured in the marble forming 
a border design. 
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On balance, though, the planning concept is more 
significant in establishing the sympathetic character 
of the whole than the specific forms of the buildings. 
At the other end of the scale, the careful handling of 
the details reinforce the impression of a genuine 
reinterpretation of regional architecture. A waiting 
room for relatives of people undergoing major 
surgery illustrates this, though a photograph could 
not do the scene full justice. 

Reflections on the ceiling come off the pool below 
the open screen and when you are inside this build
ing these dappled lights have the most marvellous 
shimmering effect, inducing a special atmosphere in 
the room. These little details are probably the best 
part about the architecture. The idea of focussing 
attention on the details, getting it all working at that 
level, is also true to Islamic traditions. 

To my mind, Henning Larsen's Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs in Riyadh, is the best work of architecture to 
come out of the Islamic world in the last few decades 
and will probably hold its own through to the end of 
this century. What a mixture of sources! Desert 
fortress, courtyard dwelling and mausoleum, all put 
together in the service of housing a modern 
bureaucracy. The planning concept is actually based 
on the square plan form, divided into four quad
rants, typical of the mausoleums built by the Mogul 
emperors, of which the Taj Mahal is the most con
spicuous model. If you place a piece of transparent 
paper over the plan of the Taj Mahal you can very 
easily draw in the plan of the MOFA, making a few 
modifications as necessary - losing one quadrant for 

Dappled lighting effect within the building 
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Plan of Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Riyadh, by Henning Larsen (left) compared with plan of Taj Mahal at Agra, India (/ ight) 

example, to make the new building fit into the 
triangular site in Riyadh. 

Here is an example of architecture as a semi
autonomous culture form if ever there was one. The 
plan form of the Taj Mahal survives through the 
transformation and is still recognisable. Was the 
architect aware, though, of the possible meanings 
implied in the use of such a model; actually building 
a bureaucracy on the plan of a tomb? One might 
well take this as some kind of sophisticated com
ment on the nature of bureaucracy! I don't think 
that Larsen intended any such comment, though. 
He would have been treading on dangerous ground 
in Saudi Arabia if he had. More likely he saw the 
plan of the Taj as a useful way of breaking up a large 
scale building into smaller segments, while still re
taining the monumental grandeur of the whole. The 
result is based on the Taj plan but is also very 
different from that building. It takes a special kind 
of talent to put together ideas from different sources 
and to come up with something like this, which not 
only summons up images of the past but also works 
well as a modern office building. The Saudis espe
cially appreciate the domestic ambience of the cellu
lar offices, in contrast to the impersonal layout of 
the SOM building. Here is a rare case where an 
imported building type has been well adapted to the 
region at all levels of space and function. 

Many external features are explained once the 
sources of inspiration are understood, which it is the 
job of the critic to ferret out. Right in the middle of 
each side we find a recess, which is a modern inter
pretation of the iwan, a common feature of Islamic 
architecture which marks an entrance or an impor
tant feature on the inside of the building, such as, in 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Riyadh West facade, showing 
offices, with central recess or "iwan" and podium of 
covering parking 

this case, the junction between two internal 'streets', 
which are themselves modelled on Arabian souks. 

The projections on each corner of the building look 
like fortifications and reinforce the desert fortress 
image, but were actually intended as lift housing. 
Then there is the incredible space of the central 
triangular atrium, with its floating roof suggestive of 
the floating roof of the Chapel at Ronchamp. The 
small square windows facing onto the atrium are 
deliberately undersized, so as to inflate the scale of 
the space. Altogether a very subtle exercise, but the 
total effect is quite stunning. 

I spent weeks in this building, getting to know it, 
observing the changes in the quality of the light at 
different times of the day. I fell totally in love with 
the place. It was an experience I will find hard to 
recapture, and was in fact my launching pad as a 
critic. Here I was, faced with the problem of having 
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MOFA, Riyadh Close-up of oblique portal and "floating" 
roof over central court. 

Abdel Wahed El-Wakil's mosque on the feddah Corniche 
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to write about a building which I knew hardly any
one would ever get to see. What a marvellous incen
tive for a critic! Having to make the thing come 
alive: to walk people through the place; to recreate 
the experience I had. 

All this is by a Danish architect who had 'discovered' 
Islamic architecture for himself. But let us also not 
forget that the client was Saudi. Great buildings 
usually take great clients as well as great architects to 
produce. It is very important that during the last few 
years, we have clients of this calibre beginning to 
emerge in the Muslim world. 

Now we tum to the more orthodox traditionalism of 
Abdel Wahed EI-Wakil. Wakil is often criticised for 
sticking too close to the traditions of the past. But it 
would be a mistake to push the contrast between 
'modem' and 'traditional' interpretations of regional 
architecture too far. I prefer to regard the two 
approaches as defining the two extreme ends of the 
same spectrum, with any number of variations in 
between. In truth, there is no modem building that 
does not relate somehow or other to some prece
dent, no matter what the architect may say about it. 
And there is no traditional building that does not 
relate somehow to the present, if only in the manner 
of its contemporary use. 



What can we make then, of one of El-Wakil's mos
ques on the Jeddah Corniche? Just a recreation of 
traditional forms, domes, arches, and so on and so 
forth. Is that all there is to it? No! Wakil is holding 
up a model of traditional architecture and saying to 
Saudi Arabian and Muslim architects everywhere: 
"Look, we had something good here, something we 
can still use and learn from". What he is doing is 
endowing contemporary relevance on Islamic his
tory and culture and encouraging Muslim architects 
to undertake an exercise in relearning their heritage. 
How, it may be asked, is it going to be possible to 
produce the sorts of creative fusions in the Muslim 
world between the present and the past, such as we 
have seen in Payette's and Larsen's work - ironical
ly, both Western architects - if there is no know
ledge or appreciation of the traditional base, if there 
is no respect for the past as well as for the present? 
Arthur Koestler called it the 'act of creation': a 
fusion between two previously unconnected culture 
forms. That fusion cannot happen without mutual 
respect and deep understanding of the two culture
forms involved; both modem and traditional. 

I would rather see something like this, than some 
tiresome repeat of the International Style. But really 
there is more to it than just strict tradition. Wakil's 
original commission from the mayor of Jeddah was 
for a series of sculptures along the Corniche. But he 
said "No, I don't want to do any sculptures, I want 
to do a mosque". What he actually did was a SCUlp
tural mosque. By doing that, he has extended and 
reinterpreted tradition because Islamic architecture 
is not normally so scupltural; it is mostly inward
looking. But this is both an outward-looking as well 
as inward-looking building, and relates perfectly to 
its 'island' setting. There is a transformation in
volved here then, from Islamic traditions to some
thing more Mediterranean in spirit. 

So there is more to Wakil's architecture than has 
usually been made out. This also goes for the way 
his buildings are made. As Ronald Lewcock recently 
pointed out, Wakil is not just talking about reviving 
traditional forms. Like Hassan Fathy, he is talking 
about the craft of building and the way buildings are 
put together. Surely if there is any kind of meaning 
to the word authenticity in architecture, it has to do 
with this. If there is any such thing as an authentic 
architect, it is an architect who is fully involved 
emotionally as well as intellectually with the act of 
building, with the means of production, something 
most architects have become totally divorced from. 
Not to mention critics, especially those of an art
historical bent who haven't even the time or pati
ence to talk about the way a building is made. So 
Wakil gets cursed or praised on the basis of form 
alone, when his work should be discussed in terms of 
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the way buildings are made. 

Wakil, Larsen and Payette are all exceptionally 
talented architects, however, and there are just not 
enough architects of this sOrt of calibre to go around, 
or to solve the kinds of problems we see in the 
modem suburbs of Riyadh. It is all very well for us 
as critics to talk and write about the best buildings 
that get put up by the talented few, but what can we 
say about the remainder? The problem here is not 
just the awful quality of the individual buildings, but 
the whole pattern and quality of urban develop
ment. Somehow we have to deal with this wider 
situation. 

Suburban shopping centre, Riyadh 

The pattern is familiar enough; the decentralisation; 
the suburban infrastructure and building types, the 
Western style shopping centres. But is it any more 
really alien in Saudi Arabia? Is it perhaps what the 
Saudis really want now? It is a good question. Hav
ing lived there for three years, I would say that they 
do, but they cannot reconcile wanting this with still 
wanting to retain much of their older life-style. 

How can architects talk about rebuilding the 'Islamic 
city' and recreating medieval city patterns when they 
have to deal with modem systems of communication 
and settlement patterns? What can we make of the 
contemporary villas, for example? Every Saudi 
family seems to want a Western style villa now, with 
at least one garage, just as the Malaysians now do. 
They want a villa because they think a villa is the 
most modern, best and civilised thing to have. 

But it doesn't really work out, because as I said, 
Saudis also want to retain their old life-style at the 
same time. An important aspect of the traditional 
Saudi life-style is the value placed on privacy, espe
cially where the family dwelling is concerned. So you 
wind up with inherent contradictions between the 
need for maximum privacy and what the outward
looking villa as against the inward-looking courtyard 
house can offer. All the windows in such villas have 
frosted glass in them as well as drawn curtains. 
Wives and young children now live in totally air
conditioned, artificially lit environment, twenty-four 
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hours of the day, rather than let anyone get so much 
as a peek at them from outside. They even put up 
little screens in between the villas if they are built 
too close - which they usually are - to prevent any 
possibility of being overlooked by their neighbours. 
Being a detached building, the maximum wall sur
face is also exposed to the sun, with equally negative 
consequences for climate control. All in all, import
ing this building type into Saudi Arabia has worked 
far less well than it did when the villa was imported 
into Malaysia. 

We cannot rely on the architectural elite to solve 
problems on this scale, though we need their work in 
order to provide others with models of excellence 
they can emulate. That, after all, is what the Aga 
Khan Award is largely about. We also have to try to 
raise the level of the norm; to raise the quality of the 
average building, which means also to raise the qual
ity of the average architecture and builder. 

For this reason I cannot separate architectural critic
ism from the broader problems of architectural 
education. I think they are in fact inseparable. As 
teachers of architecture, we spend most of our time 
in the studios acting as critics. But I believe that it is 
also only by raising standards at the very beginning 
of an architect's career that we can hope to tackle 
the basic problems Professor Arkoun wants us to 
solve, and which I have elaborated on. 

I should like to conclude, therefore, with a discus
sion of some projects I devised for students at King 
Saud University; very much with these more general 
problems of cultural exchange and environmental 
quality in mind. 

This is where the problem usually starts, as far as the 
education of architects in Saudi Arabia is concerned: 
Here we see first year students being trained by a 
well-meaning, young Saudi architect, who had com
pleted his education in the West, and who wanted to 
provide his students in Saudi Arabia with what was 
thought to be the most modern and advanced 
method of teaching basic design; which is in fact 
some awful derivative of the Bauhaus preliminary or 
foundation course. 

In my view, this kind of foundation course never 
even worked well in the West. It is all based on 
exercises in abstract form and is totally anti
historical. Students are deliberately encouraged to 
set aside their own cultural background and to start 
from scratch. Start with an empty mind! What's this 
if it's not brain-washing? What has it got to do with 
Saudi Arabia or the Muslim world? Not too much. 

Half of the first year class was taught this way and 
the other half worked with exercises in Islamic de
sign under the direction of a Western teacher, which 
was me. The irony hardly needs underlining. I sug-
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Western style villa, Riyadh, Sandi Arabia, is ringed by high 
walls to enswe privacy 

Foreground Bauhaus style projects 1st year students, King 
Saud University 

gested we try a regional approach and was sup
ported by a number of Saudi faculty, including the 
then current Chairman of Department, Dr. Saleh 
Al-Hathloul, who incidently was one of the finest 
and most enlighted chairmen I have ever worked 
with. So the two alternative classes ran in parallel. 

All my exercises were based on Islamic cultural 
sources but they are not restricted to just Saudi 
Arabia. Islamic culture is both regional and interna
tional in character and in scope, just as Western 
culture is, so why not make the most of it? This way 
it was possible to teach students something about 
their own cultural heritage but also about the histor
ic processes of cultural exchange which were in
volved in the developed of Islamic culture. So we 
were able to avoid the danger of being parochial. 

The Bauhaus foundation course was supposed to be 
concerned with the teaching of design through exer
cises in abstract form. You can do that too if you 
want, by teaching students Islamic ornamental de
sign, which is very much concerned with abstract 
form. Yet these exercises were also very different 
from what came out of the Bauhaus or my col
league's studio. 



Starting with exercises which teach students the 
basic geometric principles of Islamic ornamental de
sign we progressed to exercises involving ever more 
complex geometrical patterns. But the same princi
ples of design undedy them all. They are all based 
on the circle and the idea of manipulating figures 
within the circle and then repeating the same unit to 
form a virtually endless pattern. The idea of repeti
tion in these patterns has to do with the Islamic idea 
of unity - the circle also being the symbol of unity -
the idea of unity of all things under God. Patterns 
like this are repeated across a wall or floor surface so 
as to emphasise the continuity of the surfaces and 
the spaces they define. So students are taught from 
the beginning to think of these patterns not as some
thing to be framed and hung on a wall, which is the 
way we think about Western abstract art, but as an 
integral part of the environment. 

All the geometric patterns came out of a book on 
ornamental design (EI-Said and Parman 1976?, but 
the individual colour interpretations did not. This is 
where students were able to manipulate patterns 
and to learn just how far they can change the visual 
effect while sticking to the same geometrical design. 
A remarkable thing happened in this exercise. I 
gave the same pattern to four different students. I 
wanted each student to give me his own interpreta
tion of the pattern and what came out were four 
designs all based on the same geometry but all look
ing very different. We all suddenly realised when we 
put these things on the walls - there were many 
similar exercises too - so that is how it is done! My 
Saudi colleagues were astonished. They had never 
before understood what I and my students had 
found out - that by changing the tonal values you 
can manipulate the pattern as you want. If one 
looked closely, the design appeared to switch be
tween one pattern and another. It's the same trick as 
that old Gestalt demonstration: the silhouette of a 
face becomes a vase and the vase becomes a face. 
But it was there in Islamic ornamental design for 
centuries. And how much better for Muslim stu
dents to discover something like this through their 
own cultural heritage than through some hand-me
down version of the Bauhaus. They discovered this 
visual phenomenon for themselves and are learning 
how to make use of it as designers from these exer
cises. 

Notice the patterns begin to shimmer and it is this 
effect - which these students are controlling -
which helps to produce the impression of trans
parency which scholars talk about when they refer to 
the dematerialisation of the wall surface in Islamic 
architecture. A wall covered with designs such as 
these is not a material wall any longer, but a wall 
with spiritual meaning. 

Panel Discussion 

ist year architecture student's exercise in islamic ornamental 
design, King Saud University, Fall Semester, 1983 
individual colour interpretation of traditional pattern based 
on double hexagon, reproduced here in black/white. 

Student's individual interpretation of same geometric pattern 

In these beginning exercises we were mostly in
terested in learning the basic rules of the language of 
Islamic ornamental design. I told my students, "if 
you want to become a poet, you don't have to invent 
the whole language. What poets do is first learn their 
native language and then they go on to use it in an 
imaginative way". 

So when the students had learnt the basics of this 
language, I told them, "go ahead, now design the 
surface ornament for a courtyard floor". Put 
together all that you have learnt and create a design 
of your own". I gave them a suitable plan for a 
courtyard house and the designs that followed were 
similar in so far as they follow the traditional three 
part arrangement of one pattern at the base of the 
central fountain, a second pattern surrounding this 
base, and a third major pattern for the rest of the 
courtyard. This much was specified in the exercise, 
but the rest was up to each student. 

Now it is conceivable that with computer-aided de
sign and graphics techniques it might be possible to 
go on from these exercises in known patterns and 
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get students to create new variations on the geomet
ric patterns themselves, and maybe even produce 
entirely new patterns. That's something for the fu
ture, perhaps. What we actually did was to go on to 
an entirely different kind of exercise. 

The old town of Dariyah, which was the home of the 
Saud family lies just outside Riyadh. The town is 
built entirely of mud-brick with some local rubble 
stone for foundations. Now the reactions of Saudi 
Arabians to the very idea of building in mud is that 
mud is strictly for hippopotami! No self-respecting 

1st year student's exercise in Islamic ornamental design, 
KSU, Fall semester, 1983-84 Design for domestic courtyard 
with central fountain. Border detail and scale human figure 
shown at bottom 

The old town of Dariyah, just outside Riyadh Basis of 1st 
year students study. Winter semester 1983-84 
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Saudi wants to build in mud anymore. They associ
ate it entirely with a poverty-sticken past they would 
rather forget. But I told my students that the cour
tyard house type itself has much to recommend it, so 
let's look at Dariyah from first principles and learn 
what we can from its buildings. 

We began the sequence of projects with each stu
dent making a little study of Dariyah, describing the 
history, location and settlement pattern of the town 
in words and pictures, all on the same sheet. I had a 
capable Egyptian assistant working with me so X told 
the students that they should make the most of the 
fine graphic qualities of their own language and 
notate the drawings in Arabic My assistant then 
checked their drawings with me, translating as we 
went along. Not the easiest way to do things, but 
worth the trouble. 

They did a similar study of one of the courtyard 
houses, making measured drawings and explaining 
the way it was put together and the way it was used, 
the importance of the open but private central 
space, and how the form and materials responded to 
the desert climate. 

Sometimes people asked me "what did you teach 
them in Saudi Arabia?". I tell them "I did not teach 
them a thing - I let the buildings teach". 

Then I said, "right, having learnt the design princi
ples involved in houses of this type, let us now 
design a modem courtyard house, based on the 
same basic principles but reinterpreted for the de
centralised, modern urban environment such as we 
now have to deal with in Riyadh". I also told them 
to design their buildings with modern but simple 
technology in mind, such as concrete blockwork 
which would have the required thermal properties 
but would help convince students that the virtues of 
the courtyard building type were not necessarily res
tricted to 'old fashioned' mud houses. 

It would have been too much to ask these first year 
students to design a suitable layout for such houses, 
so for our starting point we took a scheme from a 
senior student who had created a kind of 'urban 
oasis' of high density, low rise courtyard housing -
clustered tightly together but also tied into a modern 
urban infrastructure of high speed motorways. We 
created a couple of 'holes' in his site plan and told 
our students to fill them in with either a two storey 
courtyard house or a single storey courtyard house, 
according to what they had learnt from the two 
previous study projects. 

The end result demonstrated what first year students 
can do with their own regional culture if they are just 
given the chance; modem courtyard houses com
plete with modem amenities and communications, 
but also still affording the climate control and priva-
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1st year architecture student's design for modern courtyard house in Riyadh suburb, showing comparative study of traditional 
and modern settlement patterns (left), site context (right) and proposed two-storey design (centre). 

cy which are the virtues of the traditional 
architecture of the region. 

I think the lesson should be clear enough by now. 
Instead of just trying to adapt imported building 
types and institutions to regional cultures and condi
tions, maybe Saudi Arabian architects and architects 
in other parts of the Islamic world should also be 
making greater efforts to make the most of their 
own cultural resources by updating their institutions 
and building types to meet contemporary needs. But 
don't expect architects in the Islamic world or any 
part of the developing world to produce miracles of 
reinterpretation if they aren't even taught to value 
their own heritage. 

PhotoglOphs coultesy of Chris Abel 
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Mohammed Arkoun 

Chris Abel's presentation is extremely interesting 
and I thank him for having provided an illustration 
of what I wanted to say earlier. It is exactly this kind 
of criticism, considered and practised, as a thinking 
process, to make explicit, implicit issues in what an 
architect, writer, philosopher or painter is doing. 
This is the function of criticism. 

Chris Abel has done it with examples taken in ,a 
Muslim society and he has linked it to the general 
issues of contemporary criticism in the world. I nev
er meant to separate issues in Muslim societies from 
general architectural issues in western societies. He 
has given a good illustration and I thank him for this. 

Each slide that Chris Abel has shown, (I am not 
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against slides, but the misuse of them) was used to 
explain working concepts as we say in literary critic
ism. I hear often that there is no criticism in the 
Muslim world and in Muslim societies. This is not 
correct. There is not much criticism in the 
architectural field, but I can assure you that there is 
a large amount produced by Muslim scholars and 
intellectuals, in the literary, philosophical, theologic
al, and political fields. I confess that it is not all 
relevant and updated; it is not emancipated from 
ideological biases; but it exists. 

This criticism has something to do with architectural 
criticism. In literature the situation is different; there 
is an important and ancient tradition of criticism. 
Let us be fair about what is existing, what is done on 
the Muslim side and let us reveal it when we deal 
with architecture. There are many journals and re
views dealing with literary criticism. 

Stanford Anderson 

The preceding session introduced a range of build
ings for consideration in our critical debate. Chris 
Abel's familiarity with these buildings has permitted 
him to give another dimension to that discussion. I 
am particularly grateful to him for that concrete 
contribution, since I have not have the opportunity 
to visit any of these works. Consequently I cannot 
speak about specific issues concerning these build
ings but must rather tum to a few thoughts about the 
criticism of architecture generally, hopefully with 
reference to the concerns of this meeting. 

Several speakers pointed out that the architecture of 
Islam, from its beginning, adopted pre-existing or 
foreign, or innovative forms - turning these forms 
to its own purposes. Why would one make such an 
unsurprising claim? Presumably it is felt to be neces
sary to make such an unexceptionable claim because 
there are still those who would see as necessary, a 
deterministic relation between forms and their use 
or meaning. If one were to accept such a principle, 
then a form which has already been used for one 
purpose could not serve correctly in a new context 

However, it is such a claim for the immutability of 
meaning of forms that runs against all history and 
experience. The history of architecture is rife with 
examples of radical re-use of forms and the migra
tion of their meanings. This absence of a strict rela
tionship between form and meaning is one indica
tion of a degree of autonomy in architectural forms. 

I rush to stress"a degree of autonomy" (elsewhere I 
have written of the "quasi-autonomy" of architectu
ral form). Quasi-autonomy is an ambiguous word, 
as it must be. It points to autonomy for the reasons 
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already cited, the absence of necessity in the formJ 
use/meaning relationship. There is also autonomy 
for the reason that form cannot be reduced to any 
other set of descriptions or conditions. Nevertheless, 
this is a qualified autonomy because, I would assert, 
the range of use and meaning which may attach to 
any form is not limitless. A given form may positive
ly facilitate a certain range of use and meaning; it 
may accommodate a wider range but there will still 
be a limit. 

The successive thresholds where a form shifts from 
support to accommodation and thence to inadequa
cy are the constraints that make wise architectural 
decisions necessary, while it is the relative autonomy 
that allows us to re-use old forms or adapt new ones 
without absolute constraint. 

If we can accept this notion of quasi-autonomy, one 
result is the breaking of any claim for necessity or 
truth in the relations between forms and their uses 
and meanings. Yet the significance of architectural 
decisions remains. 

Breaking truth claims about architecture is, I be
lieve, a necessary and liberating step. I would 
attempt to advance this claim by reference to 
another set of arguments heard in the earlier ses
sions - arguments which, like the resistance to new 
forms, are tinged with disabling truth claims. 

In the earlier sessions; we were frequently offered 
comments or analysis based on polar oppositions: 
modernity and tradition, past and future, private 
and public, vernacular and monument, art and craft. 
In some instances these oppositions were put for
ward with the explicit or implicit requirement that 
we must choose between these poles. Similarly, we 
were offered the choice between form and symbol. 
Of course if we must choose, there is an imperative 
to make the correct choice. 

These are demands that can be placed upon the 
architect; so too they can be laid upon the 
architectural critic. Only if the critic has made the 
right choice among such alternatives, will he or she 
examine the correct buildings and assess them right
ly. From such claims, it is only another small step to 
arrive at the demand that we be in possession of 
some truth that will give us a firm foundation for our 
choices amongst these polar opposites. 

I am not troubled with the introduction of the terms 
that I listed - public and private; monument and 
vernacular, and the like. I am troubled that our 
thought is pushed to the poles while judgements of 
over-arching correctness or error are laid upon these 
polar choices. 

I would like to illustrate this matter with my inter
pretation of the thought and work of the noted 



Viennese architect of the early twentieth century, 
Adolf Loos. Loos respected tradition - whatever 
was vital and supportable in the past of his culture. 
He was mistrustful of predicting the future, but he 
was keen in his attention to modern innovations. 
Loos was moved by the monumental when it took 
an appropriate place, and perhaps still more appre
ciative of the vernacular works of the townscape and 
the countryside. Loos sought to distinguish and hon
our both art and craft. Art was a high calling that 
transcended material matters; but for this very 
reason, the artist should not dictate forms to the 
craftsman. Shoes, a saddle, or a piano, found their 
own proper evolution in the hands of the craftsman 
who used and made them. 

Loos recognised all the terms which we have heard 
in polarities: tradition and modernity, past and fu
ture, vernacular and monument, private and public, 
country and city. But for Loos, I suggest, these 
strands are woven into one another, forming a fab
ric, or what we might call a field. Within this cultural 
field, he did not seek to find one correct place for 
man to inhabit, not even one place for a modern 
Viennese, nor even one place for himself, a secular 
architect of 1910 Vienna. Rather, he thought that 
every task demanded a considered choice of where 
one must locate that work. 

The cultural critic and friend of Loos, Karl Kraus, 
sought to explain that to which both men had contri
buted: "Adolf Loos and I ... have done nothing 
more than to show that there is a difference between 
an (funerary) urn and a chamber pot. It is in this 
difference that culture is given a space to play itself 
out. The others, those with (claims to) positive 
knowledge, however, divide themselves between 
those who would use the urn as a chamber pot and 
those who use the chamber pot as an urn " (K. 
Kraus in Adolf Laos. Festschrift zum 60. Geburt
stag, Vielma, 1930.) 

Thus, within the Loosian cultural field that I 
evoked, the urn is closer to the monument, art and 
tradition. The pot is closer to the vernacular, privacy 
and craft. It was correct to give both their places in 
the cultural field and thus also to locate their design 
and fabrication. 

For Loos, architecture as a discipline, was closer to 
craft than to art; yet architecture covers some range 
of the cultural field. A funerary monument 
approaches art; a country house approaches the ver
nacular. In 1910, Loos designed, in Vienna, a 
domestic interior notable for its private and often 
traditional particularities. The exterior of that house 
(the Steiner house) was comparatively modern, and 
decorous as it cloaked its privacies from the city. 

In the same year, in the same city, Loos designed a 

Panel Discussion 

mopern and formally inventive shop interior while 
the exterior of that building (Haus am Michaelplatz) 
echoed traditional, monumental buildings in the sur
rounding old city of Vienna. Thus Loos not only 
differentiated the house from the shop, or the sub
urban house from the central city building, but even 
the interior of each from its exterior. 

I have tried to suggest two related things. Firstly, 
there is no essence or truth or true origin that stands 
at the base or core of architecture. Nonetheless the 
quasi-autonomy of architecture and the many posi
tions it may be assigned in the cultural field, provide 
both the options and the constraints, which preserve 
a significant discipline called architecture. 

One last point about this view of architecture. Loos 
was also critical and open to new forms. He adopted 
the Anglo-American ideas of domesticity both as a 
criticism of the bourgeois norms of Vienna and as a 
model. He criticised the ambitious extensions of art 
into the vernacular and the crafts, as was practised 
by his compatriots, the Secessionist, and by his con
temporaries, the leaders of the Deutscher Werk
bund. Loos commended the new, simpler and more 
repetitive fenestration of apartment buildings served 
by elevators. That is to say, neither his vision of the 
cultural field nor of architecture was static. Criticism 
and innovation accompanied what he knew. 

If we were to adopt such a critical structure, we 
could, without appeals to truth, be articulate and 
discerning about the buildings we criticise, and, 
possibly, also able to appreciate why the Aga Khan 
Award can and should be diverse without loss of 
principle. 

Mohammed Arkoun 

I would like to call your attention to the last problem 
Professor Anderson mentioned, which is the theore
tical problem which divides critics of architecture as 
well as those of literature He spoke about the quasi
autonomy of architecture. To what extent can one 
consider that there is a quasi-autonomy or even an 
autonomy of architecture as an activity, as well as 
literature, or painting, music, etc ... 

Is it an autonomous activity which does not look to 
other fields of activity in society? This is a theoretical 
problem and a methodological issue which is often 
discussed among specialists of criticism in various 
fields. It would be difficult to widen this discussion, 
precisely because architects do not have time to look 
to other artistic domains and compare the tools used 
for criticism. Not having time does not mean that 
the work can be avoided. 

You know that there are socio-critics, psycho-critics, 
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historico-critics, and philosophical-critics. I don't see 
why architecture should escape all these kinds of 
criticism. 

Osamah EI-Gohary 

I would like to mention firstly a few points about the 
National Bank and the Bhong Mosque. I have seen 
both and approached one of them, at least as far as 
the entrance canopy. 

I see no difference between them. If one takes them 
in abstract terms, neither has really expressed the 
nature of materials We can see in both examples 
the idea of hiding the structural framework of the 
building, especially in the National Bank, where the 
steel frame has been covered with other materials, 
which brings us back to 19th century architectural 
where the idea of eclectic style was very much pre
sent. The steel or cast iron frames were built and 
then covered with renaissance graphic style. This is 
one way of seeing architecture in the nineteenth 
century. 

If we give an award to the Bhong Mosque where 
concrete slabs were used, topped by domes, we can 
also give a prize or at least think about the National 
Bank in these terms. 

The other point I would like to touch upon here, is 
the values that one adopts when criticising a build
ing. As Mohammed Arkoun mentioned, in Muslim 
society there is criticism; in religious criticism, con
cepts or new facts have to analysed. The whole idea 
of refuting something or coming up with an answer 
has to be compared with the basic materials in the 
Koran and the Hadith. 

We do need people like Professor Arkoun to give us 
clues about the values in Muslim society and the 
thinking process of Muslim societies, so that 
architects can take these ideas and employ them in 
their own works. Without such people, we cannot go 
on to produce architecture which relates to the 
values of the Muslim community. 

If we take the "Seven Lamps" of Ruskin; beauty, 
truth and so on, I am not really sure whether I could 
adopt this in criticising a building in the Muslim 
world. If I take the concepts of Giedeon, of space
time architecture, I see the transparency that domin
ates modem architecture and its negative influences 
on the Muslim community, as Chris Abel has illus
trated; windows have to be covered When glass is 
much used it causes the invasion of privacy. All 
these problems actually stem from an incorrect con
ception of space in Muslim architecture. 

The third point I would like to bring up is the 
regionalism versus nationalism debate. I have 
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doubts about the idea of regionalism because I do 
not feel that in Islam there is such a thing as re
gionalism, as barriers and as boundaries. It is illus
trated in Mosque architecture where we have a mod
el that is borrowed from the Arabs which has 
travelled all over the Muslim world. There is some
thing Islamic in it and it is topped off with local 
regional variations. 

I have written a piece which I would like to read, 
which reflects some of my thinking on architecture 
in the west as well as in the Muslim world. I wrote 
this as an opinion on the architecture of Abdel 
Wahed EI-Wakil 

"Modem architecture is based on 19th century and 
early 20th century architectural morality, which 
stresses the "abandonment of historical style." The 
aesthetic is devoid of ornaments and traditional 
architectural vocabularies. 

However, Wakil proves to us today that our contem
porary morality should be the opposite of the 19th 
century's. The morality of today requires going back 
to historical styles and drawing lessons from these 
for our contemporary architecture. 

Wakil conceives architecture as a biological, organic 
and to some extent evolutionary process. Nothing 
can be born without inheriting the genes of its pa
rents - the generic forms in architectural terms. In 
another sense, architecture is a language that has 
words, syntax and messages. 

When one conceives architecture in these terms we 
are able to design in any part on the globe, with 
architecture that speaks the language of that region. 
For this reason Wakil has been able to design build
ings in Greece, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia, that speak 
the regional language of architecture. 

In each of his magnificent buildings in the Muslim 
world Wakil speaks the language of architecture that 
an average Muslim walking in the street would 
understand. Wakil realised that if a building is to 
communicate any message, certain words of the tra
ditionallanguage of architecture should be used in a 
traditional syntax. It may sound Classical or Re
naissance; if so we might be getting the Renaissance 
of modem architecture in the Muslim world. 

By doing so, Wakil proved to us not only the exist
ence of what one may call a language for Islamic 
Architecture, but also its validity for contemporary 
architecture. 

Wakil used the traditional vocabularies of 
architecture in a fashion unlike the 18th and 19th 
century revivalists. He asks what a thing wants to be. 
An arch is born if one opens up a brick wall. 

His muqarnae, squinches, and pendentives not only 
serve aesthetical functions but also express the na-



ture of his building materials. 

Wakil's works not only remind one of the Wrightian 
ideas of organic architecture (since every line in his 
buildings expresses the nature of the materials) but 
also of the great Ottoman, Mimar Sinan of the 15th 
century. Sinan was born into a rich architectural 
tradition of Muslim and Byzantine origins Sinan 
designed mosques that spoke the language of Pan
Islamic architecture with an Anatolian accent. 

Wakil, unlike Sinan, was born at a time when the 
traditional architectural language was forgotten. His 
genius lies in the manner in which he revives the 
forgotten language and transmits messages that peo
ple comprehend. 

As for Wakil's mosque architecture, I find his work 
illuminating for the following reasons. 

In my extensive research on mosque architecture, I 
realised that mosques, in addition to providing a 
shelter from sun and rain, heighten the psychologic
al experience of prayer. In traditional architecture 
up to the 16th century mosque design stressed this 
experience. However in our modern era, with its 
emphasis on materialism and its neglect of the 
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psychology of the individual, this tradition came to 
an end. 

With the introduction of psychology to the realm of 
architecture the new humanistic architecture was 
born. This was the case for architecture in general. 

Mosques did not reflect this attitude until Wakil 
introduced his new mosques, in which he incorpo
rated the interior design, form, and layout in order 
to induce psychological experiences that were lost 
during the past four centuries. 

The nostalgic dimension of the past, which gives 
continuity and reduces controversy, is well illus
trated in most of his designs. His preparation for the 
inner space takes into account epigraphy as well as 
pictorial representations that are essential to the 
psychology of the worshippers. 

His gardens around or inside the mosques isolate the 
worshippers from the outside world and intensify 
their concentration." 

When I wrote my thesis I thought that it was only a 
theoretical one, however, Wakil proved it to be a 
valid argument for practicing architects. His mos
ques are not only shelters from rain and the solar 

Studellt work at the Killg Saud Ulliversity ill Riyadh - experimentatioll ill mud aTchitecture aftel the mallller of buildillgs in 

the Najid region (Riyadh, March 1988) 
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heat but a shelter for the soul where one can find all 
that is needed for strength - a process called 
"pschosynthesis" and "psychoanalysis". His mos
ques are rooms in the city for the spiritual well being 
of the city's dwellers. 

For the past four years I have been experimenting, 
along with my students at King Saud University in 
Riyadh, with the process of learning from our tradi
tional environment. The students measure drawings 
of old buildings and ruins in Najid region in the 
kingdom - a process very much similar to what 
Renaissance architects did with Roman ruins. 

Last semester students concentrated on mud 
architecture in the Najid region for our participation 
in the international exhibition "Architectures De 
Terre" (Riyadh, March 1988 - Editor). 

The students not only did measured drawings but 
also models so that they will get a feeling for the 
mass and the proportions of the structures. 

Photographs COUI tesy of Osamah El-Gohary 

Andras Ferkai 

I am an architect from Hungary and the editor of the 
Hungarian Architecture magazine. First of all, why 
am I here and what has Hungary got to do with the 
Muslim world? 

In 1526 the Turkish Empire reached and occupied 
the central part of Hungary and they stayed there 
for more than one hundred and fifty years. This was 
a peaceful co-existance between Hungarians and 
Turkish because Hungarians gave tax and in return 
they could retain their culture. From this period a lot 
of Turkish buildings remain in Hungary, such as 
mosques, and public baths. 

Contrary to Yugoslavia and Bulgaria, we have prac
tically no Muslim people living in the country, so we 
have no living Muslim architecture now. Muslim 
architecture in Hungary is a question of protection 
and restoration of its monuments. We have some 
good examples of this. 

I would like to say a few words about the situation of 
architectural criticism in my country. Our problems 
are more or less identical with those of the whole 
eastern block, so in a way, you will have an overall 
view of Communist countries. 

Some years ago, we edited a special issue of our 
magazine dealing with architectural criticism. We 
asked many architects about this topic and the 
answers were very surprising. Most of them asserted 
that there was no criticism in architecture at all, and 
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that it was not needed. Others explained that tradi
tional criticism was dangerous under the circumst
ances when architecture is so strongly determined by 
social conditions in the eastern European countries. 

An older architect wrote, "Architecture is a social 
affair today, more than it used to be. It is a mistake 
to think that architecture depends only on the 
architect's talent. It does, but even more it reflects 
on the will, the economic situation, the state of 
development, the level of organisation and every 
deformation of the society. If we criticise 
architecture and say that it is in crisis and that it is 
confused, then by inference society and the estab
lishment is judged". 

Let me enlighten you with two examples of the 
different role and emphasise architectural criticism 
has in the countries of eastern Europe. 

The first story happened in the early 1950s. At that 
time, the establishment had been transformed, fol
lowing faithfully the Stalinist way; the industries, the 
financial institutions and the firms, were national
ised. The private practice of architecture ceased and 
architects gathered in huge offices established by the 
state, did not want to accept the Stalinist style in 
architecture. 

The political leadership decided to organise a so 
called "discussion", where they could torce 
architects to be obedient. It was very strange that a 
Marxist professor of architecture a follower of func
tionalism, was accused of being the follower of a 
past style which would not fit with the new social 
ideas. After this "discussion", architects were forced 
to accept the new style. 

The second story concerns the same professor. In 
the middle of the 1970s, he wrote, severely criticising 
the organic experiments of the Pecs group; it was a 
little group of young architects in the southern part 
of Hungary. They tried to find a new path in 
architecture; a little bit organic starting from folk or 
vernacular traditions. 

This professor, with his criticism, managed to stop 
the experiment. From this, there developed a he
ated debate in the pages of differel,lt magazines. 
Eventually one passed sentence on the experiment 
and the group was dissolved in an administrative 
way. 

This is why architects still have a fear of criticism. A 
new approach to architectural criticism is needed in 
our country and in eastern Europe, which separates 
firmly the responsibility of the architect from that of 
other decision makers; clients, investors and con
struction firms. The critic cannot analyse a recent 
building only as a work of art. He must discover the 
social background, the factors influencing the crea-



tive process and he can then focus on questions of 
form, function, meaning and style. 

Mohammed Arkoun 

The fact that Andras Ferkai from Hungary is with 
us, shows that the Award does not have a narrow 
approach on Islamic character. We would like to 
explore every historical space where an Islamic ex
perience, about architecture, took place. This is one 
of our ambitions; a cultural and knowledge seeking 
ambition and through this, an ambition for an 
understanding of civilisation. 

Haluk Pamir 

I have prepared some notes on architectural critic
ism, which have been distributed, in which I argue 
that there is a difference between critical and non
critical mentalities towards life. (Notes for an Essay 
on Architectural Criticism by Haluk Pamir are to be 
found on page 135 - 141 Editor). The notes 
establish the context for critical activity and criticism 
in the field of architecture. In them I discuss the 
situation in Turkey and the place of architectural 
criticism there. It is slowly developing but we do not 
yet have a theory of criticism. 

One school, the Middle East Technical University in 
Ankara, has had courses on theory, history and 
criticism of architecture since the mid-1960's It was 
run by Ahmet Gulgonen assisted by Suha Ozkan. 
After Gulgonen left, Suha Ozkan carried on for six 
or seven years, and some publications resulted. This 
was a course taken as an elective but students who 
took the course were also good in design and nearly 
all of them abandoned criticism totally after their 
graduation. 

It is not easy to establish a critical centre in one 
institution in the hope that it will affect others in the 
profession and in society. Such an institution should 
establish a good relationship with society to become 
effective. 

We did some survey work with our students at 
ME1lJ during the late 1970s (Imamoglu and Im
amoglu, Pamir), on the values they placed on our 
traditional architecture or Turkish architecture in 
general. The students were very critical about our 
architecture and they very much praised western 
architecture. Imamoglu showed slides of modem 
buildings and old building, asking them to compare 
which was better. He tried many experimental situa
tions, not just asking which building was better, but 
which architect they thought was a better 
architecture, without giving names of the architects. 
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In both cases the conclusion was that the western 
type was seen as a better type of architecture even in 
historical examples. We have now introduced critic
ism in the architecture doctoral degree course. We 
are trying to first criticise the myths established in 
the west, so we are trying to establish the destructur
ing process first. This involves not only mythical 
personalities of architecture but also mythical 
theories of architecture; both the processes of doing 
architecture and also the men behind such activity. 
That is one step. 

The second step we are trying to do is to understand 
the quality of architecture in Turkey, that is the 
position of kitsch - bad taste - which is nicknamed 
"Arabesque" in Turkey. It is a term used for a type 
of music. It is the music of hopelessness of the 
people living in shanty towns; some sixty-six percent 
of our population. It talks about misery, and limited 
futures to the strains of Arabic music. It is critical in 
a negative way. This "Arabesque" approach cannot 
be heard on the radio; the state does not approve of 
it, but it is still there. It is used by people generally 
and it is used in architecture. No one can forbid that. 
We have Arabic arches, windows and entrances, all 
over the place; not only that, but other kinds of 
kitsch imported from the west as well, the plastic 
version of many things. We have concentrated on 
criticising that as well. 

In order to do this, one should take a stand, one 
should have a theoretical approach to criticism. We 
are trying to establish, first of all, a notion that there 
is no absolute human judgement; that it is not possi
ble. There are examples from psycho-physical re
search which actually aimed at establishing such 
absolutes and failed - even in areas of human sense 
research. 

We are saying that this is something normative in a 
sense or it depends on human construal, even con
strual of the norms in such areas. It means that first 
of all we have to establish normative areas, that we 
want to operate in, in architectural criticism. It is this 
definition of areas that is important. 

Secondly, we try to deconstruct the contribution of 
building appraisals because that is one area which 
even the western critics, who have been operating 
for a very long time, are avoiding. Building apprais
al, generally means understanding how the building 
functionally operates. All the servicing is appraised 
in a building's appraisal. That was done in 1970's and 
it is still being done in some magazines, but not 
really enough information is provided. Instead of 
building appraisals, we should try more environmen
tal evaluation studies. 

Most research in the west shows that there are great 
cross-cultural differences, in establishing standards 
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for architectural servicing It varies from one culture 
to another, so it is difficult to criticise a building 
using the standards that are established in another 
country. It depends on life style, on fashion, on what 
people see in fashion magazines, how the places are 
connotated through influential media. 

That means that since there is no absolute judge
ment, you have to construe it, but you have to have 
enough information to understand the building. 
That information can be gathered by good environ
mental evaluation. Architectural criticism organises 
and directs human beings to organise such informa
tion, deciding what kind of information is needed or 
what kind of approach is needed to understand 
architecture? 

Criticism in most of the Islamic world is very res
tricted for many reasons. I know however that the 
tradition of our sponsor is a very critical stream of 
thought. 

We can use two kinds of criticism. One is the decon
structive type of criticism which tries to scratch the 
surface, to pull down the facade of what is going on 
and tries to understand the inner conflicts that make 
that outward facade exist. The other is of course 
reconstructive criticism which is, in most cases, what 
we read in architectural journals. This tries to figure 
out the typological semiotic implications of plan 
types, facades, etc. Its authors mostly try to recon
struct an understanding of all those stimulii that they 
want to convey to other people reading the maga
zine or the book. 

However, architectural criticism is not enough. It 
should be environmental criticism that should not 
just try to say how the building fits into its environ
ment but it should treat each and every building as a 
cultural phenomena. It can only be explained by 
man-environment relationship theories. Man
environment relationship theories can also direct the 
environmental evaluation and human construal pro
cesses that go with such criticism. 

Said Zulficar, in an introduction to a previous re
gional seminar, made me feel that the Award acts as 
a very general pressure group. It is not just in build
ing criticism that the Award is interested but it has a 
general attitude and mentality directed towards the 
environment and it is trying to criticise and establish 
counter proposals by showing the results of the 
Award processes. 

We should be aware of the building terminologies 
that we are using in our parts of the world. That is 
very important. The building terminology the buil
ders are using and the building terminology the users 
are using are quite different, even in Turkey, from 
one region to another. 
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There is a reductionism, I must say, in describing the 
building activity in the regions that we come from. 
There is great pressure from the west who define 
that reductionism because the building processes are 
changing; that is one kind of pressure; the crafts of 
building do not exist any more. The theories of 
architecture are bringing in new words and we try to 
see the building activity only through such verbal 
concepts as transparency, functionalism, etc. Such 
concepts have nothing to do with how the building is 
crafted. 

We must encourage the establishment of architectu
ral and environmental movements in our countries. 
The west has its own architectural movements, its 
own organised way of thinking and people provoke 
ideas. I do not know if the AKAA can be accepted as 
a kind of movement. There should be a lot of diffe
rent environmental movements that might compete 
with the AKAA movement or probably with AKAA 
as an umbrella organisation. There are already ex
isting compatible movements. They will produce 
alternative man-environment relationship theories 
which it should be possible for the critic to use, to 
judge and criticise buildings. We should also create 
myths 

There was an argument in MIMAR sometime ago 
on this subject. We should have mythical architectu
ral critics in our parts of the world and we should 
have myths of buildings as well, but they should be 
established very carefully so that they will not turn 
into paper tigers of some sort. In our reliance on the 
tradition of criticism in the west, in the field of 
architecture, we must be aware of the fallacies that 
take place in western architectural criticism. 

To illustrate this I have distributed a cutting from a 
British daily newspaper which briefly says that 
Lloyds, the world's biggest insurance market, has 
decided to redesign its London headquarters after a 
flood of complaints about working conditions in the 
building. It took ten years and 195 million Pounds 
Sterling to build this award winning structure, de
signed by Richard Rogers in the heart of the City, 
London's financial district. 

The decision to redesign followed a poll commis
sioned by Lloyds, that found three quarters of the 
employees at the new headquarters thought its 
working environment was worse than in their old 
building. Peter Miller, Lloyds chairman, said 77 per 
cent of dealers and 65 per cent of its underwriters 
thought the building could be fixed to suit their 
business needs, but he could not say how much the 
modifications would cost. 

Miller defended Rogers, who also co-designed the 
Pompidou Centre in Paris, as a genius. Rogers was 
unavailable for comment about the decision to rede-



sign the building, which won a City Trust Award and 
The Financial Times Architecture at Work Award 
to 1987 

So I have some questions for the critics we have at 
this seminar arising out of this situation. Could any
one please explain how the situation might have 
arisen? Secondly, what is the status of the City Trust 
Award and The Financial Times Architecture at 
Work Award and finally what conclusions can one 
draw from such happenings? 

Mohammed Arkoun 

This is an exercise which we should really do. Haluk 
Pamir has pointed out some issues which I consider 
very relevant to our work and he has mentioned 
what he calls mythical theories. This is a very ques
tionable point because I know, through my contacts 
with architects and anthropologists, that architects 
use this very delicate concept in a totally different 
way and content to the current use by anthropolo
gies. 

We should discuss this point of myths in our critical 
discourse. There is no way to have any criticism on 
any theory without elaborating a working concept of 
myths and the working concept of another word, 
which doesn't exist in English and German, but is 
very commonly used in French: it is the imaginaire. 
This is also a question for critical discourse; why a 
concept exists in some language and doesn't exist in 
another language? It is a very important issue, espe
cially when we come to use Muslim languages like 
Arabic, Persian and Turkish 

We cannot work out any theoretical and practical 
approach to criticism without elaborating the con
cept of imaginaire and also the concept of myth. 
Haluk Pamir has also pointed out another question 
which deserves our attention; the position of the 
Muslim world in relation to the west. He mentioned 
that there is a trend towards accepting the western 
model in architecture; not only in architecture; but 
also in literature, politics, institutions, and in the 
courts of the law. 

But the Muslim world had shifted from the admira
tion, that Haluk Pamir has mentioned, to a total 
rejection. We are in the period of the refusal We 
are in the period of the reaction against the naive 
acceptance without criticism of the so-called model 
of the west. This historical fact is now a very big 
political issue between the west and Islam. It has 
cultural and intellectual implications not yet consi
dered by scholars as it deserves If we ignore them 
we will simply 'gossip'. This gossip dominates 
many books and reviews on Muslim societies and 
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culture; I would wish that architecture be protected 
from such ignorance and gossip. 

Pierre Vago 

I will try to stick to the subject of "architectural 
criticism". The problem is not new. I found in my 
files, a special issue of L'Architecture d'Aujourd-hui, 
twenty-five years ago exactly, dealing with La Criti
que Architecturale. I refer to the long paper I wrote 
at that time. 

Architectural criticism is a very important and com
plex problem. The first question you must consider 
is, who is an architectural critic? Who are the actors 
in this game? To be a doctor you need some qual
ifications and also to be an architect, but anybody 
can call himself an architectural critic. If he can find 
an editor in a magazine or a producer on television, 
he can then poison public opinion with his some
times not very well prepared ideas. 

One of the questions to be discussed by this group of 
architectural critics, should be a definition of who is 
and what are the requirements to be an authorised, 
accepted and competent architectural critic because 
the influence of the architectural critic is very great. 
His influence is not just on the architect. The 
architect generally does not like to be criticised. He 
likes it when people say that his he marvellous, or 
even a genius! But that is not very important. 

More important is the impact of the opinion express
ed in newspapers or on the television which is more 
and more the means of communication and the in
fluence on public opinion by people speaking on 
architectural matters. The impact of what is written 
in architectural magazines is very great on students 
and young people. The influence of some magazines 
is certainly greater than the influence of their profes
sors and teachers. 

It is very important that architectural criticism 
should be serious but it is seldom that architectural 
criticism is serious. It is generally applied to build
ings or operations such as planning, reconstruction 
or preservation. We all feel that we need some 
definitions. In the past the criteria was established, 
at least, in some specific cultural areas. 

Now there is nothing. We have no solid references. 
One of the most important task should be to try to 
come to some solid references. There is a need, as a 
first step, to come to an agreement on these defini
tions We use words without knowing the precise 
meaning of the words. In this room, probably if we 
asked ten participants to say what they mean by 
tradition or local forms, the definitions would be 
quite different. 
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The architectural critic generally comes from two 
fields; the field of architects themselves, and from 
journalism; these are then, the professional critics. 
The two groups, or catagories, can give very good 
results; but very often, in recent years at least, we 
can see that the professional critics coming from 
journalism do not have the necessary knowledge of 
the problems of the architect. They imagine that the 
architect is a kind of God, having all the powers, and 
that if he designs a building, it is really totally his 
responsibility. 

Unfortunately, an architect is very often a slave, the 
slave of his client, of bureaucracy, of money, of a 
budget, the slave in some parts of the world, of 
politicians, parties, dictators who impose their will 
and it is very difficult to resist. On the other hand, 
an architect as a critic is sometimes too strongly 
influenced by aesthetics 

In the 1987 VIA meeting in Brighton, England, for 
example we discussed a building praised by many 
participants; but almost nobody had seen the build
ing. It was considered as a marvellous building. 
Maybe it is; but here the question of the photo
grapher arises. I have sometimes had terrific sur
prises when I have purposely visited a building be
cause I had seen such beautiful pictures, and the 
plans were good. I did not recognise it because the 
photographer was too good. He took the right 
views, used the correct lighting and focussed precise
lyon the building. I always thought that one of the 
reasons for the success of the Le Corbusier was his 
photographer, Lucien Herve - not the only reason 
of course. 

It is often very difficult to gain entry into a building. 
I am convinced that in architecture the space is at 
least as important as the volume, and the inside is as 
important as the exterior skin of the building. The 
building when you enter creates many feelings, im
pressions and sensations. Now, walking inside is an 
experience which is quite impossible to reproduce by 
photographs taken of the exterior. 

Architecture is not sculpture; in spite of the, in my 
opinion, completely false definition by Le Corbu
sier, "Le jeu savant correct et magnifique des 
volumes assembles sons la lumiere". 

Maybe that is sculpture, but it is not architecture. 
Architecture has first of all to fulfil a function; if it 
does not work, it is a great mistake to accept it as a 
wonderful thing only because the exterior form is 
pleasant. 

Problems like those arising now in London, referred 
to by HalUk Pamir, are maybe a result of that. A 
well known skyscraper got all kinds of awards be
cause it is considered as beautiful by some people. 
Unfortunately it does not work. When I visited Bra-

106 

zilia, the two cupolas of Niemeyer, the Parliament 
and the Senate are very impressive and aesthetically 
it is a shock. But then you go inside. The two main 
rooms are interesting; one is an amphi-theatre, with 
a flat roof covering and the other is covered with a 
kind of cupola. In these two rooms, the deputies and 
senators meet twice or three times a year for a few 
days, but there is a staff of hundreds of people, 
working the whole year with electricity. This is Bra
zilia, where the sun is shining so marvellously! 

In France we have now a terrific architect, an export 
product of Catolania! He is covering France and 
Europe with his works; I hope he will never cover 
the Islamic world with his neo-Fascistic, neo
Stalinistic, "architecture". You know them of 
course. Behind his concrete columns, there are 
sometimes bathrooms, of course without windows. 
In his marvellous palaces; the joy of the photo
graphers of fashion, there are small social houses, 
two room apartments It is completely foolish; but 
some of the architectural critics are enthusiastic; 
they say "Here is the new Michaelangelo of our 
century!" 

I think the internal function, the cost and the dura
bility are elements that you cannot forget in the 
appreciation of a building. There is another aspect 
too; a building may be beautiful in itself but can 
completely destroy an existing environment, natural 
or built. It can be an offence to an environment. It is 
not enough to limit the role of an architectural critic, 
even of a good critic, to an aesthetic appreciation of 
a building or a group of buildings. 

I am sure that we need, and the decision makers 
need, architectural criticism. The decision maker is 
not a competent architect nor a competent 
architectural critic. He is looking for advice and if he 
looks in magazines, where he find critical appraisal. 
He says, "Probably these names are the best". This 
is one of the main responsibility's of the critics. 

What can we do to clarify things? As I have said, at 
least we could try to clarify some definitions. I am 
really afraid when we use the words "authenticity", 
or "tradition". What is tradition? What is local 
architecture? What is imported architecture? All 
architecture is imported, more or less. 

This is my first visit to this beautiful island of Malta. 
If you take out the imported architecture, what re
mains; some stones? All the palaces, all the chur
ches, all that we see is imported architecture! 

Similarly with Spain. The Alhambra is imported 
architecture, nothing to do with Spanish 
architecture. Everywhere, there is imported 
architecture. This year I visited Anatolia; all that my 
Turkish guide showed me, even the most remark
able monuments, are imported architecture, coming 



from Greece. You can say the same thing with the 
new forms. Please, let us go back some centuries; 
think what architectural critics said when Brunelles
chi covered Santa Maria del Fiore with a cupola! A 
strange, never seen, brutal modem form of building. 
The cupola coming from Firenze went everywhere; 
the English are very proud to have it in London in 
St. Paul's; the Romans in S. Pietro, and we French, 
on the Invalides in Paris. 

We must accept some architectural forms as the 
result of a technical invention, or the genius of men 
who will go out of their original country and will be 
an enrichment for all of us; it must be accepted as an 
enrichment. 

I am not a specialist of Islamic architecture but I 
have spent a lot of time in the Maghreb. If you took 
away from Algeria all the architecture hnported by 
the Romans, you would destroy Timgad which is a 
gem but has nothing to do with the local 
architecture. The same with EI-Djem, in Tunisia, or 
Volubilis in Morocco; export of civilisation or of a 
technique, is an enrichment and must be accepted, 
never rejected. As a principle, I am really very 
troubled when I hear people saying that you must 
adapt to the local. At what time does it commence; 
how do we define what is "local"? 

The history of a town is a constant evolution; it is a 
constant introduction of new elements brought by 
historic evolution; technical, social, economic influ
ences, multi-cultural influences. These enrich hu
man societies. Turning to the preservation of herit
age; at what time and stage, can you accept im
ported forms and expressions of architecture as 
being part of the heritage and why stop it at a certain 
point? Yesterday is part of the heritage of today; 
maybe new elements will be part of the heritage of 
tomorrow: why not? 

You cannot sterilise a civilisation, you cannot steril
ise a town or a city. You cannot preserve it at a 
certain stage, or it dies. 

We, as critics and servants of the architect and socie
ty, must make it really very clear that life is stronger 
than some concepts, if these concepts are inter
preted in a restrictive and static sense. History is 
going on. 

It is really very interesting to see pictures of some of 
the cities of this part of the world which I don't know 
very well. I do know some cities, like Cairo. Of old 
Arab Cairo very little remains. Is it possible to stop 
its demise? It seems very difficult. 

You have heard in this seminar many speak about 
Islamic architecture and the Islamic forms of 
architecture. I have the feeling that here again, there 
are so many expressions of architecture in the very 
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large Islamic world. It cannot be the same in Saudi 
Arabia and in Ivory Coast. It cannot be the same in 
Algeria or in Indonesia. There are local geographic
al, human, cultural, traditional and economic condi
tions which give different forms to the same idea or 
the same spiritual content. These are quite different 
expressions; and this is marvellous! You cannot re
duce it to a certain form. 

In time and in space there are certain differences 
and it is clear that the mosque one sees in Pakistan 
and the mosque one sees in Jeddah or in the M'Zab 
are jewels, the latter without decoration at all. 

That is why I think the greatest, the largest, liberty 
of expression must be given, if you try to define 
Islamic architecture. We need to come to some 
agreement on some principles, some philosophical 
ideas. The most important is the spiritual content. 
The form can be very beautiful or not so beautiful; 
but the spiritual function is the most important in 
our materialistic world, and that we must try to save. 
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Paul Gaud 

Some very interesting issues have been brought up 
that are closely related to the question of dualism and 
the dynamic relationship existing between "extreme" 
poles. Some speakers also referred to the quasi
autonomy between various cultural forms and the 
possibility of establishing the degree of autonomy. 
The implication of this is that architectural criticism 
can only be an inter-disciplinary exercise. 

When discussing "regionalism" we should, however, 
be very careful of being too multi-disciplinary. I will 
elaborate on this further 

It is also important, for the critic to take into account 
not only the relationship between various cultural 
forms, but also that between culture and politics and 
economics. After all regionalism is essentially an 
ideological and political issue using architecture as one 
of its tool. 

It would be unwise for critics to disregard such 
political and economic factors. At the risk of sounding 
doctrinaire I would point out that international fi
nance which in many ways was responsible for the 
dissemination of the so-called international style in 
architecture, has the very nice habit of borrowing 
from the ideological discourse of its "opponents" and 
making use of it for its own ends. The result, as I will 
demonstrate, could easily make architecture, an im
portant cultural form, completely autonomous, that is 
cut off, not only from other cultural forms but also 
from society as a whole. To give one example, I refer 
you to our local situation where a good number of the 
recognised experiments in regional architecture, have 
taken place within the tourism sector These are very 
interesting experiments, and some of them happen to 
please me, but they are anything but Maltese Local 
people simply do not relate to the abstract interpreta
tions of motifs and other forms borrowed from what 
the architects concerned imagine the Maltese past to 
be. As a matter of fact, the designs of these buildings 
and complexes are more a product of an enlightened 
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marketing strategy of the investors than part of a 
"political movement", which tries to convince the 
Maltese that they have a cultural identity which they 
should develop in order to counteract the wholesale 
importation of foreign cultures. 

Going back to the question of being too multi
disciplinary. It is my opinion that sometimes 
architecture, or rather, discussions on architecture, 
tend to be overly politicised. Many people have from 
time to time, had the illusion that they could achieve 
much through architecture. We have the example of 
the Constructivists in post-revolutionary Russia who 
dreamt of the socialist city as the social condenser. I 
believe that the advocates of regionalism are living the 
same illusion. 

My final comment is that the architectural critic 
should make a clear distinction between the criticism 
of a building per se or the building as a social or 
cultural phenomenon. An architectural critic discusses 
the building in itself. When someone analyses a build
ing in a social or cultural context, one is not an 
architectural critic but a social critic using architecture 
as a tool. 

I am not interested in looking for a demarcation line 
between the architectural critic and the social critic but 
this distinction is a very important one to make be
cause an architectural critic who attempts to be a 
social critic without the right academic and profession
al backgrounds, is treading on very treacherous 
ground. 

Renato LaFerla 

How can you have architectural or any other form of 
criticism without having freedom to be able to do it? 
Without a free press, I cannot see any architectural 
criticism at all; any form of criticism is simply an 
exercise in futility 

For example when you came to Malta, you might 
have thought that we live in a happy little democracy. 



We do but it is not all that democratic. 

Just before this seminar opened, the local Chamber of 
Architects, of which I am a member, had something 
to say about the proposal to bring a foreign architect 
to advise on certain aspects of the restructuring of this 
capital city of Valetta. 

There are several papers published in this country but 
no paper accepted to publish the statement made by 
the Chamber of Architects, except for the paper of the 
party in government which published an abridged ver
sion together with its own comments on what they 
though about it 

It is no use our living in a world of dreams, we must 
appreciate what is happening around us when we talk 
about architectural criticism. 

When we talk about regionalism, I fail to understand 
how Islam can possibly be thought of as a region. It 
stretches from Morocco to Indonesia covering three 
quarters of the world! 

Raymond Vasallo 

Architecture has the greatest and most drastic and far 
reaching impact on man, his environment, the quality 
of his life and on his biological and psychic well being. 
So it is a blessing that we have the architectural critic 
to give subjective jUdgements on the recently erected 
mosque, or palace or the National Bank building. 

Let us not forget, however, the kindergarten down the 
road, or the terrace house round the corner. The 
larger part of our settlements and our urban environ
ment consist of this type of building. I wonder if the 
architectural critics have time for this category. 

For practical reasons, I cannot see the critics sharing 
the same office with the architect as Bruno Levi has 
suggested though I would certainly like to see an 
architectural critic in the department which is re
sponsible for what is built in this country I mean the 
department which is responsible for the issue of build
ing permits 

I would like also, to appeal to every practicing 
architect to act as a critic in regard to his own works 
before these works leave the drawing board and not 
after There is always room for the old maxim that 
when you find a good solution, look for a better one. 

Peter Davey 

I want to add a word about the craft of criticism. 
When I was starting in this trade about twenty years 
ago, we used to talk about the difference between 
prescriptive criticism and descriptive criticism. I think 
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it is sometimes still quite useful to distinguish between 
the two which are always interlocked. 

Without descriptive criticism, you cannot prescribe. 
Descriptive criticism is the craft that every critic must 
learn before applying his value system. The trouble is 
very many people posing as critics have not been 
instructed in the craft; and as a craft it is the most 
difficult I know next to designing buildings You have 
to translate the three dimensional reality of a building, 
an enormously complex object in real time and space, 
into the two dimensions of photographs and drawings 
and the one dimension of linear prose. It is very hard 
indeed - but, like any craft it can be taught and 
learned and it is our duty to foster and pass on the 
skills that have been taught us. 

It is all in an effort to make the building live in the 
reader's mind - an absolutely vital enterprise, be
cause one of the reasons why architectural criticism is 
different from literary criticism is that with literary 
criticism the text is accessible, you can suppose that 
the reader will have read it already or can get it, or 
you can quote from it You cannot expect people to 
buy tickets for Bhong when you are writing about 
the Bhang Mosque. 

Of course descriptive criticism can never be value
less Historian's objective criticism and autonomous 
criticism that some people have been talking about, 
is in my view totally impossible. We have to decide 
what to select because we are limited in the amount 
of space that we can devote in describing buildings. 
If we were not, we might just as well publish a Bill of 
Quantities and have done with it. 

So in selection, we are making moral and political 
choices about the nature of the buildings we are trying 
to describe and about our approach to them - and to 
architecture as a whole. We, as editors and critics, are 
making prescriptive judgements all the time, even 
when they are not overt. Without these judgements 
there can be no architectural criticism. But without 
the essential craft of writing about buildings, 
architectural criticism becomes mere empty 
vapouring. 

Abdelbaki Ibrahim 

I refer to the words of Pierre Vago who suggested that 
critics of Islamic architecture should be qualified in 
Islamic history, sociology and teachings. This is very 
difficult for many people to comprehand. 

I remember five years ago when I was on a committee 
putting together the curriCUlum for the Department of 
Islamic Architecture in Mecca and there were about 
twelve people around the table. Everybody was ex
plaining what Islamic architecture is, in a different 
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way. I said "how come we differ here on the definition 
of Islamic architecture. We are going to teach people 
and we already have different views". The main ques
tion now is do we associate architecture with Islam as 
a religion, with its rules and regulations or is Islamic a 
description of types of architecture and buildings built 
at certain times and in certain places? 

The example which Chris Abel described of the 
course he gave in leddah University, reminded me of 
the time about fifteen years ago when I was giving a 
similar course but with an additional dimension on the 
social behaviour of the Islamic community, in space. 
How is the meaning of Islam distilled and reflected in 
the building form? When Chris Abel mentioned the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he referred to the Taj 
Mahal. To me as a Muslim, the Taj Mahal is a very 
beautiful piece of architecture, but I do not consider 
this as Islamic because in Islam we are told not to have 
or to build Mausoleums. 

So the question remains of the definition of Islamic 
architecture, in order that architectural critics should 
be aware of what Islamic architecture is. Is it orna
ments, as somebody emphasised? Is it transplantation 
of types of architecture from one place to another? Is 
it a sort of imitation of the past? As a Muslim, I see 
it as an 'advancement because Islam calls for advance
ment and innovations as one theme of Islamic educa
tion. 

Suha Ozkan 

I want to say certain fairly general things about my 
own geographical region. Even though I have a wider 
scope in the Award, the place which I know best is my 
own country. Oddly enough it has only five percent of 
the world's Muslim population but it has forty-five 
percent of the Muslim architects. In other words, 
there are sixteen thousand architects in Turkey and 
the critical discourse in architecture, as Baluk Pamir 
lucidly displayed, is almost nil. 

In the twenty years of my professional life, together 
with a group of people in Turkey, many of whom are 
involved in the Award in its various stages, we have 
tried to encourage critical thinking; not critical think
ing among architects but critical thinking among peo
ple. When there is an exhibition of paintings or the 
launching of a book on literature, there is much de
bate in the media and press but when a major plan
ning scheme is unveiled or when a major building is 
opened or when a major commission is given, there is 
no discussion in architectural terms in the media. We 
tried very hard for some time but with no success 
unfortunately We tried harder in certain realms of 
architecture in which things can be discussed and 
elaborated and where there has to be discussion; that 
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is the architectural competitions. 

When an architectural competition takes place, there 
is a jury which does the critical assessment and the 
architects in any Turkish competition, who submit 
their drawings require a convincing response from the 
jury. We were very successful in the liberated atmos
phere of 1968 onwards, to impose critical thinking 
where the jury response to the professional was con
cerned. In other words, they had to explain why they 
selected the winning building in a competition. 

This was a big achievement for my generation of 
architects and we were applauded for that. These 
colloquies are still being held and one of the 
quotations which Haluk Pamir has included in his 
'Notes' is from these colloquies. At least one 
hundred of them have been held so far and following 
the jury's explanation, the architects criticised the 
brief, though never the judgement. Unfortunately 
when the discussion takes place, and I happened to 
take part in one of these as an expert, it often 
revolves around details such as the water table level 
or the roofing material or the garage level, which of 
course is totally meaningless in the context of 
architecture. So we ended up in a completely 
distorted architectural discourse via criticism. 

I have agonised over this situation when there is not a 
sincere discussion or discourse between architects and 
the public at large. 

After joining the Award, I experienced something 
completely different, where the selection process is 
fairly open even though the meetings are not open to 
the public. As Mohamed Arkoun explained the whole 
of the transactions of the Award had the banner, 
which was coined by himself as "a space for freedom" 
or un espace de liberte where all ideas were inte
grated. This is one of the reasons why we wanted to 
bring criticism into the foreground because there is a 
critical process existing in the Award, which is very 
open and very rich. There are seminars going on in 
parallel with the nominations, the short-listing and 
final awards and it involves all the architects from 
the Muslim and western world who contribute to the 
Award. 

In many Muslim countries, there is absolutely no cri
tical discourse. The reason is that there is a lot of 
money involved. Let us be very open about this; if I 
criticise someone's building, he will telephone me and 
say "look why are you playing with my livelihood. I 
have got this competition or commission and I have to 
finish it". You can only pamper each other and in that 
way we will arrive nowhere. 

This brings me to the second point which is very 
important; the launching of a movement. In other 
words an open discussion to encourage critical think
ing; negative and positive; to point out directions and 



lines of thinking without resentment and without 
being personal and without affecting anyone's liveli
hood. 

This was actually one of the aims of this seminar which 
we discussed at the outset and it is why we invited the 
leading architectural journals of the world. I believe 
that they are the ones who can nurture this idea and 
who can enhance the level of thinking of this move
ment. 

I don't want to refer to authenticity or regionalism or 
to restrict the discourse in this matter but the move
ment has to be started. I cannot say what the response 
to the movement will be by the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture. We, at the outset, and by our constitu
tion don't want to be a school of thought. We want 
to offer an arena for discussion, a free forum and the 
movement or schools of thoughts are going to emerge 
in other places. I would beg all editors to help in 
elevating this movement in critical thinking. 

Mohammed Arkoun 

I am now speaking not as chairman of this session, but 
like Suha Ozkan, as one of the members of the Steer
ing Committee, to inform you how the Award con
ceives its function. The question of Islamic 
architecture has been raised several times. The pros
pect, has been mentioned of Islamic works of the 
same appearance stretching from Morocco to Indone
sia. How do you deal with this? 

We have a very open approach to what qualifies as 
Muslim architecture. We do not want to impose on 
architecture conventional definitions of what is Mus
lim. When we consider a country such as Indonesia, 
Malaysia, Morocco, Senegal, Jordan or any other 
country where there is an Islamic presence, we regard 
Islam as a factor among other factors, which plays a 
role to produce architecture in that society. There are 
three levels that we have to consider all the time and 
in all the places. These levels are viewed from an 
archaeological, anthropological and historical point of 
view. The first level, is the deepest one: the level of 
local tradition before Islam came. We find this in all 
societies. This level is not dead, it is still existing. We 
want to know to what extent it exists and what kind of 
existence it should retain. It is an enormous problem 
because Islam has already covered or eliminated tradi
tions that have preceded it (I refer to what the Koran 
called Jahiliyya). 

All societies where Islam arnved had before, in their 
history, a more or less rich culture. We do not neglect 
or cover this culture with a dogmatic definition of 
Islam. This would be a missionary activity, not an 
activity embracing scientific knowledge carned on in a 
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space of intellectual freedom and criticism. 

The second level which we consider all the time, is 
precisely the level of Islamic inspiration. Islam came 
as a religious horizon. It is a religious teaching. It 
opens ontological, metaphysical and spiritual hori
zons. These horizons are to be found in the book of 
Islam, in the Koran. It is a great tradition enriched by 
the creative work of artists, thinkers and religious 
personalities. We should not consider it through the 
political movements today, which are more political 
than religious or cultural. We should consider the 
roots, not only of Islam, but the roots of the whole 
culture produced in what I have described as the 
Societies of the Book. (Lectures du Coran, 2 ed. 
Paris, 1988.) 

When we say the Societies of the Book, we include 
the Christian and Jewish societies. It is all the same 
search for something which concerns the spiritual 
ontological religious horizons. Everybody is thus 
concerned, not only Muslims. This is the second level 
because this level came in various societies. At this 
level we have to work out a new cultural environment 
which we can describe as Muslim. Islam is differently 
present, according to the manner in which the existing 
culture resisted the impact of Islam. There is a dialec
tic between these two levels that we have to under
stand, as historians, anthropologists, theologians and 
philosophers. That is why I say again that architecture 
cannot be just about forms. That is why I raised the 
problem of autonomy of architecture; of the act of 
building. 

The third level that we have to consider is the impact 
of modernity on these two levels including the cur
rent expression in traditional societies. Chronologi
cally it comes the third. It comes structurally and 
chronologically after the others and it destroys and 
eliminates the others in many societies where big 
cities grew in short periods and attracted peasants 
and nomads who had strong links with traditional 
cultures. The recent growth of big cities shows clear
ly all the problems generated by modernity but not 
solved yet. It is precisely our task to point out the 
issues and difficulties and to find relevant solutions 
in architecture and the urban fabric; but this search 
will not be successful without a serious knowledge of 
the present situation of the Muslim world in gener
al. I hope you see how the word Islam encompasses 
many levels of reality. 

Ihsan Fethi 

I would like to stress two important issues which have 
troubled my mind as an architectural critic from the 
Muslim world. The first point is that I feel there is a 
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real danger of cultural stagnation in Islamic 
architecture today. This danger emanates from the 
cultural bankruptcy of the reuse of tradition fonus and 
symbolic details, as they are without any significant 
innovation or an intellectual reinterpretation. 

In other words, there is a real danger today, a real 
threat of the proliferation of reactionary or at least 
stationery architectural design. 

From this standpoint, I believe that the works of Arab 
architects such as Hassan Fathy and Wakil, although 
they are well executed, well designed and aesthetically 
pleasing, are no more than a literal interpretation or 
literal continuation of past concepts by using tradition
al technologies and materials. 

Western critics, significantly, have romanticised a lot 
about their works and said very little indeed about the 
other innovative architects such as the late Iraqi 
Qahtan Avni and Rifat Chadirji, who both elaborated 
a new and contemporary language for architecture in 
Iraq by using modem technology, imaginatively and 
intellectually, reinterpretating Islamic architecture, 
concepts and fonus into the modem reality of today. 

I strongly recommend that we, as critics, should eXe 
amine architectural works in the Islamic world in this 
light. Innovation and cultural contemporarity in 
Islamic architecture are the two most needed 
approaches today. 

The second point which we have not really addressed 
ourselves to sufficiently, is the question of architectu
ral education and institutions. As critics, we should 
examine architectural education and institutions, for 
they constitute an important link and an important 
part of the whole architectural process. 

As a general comment, I would say that in architectu
ral schools there is obviously a strong western cultural 
influence and Very little evidence of concern for local 
problems and issues or even understanding the indige
nous culture or history. These academic factories, as I 
call them, are producing hundreds and hundreds of 
architects who are largely architecturally unaware of 
their own culture and consequently cannot be ex
pected to create intellectually conscious architecture in 
their own countries. A major re-examination and criti
que is therefore needed in these academic institutions. 

Dennis Sharp 

In my Keynote paper I was trying to direct attention 
to a number of areas in architectural criticism. I think 
we have got to the position in this seminar of directing 
attention to the more detailed aspects of criticism. 
Professor Arkoun was speaking earlier about the 
possible link or the analogy with literary criticism. He 
was also expressing a doubt about whether there is a 
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body of architectural criticism of any real substance. 

I think it would be wrong to leave that impression. 
There is a substantial body of architectural criticism. 
That body of criticism should be recognised and ack
nowledged, even rather briefly, because it represents 
part of the tradition of critical thinking; of the apar
atus, if you like, of architectural criticism. 

In my paper I suggested it really began in the middle 
of the nineteenth century when it was linked to the 
very strong Genuan philosophic aesthetic tradition. It 
produced, over many years, many categories of 
architectural criticism; as many perhaps as exists, in 
the area of literary criticism. 

It is worth turning our mind's briefly to the descriptive 
tradition in architectural criticism mentioned by Peter 
Davey. It is a strong one. It is very largely in the 
English language and it has some very good models 
for the future and possibly for alternative modes of 
criticism. There is also of course, something we have 
not touched on, which is that kind of criticism which 
promotes the building you are actually working on. 
The sort of thing that Frank Lloyd Wright did so 
well and Le Corbusier and Marcel Breuer too. This 
is where you look as if you are actually criticising the 
building when you are really forcing it on the public 
and telling them it is a good thing to have. There is a 
very strong tradition here of proscriptive criticism, 
covering all cultures. 

The kinds of critical categories I have been thinking 
about are those that take up particular positions. We 
have not discussed for example, the whole tradition 
that rests on the historicist's position. Stanford Ander
son mentioned it when referring to the father of the 
modem aspect of that tradition, Adolf Loos. Of 
course the strength of that tradition comes through 
from Burchardt, Wolfflin, Gombrich, Wittkower and 
more recently people like Norberg-Schultz, Mark 
Giroaud and others. There is a very strong element 
there which deals with description and criticism and 
uses an aparatus of critical values. 

There is the modem movement criticism, which stems 
from Giedeon, Pevsner, Richards and Banham, up to 
the present day; there is practical criticism from peo
ple like Alan Colquhoun, Peter Smithson, John Sum
merson, Vincent Scully, Charles Moore, Robert Ven
turi and that positively links with a whole body of 
knowledge about architectural theory. The man
environmental studies, pioneered by Amos Rapoport 
represent a body of knowledge that could be tapped 
and used effectively. There is a linguistic tradition 
which involves the borrowing of ideas from the French 
structuralists reflected in the work of Charles Jencks, 
George Baird, Geoffrey Broadbent and Chris Abel. 

The psychological - Gestalt theories of Rudolf 
Amheim and others have had an important influence 



as has of course the more recently invented propagan
dist style which we are still suffering from, the Charles 
Jencks school of Post-Modernist criticism! 

We are dealing with a very dense tradition. It is by no 
means one man thick It is an incredibly wide subject 
and it would be useful if we can broaden the basis of 
what we are speaking about in critical terms as well as 
in cultural ones. 

Robert PoweR 

Haluk Pamir's notes on architectural criticism excel
lently summarise the critical and non-critical menta
lities and the status of architectural criticism in diffe
rent societies. In Singapore architectural criticism 
hardly exists, apart from the regional-versus-foreign 
identity debate. 

There is a reluctance perhaps for cultural reasons to 
criticise Perhaps it stems from the notion of filial 
piety, or of respect for one's elders and one's mentors. 
In such societies one can understand the lack of a 
critical attitude. 

Haluk Parnir correctly identifies other aspects of critic
ism in some Asean societies. Criticism as he says, is 
restricted to external influences with criticism of the 
system, for example criticism of Singapore's public 
housing, institutionalised into "feedback" from Resi
dents Committees and grass-roots political organisa
tions. 

How can criticism be introduced in a situation of such 
non-critical mentality? Is it desirable? Many would 
agree withMohammedArkoun that if it means the style 
of criticism that Michael Sorkin brilliantly displayed 
that it is debatable if it would be acceptable in some 
societies. We are witnessing just such a gulf in views 
in Singapore at the moment when the Government 
has limited the circulation of several overseas jour
nals because of differences of opinion on the respon
sibilities and interpretation of journalistic freedom. 

Charles Knevitt 

Suha Ozkan has that there is very little critical dis
course in some countries, perhaps Turkey being one 
of them. I would maintain that in some countries there 
is perhaps too much critical discourse, the United 
Kingdom being one of those places. Perhaps in this 
case, you can have too much of a good thing, although 
Mae West once said, "too much of a good thing can 
be magnificent". Half the critical discourse in the 
United Kingdom is critics attacking other critics 

There are some points leading from what Pierre Vago 
said; there is a danger of critics re-enforcing people's 
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prej.udices and doing no more, sometimes they do it 
deliberately. There are critics who are too concerned 
with novelty for its own sake, a~d novelty does not 
mean innovation. Perhaps that is one reason why we 
have seen a newspaper cutting on the Lloyd's building 
which is already being refurbished shortly after com
pletion. 

It also strikes me that "firmness, commodity and de
light", take us someway towards criticising buildings 
and act as very good criteria; added to which is the 
spiritual value which Pierre Vago has mentioned. 
Spiritual values are important in a more and more 
materialistic world. 

Edwin Mintoff 

Mohammed Arkoun argued in Session II for a contem
porary architecture which should reflect better the 
deep traditions and cultures of Muslim society. I be
lieve that this is amply justified although I do not think 
that it is possible to find a solution to this during this 
one seminar or even in a number of seminars. 

I feel that Chris Abel's contribution has come closest 
to meeting this requirement and I found it very im
pressive, particularly because he touched on the edu
cational process. I do believe that this gives the roots 
or basis for providing a successful architect. 

Chris Abel showed how he used design skills and not 
words, so that Muslim students themselves appreci
ates and learn their own traditions and cultures. He 
has also gone one step further in helping Muslim 
students to reinterpret these previously learned de
sign skills to produce an architecture which reflects 
the changing needs and consequences of contempor
ary society. He is using a reinterpretation rather 
than a reuse and therefore an organic method of 
developing an organic architecture. 

It has also been stated that successful architecture 
normally comes about when great clients and great 
architects come together. I share this view although I 
do not agree that a new generation of clients of a 
certain calibre are starting to emerge. This brings me 
to the point where I wonder if architectural critics 
could playa far more important role in trying to reach 
the public, using their criticism as an educational pro
cess. I have the impression that architectural critics 
tend to embrace the architectural profession but rarely 
go beyond the confines of the profession. The Nation
al Bank Building in Jeddah may be a consequence of 
this. 

Pierre Vago made the point that critics often present 
their own pictures to describe projects. In the case of 
the National Bank in Jeddah, a picture was presented 
although it was not presented as it should have been 
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because what was perhaps the most important thing, 
the synthesis of the building with the surrounding 
urban fabric, was not illustrated. The greatest criticism 
should have in fact refocused on this aspect rather 
than on the performance of the building itself. 

A closer look at how the building stands in its environ
ment reveals that a number of short-comings are evi
dent and the serial vision and many other urban ex
periences are totally destroyed by the massing and the 
actual size of this building. This was attributed to the 
fact that the clients themselves wanted a tall object, 
and used their influence, to have' the building con
structed as they required it. 

So if architectural critics could actually stimulate an 
education process where the public is being educated 
and not only the architects themselves, this would be a 
very valid contribution indeed. 

Syed Zaigham Jaffery 

Mohammed Arkoun mentioned that we are going 
through a period of refusal, where the naive accept
ance of non-local models is being rejected. If we can 
understand who brought this period of refusal about, 
maybe then we can understand the role of the 
architectural critic and the architect himself. It would 
also help us, if we are refusing a certain model, to 
decide which level to return to! Obviously it has to be 
either level one or level two, as defined by Mohammed 
Arkoun because level three, namely the impact of non 
local models, we have already rejected. 

Regarding this period of refusal; did architects bring it 
about? Was it the decision makers who brought it 
about? Was it the people, the vast majority of whom 
are affected by the work of the architect, but are not 
served by him in our cultures? Also, if this period of 
refusal is already here, we have to then go into some
thing else. There cannot be a void for long. The 
question is where should we return to? Should this 
return be controlled and who should control it? 

Mohammed Arkoun 

The question of refusal is extremely important. It 
needs analysis because it deals precisely with the role 
of any architect today in a Muslim society. Why do 
Muslims refuse the west ideologically at the same time 
that they claim its material benefits, its tools for grea
ter comfort and its technology? It is one of the most 
striking contradictions today in collective attitudes 
presented as "Muslim" attitudes; how do we explain 
it? There have been attempts to explain this; how far 
are architects prepared to go in such an inquiry to 
enlighten their work and their design decisions? Here 
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we need historians, psychosociologists, anthropolog
ists: all disciplines which are absent in the training of 
architects. 

It appears that every time we touch upon an issue, we 
stop and go no further, because we discover our ignor
ance, the inadequacy of the existing literature, the 
impossibility for us to initiate a work requiring time 
and teams of good scholars. This is typical of our 
Muslim existence today. Muslim societies do not pro
duce enough scholars to study their evolution and 
bring answers; they rely on Western experts who 
remain in the technical practice of their expertise. 



Session IV 
Panel Discussion 
The Criticism of Architecture in the Media 

Dennis Sharp: Chairman 

Dennis Sharp 

In this concluding session we are to talk about 
architectural criticism in relation to the media. Pre
sumably this is where the professionals come in. 

We have an interesting platform of speakers that 
includes a London journalist, an architect who left 
the west to move into his own native region in order 
to try to come to terms with the local architecture 
there, a colleague from Malta and Satish Grover 
from India who has recently pioneered the new 
magazine Architecture + Design, in Delhi. 

As the media person will be taking over for the first 
part of this session we have to make a quick defini
tion of what we mean by 'media'. Clearly we mean 
national papers, periodials, professional journals 
and those inter-professional communications that 
are usually described in the west as newsletters or 
house journals which tell you about what is going on 
in a more local way. 

Once we have discussed journals, we should direct 
our attention to the new media. There has been little 
reference so far to the way we look at architecture 
although we have seen demonstrations through 
slides and descriptions. Obviously the most sophisti
cated and the more modern means is to look at 
architecture as if it moves and lives, through visual 
means: film, television, video and so on. 

There are people in the seminar who have had con
siderable experience in this area and it is hopeful 
that they will share some of it with us. It is perhaps 
worth emphasising that many years ago, when tele
vision was beginning to become a major popular 
means of communication, many producers and 
directors thought of architecture as being a static art 
form. It was felt it wasn't really the kind of thing you 
could photograph and use in educational, critical or 
propagandist programmes. That situation has 
changed considerably and television is becoming the 
main means by which we know more about the 
architecture that is being erected throughout the 

world rather than through the old method of maga
zine circulation. 

I want to pose just two questions to begin with: Is 
the printed means, the written word - the method 
which Victor Hugo in his Notre Dame de Paris con
demned as the enemy of architecture - now itself 
becoming obsolete? Are we moving into a new 
means of architectonic communication through the 
moving image, cinema, television and video? 

Charles Knevitt 

Louis Kahn said that a school was two men talking 
under a tree. If he had been here for this seminar, he 
might have described some of the discussions as 
being amongst a cacophony of critics, with thirty 
atonal contributors working to as many scores and 
with perhaps half a dozen competing conductors. 

The seminar has been a revelation to me in two 
respects; some negative, which I will get out of the 
way quickly, and some more positive. The downside 
which made me despair at times included references 
to Prince Charles wanting us all to wear knee
breaches; the various platitudes about the limited 
extent of the architects' influences; and various 
irrelevant discussions about skyscrapers. 

We have heard that architects do not need to visit 
the countries where they work, let alone the site. 
We have heard about the use of architecture for 
nationalistic ends, rather as the Nazis used it. We 
have heard about television aerials; the Basra dead, 
and female deodorants. 

We heard that "form follows function" yet again, 
and we thought perhaps that had been dead long 
since, but nothing specifically about Charles Cor
rea's "form follows climate". We heard about 
theological commissars; critics in every office, which 
smacks just a little bit of "jobs for the boys". We 
heard about the award for the Bhong Mosque, an 
award for architecture, whereas perhaps there 
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should be a separate award for community enter
prise. Until the third session, we heard little about 
either regionalism or criticism. In fact criticism was 
the least tQjng we have heard about. 

Now the good points and what I think we should 
have been discussing in more depth and what we 
might be able to cover to some extent in the final 
session. There has been a welcome call for diversity 
and plurality, the breaking down of geographic and 
cultural boundaries. We have heard that 
architecture tends not to travel well, though that 
should not be thought of exclusively. We have heard 
that regionalism is cultural regeneration. The fact 
we need now more than ever to re-join, what 
Richard England would describe as "head" and 
"heart", in a joyous response to life. Duality has 
been raised, the dialectic between universality and 
particularisation. The need for relevance. The need 
for good manners and the identification of the elitist 
and populist approaches. 

In a way, the most important contribution we have 
heard so far has not been from an architect, or a 
critic, not even an architectural critic, but from a 
philosopher Peter Serracino Inglott who talked ab
out the functionalist versus the pragmatic, science 
and technology versus interpersonal relationships. 

He referred to aesthetic perception and values going 
hand in hand and the need for a dialogue between 
proponents and recipients of messages. That is what 
I will be talking about, with a final comment on 
education and the role of the media. 

So in this final session, it is being suggested we need 
a little less fundamentalism and a few more fun
damentals. As the media put it to hopeful presiden
tial candidates in America: "Where's the beef?". 

There has been a lot of talk about humility but very 
little evidence of it. To be a little provocative let me 
give you my favourite definition of a critic, this was 
coined by Brendan Behan. He said "A critic is 
rather like a eunuch in a harem. He knows how it is 
done. He has seen it done every day but he cannot 
do it himself" 

That may sound a little bit harsh but some of the 
issues I would like to raise are these. Who exactly do 
the critics address? Clients, politicians, the public, 
practising architects or other critics? It is imperative 
to target your audience. 

Criticism is a means to an end, not an end in itself. It 
must have a purpose. The best way to have that 
sense of purpose, to exercise it, is to do three things; 
inform, explain and entertain, whatever the 
medium. 

Dennis Sharp referred in the Keynote paper to 
Matthew Arnold, who said that a critic should be 
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free of prejudice. I simply do not believe that a critic 
can be entirely free of prejudice. How can he be? 
He has many influences working on him and he 
can't simply discard those. There is also a role for 
critics to campaign about what they believe in. Their 
passion and conviction can be directed to achieving 
certain desirable goals. 

Beware of status, associations and clubs which may 

perhaps seek to serve the interests of their members 
before those of their audience. Doing it is more 
important than talking about it. Beware of pompos
ity and self importance. Do not underestimate the 
intelligence of the reader. If the public, as we have 
been told, hold largely superficial views, surely it is 
the role of the critic to educate their discretion, not 
to take their discretion from them. 

We have also heard that there is no scientific 
method of criticism but critics do not work in a 
vacuum. They may be largely untutored and self 
appointed. Even more than in other cases, self critic
ism or self analysis is just as important a role of the 
critic as criticising the works of the others. 

If they are to be heard and have influence, and how 
else does one do that, than through the media of 
whatever sort, then they have to work to basic para
meters which can be defined by the audience, the 
amount of space they get and how often, editors and 
publishers, laws of libel occasionally, and not least, 
economics. There are very few media which will pay 
for journalists to go and see buildings that they are 
writing about unfortunately. The critics' position re
quires responsibility to be exercised and the judi
cious exercise of power. 

The power of the critic in my view is very often 
overestimated, not least by critics themselves, and 
sometimes by the subjects of their criticism. In a 
recent television programme in England, Norman 
Foster, Richard Rogers and James Stirling were in
terviewed. The interviewer asked "What is the basic 
problem with modern architecture in the United 
Kingdom?", and they replied, "The critics!". Be
ware of paranoia. 

It is my experience that very few architects read and 
even less, perhaps, think about their approach to a 
particular project within the context of what critics 
are discussing all the time. 

In Britain we have a particularly difficult problem in 
that there is a strong literary tradition, but a very 
weak visual tradition. As Sir Hugh Casson once put 
it, "Art is a wet exercise done by wet people on wet 
afternoons". That is in England! Today there are 
scores of critics and by critics I am taking them to 
include reporters like myself, reporters who are 
occasionally critics, contributing to the trade press, 



radio and television and the national daily and Sun
day newspapers. 

In talking about the national press and the national 
media, it is important to point out what the editors 
of these media are looking for. What they prefer, in 
my experience, are "issues", preferably controver
sial issues. There has been no shortage of these of 
late. I see the trade press, whether it is a building 
trade journal which goes to builders, or The 
Architectural Review, as part of the construction 
industry and construction process - the national 
media are not. 

The national media critic has the advantage of hav
ing one foot in the expert's camp, but he straddles 
that great divide between the experts and the pUblic. 
He should therefore perhaps be more objective and 
that means reporting the bad news as well as the 
good. It means more than discussing simply aesthe
tic issues. 

Just to take three very brief examples; it is relevant 
in the national press to point out that the Lloyd's 
building is the most expensive building in Britain; 
that it cost Stg. £3,000 per m2• It is important to 
point out that the Hongkong and Shanghai Bank, 
which has received more accolades perhaps than 
criticism than any other building recently, is the 
most expensive new building in the world, at Stg. 
£5,000 per m2

. It is important to point out that the 
Pompidou Centre does have a maintenance prob
lem, with more than Stg. flO million a year being 
spent on it. 

Firmness, Commodity and Delight are good criteria 
for assessment, plus the building's ability to raise the 
spirits. Perhaps overall there has been too much 
emphasis on "Delight" at the expense of Firmness 
and Commodity. 

Process is also important, as well as the end product. 
I was particularly impressed by a recent visit to Aga 
Khan projects in Pakistan and the similarity of 
approach to building by the rural poor in the footh
ills of the Himalayas and the squatters in Karachi, to 
the urban poor in Britain's inner cities - not that the 
depths of poverty are comparable. 
The role of a critic in the national media includes 
explaining to readers who don't know very much 
about architects or architecture, that architecture 
involves more than simply designing facades. 

In 1984, Berthold Lubetkin, one of the pioneers of 
the modern movement in England, made a very 
profound statement, one which I would agree with 
wholeheartedly and it has become quite an issue in 
the national media recently in Britain. It is this: 
"Architecture is too important to be left to architects 
alone. Like crime, it is a problem for society as a 
whole" Perhaps there is almost too much critical 
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discourse in the British media and quantity should 
never be mistaken for quality just as in architecture. 

Criticism has become so competitive that half the 
effort goes into knocking out' your opponents, a 
wholly gratuitous exercise which shows contempt for 
the reader and is one aspect of criticism which I 
hope will not be exported to other countries. There 
are dangers in using the national media, because of 
the audience the media have. The dangers lie in 
simply re-enforcing people's prejudices; in being too 
concerned with novelty and not genuine innovation; 
being seduced by good photography - visual titilla
tion bordering on architectural pornography; and 
being controversial for its own sake. It is a very easy 
thing to be controversial but in the end it is largely 
unproductive. 

We should always be concerned to "educate" the 
reader, but not in any patronising sort of way; the "I 
know best" approach. At the same time you have to 
be quite clever in persuading your editors and pub
lishers to actually cover architecture at all. The 
guideline that I have always used is that there are 
always two good reasons for doing a story; the 
second one is architecture. You always carry 
architecture on the back of something else. The aim 
should always be to assist understanding and to 
break down the barriers between specialists and 
non-specialists. 

Every quality publication in Britain, national press 
and specialist interest press, has architectural critics 
these days. This is a fairly recent phenomena over 
the last seven years. The coverage tends to be on the 
arts pages except in The Times, which is rather 
interesting. The only place architecture cannot be 
covered in The Times is On the arts pages because 
the arts editor believes that architecture is "com
merce"! There is one advantage to this; architecture 
usually goes on news and features pages and is tre
ated like every other aspect of everyday life. 

Dennis Sharp has asked if the printed word will ever 
be obsolete. In my view no. It was always said that 
radio would replace the printed word and then tele
vision would replace radio. That has not being 
proved to be the case. 

We have also been quite lucky in recent years with 
television coverage of architecture, even though it is 
notoriously difficult to cover well. There have been 
two major series in the U.K.; "Space on Earth" and 
"Architecture at the Crossroads" and occasionally 
documentary programmes in the arts fields such as 
"Arena" and "Omnibus". 

We have regular coverage on programmes which 
have a very high number of viewers, such as Thames 
News, which goes out at six o'clock in the evening 
every day of the week to greater London. Here we 

117 



Panel Discussion 

have, for example, run a poll amongst the public on 
the best and worst in modem architecture in London 
since the war, in which five thousand people took 
part. Most public opinion polls, which one sees in 
the press, might take between seven hundred and 
fifteen hundred points of views. When you can reach 
millions of viewers on television and get five 
thousand responses it is obvious that this medium is 
a much under-utilised one as yet. 

There has been no shortage of issues such as the 
Lloyd's building, the National Gallery extension, 
Mansion House Square proposals or the recent 
statements on architecture by the Prince of Wales. 
Whatever one might think about the views the latter 
has been expressing, the one thing that it has done is 
to raise public awareness of the issues and of course 
provided lots of work for architectural critics! 

The great advantage of television as a medium is 
two-fold; one is the visual impact, and the audience 
that one can reach. In Britain you can reach up to 
twenty million people at one time with a message. 
The problems are also there, not least the medium 
dictating largely what that message is. Visual images 
come first, rather than content perhaps. There is a 
natural tendency to be superficial and the technolo
gy is much less accessible than the printed word. 
Take, for example, a newspaper cutting which can 
be easily copied at little cost and distributed, rather 
than everybody having their own video tape recor
der. The television presentation is shorthand and it 
relies heavily on other parties; director, cameraman 
and editor. 

Architecture always was the social art. Analogies 
with music, frozen music or otherwise, can only go 
so far. The experience, the intuition, and not least 
the eye of the critic, should help us to discriminate 
between the bad, which is always alas in the major
ity, and the good. 

I will touch very briefly on the subject of Regional
ism and other aspects of the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture. I think it is important to realise that in 
recent years, a certain amount has been taken for 
granted by younger architects and perhaps younger 
critics. Critics should assume certain things when 
they are writing for current audiences. 

It is almost conventional wisdom now that there is a 
need for identity. There is overall recognition of the 
contribution that non-specialists can make to the 
debate and to the process of commissioning, design
ing, and managing buildings. There has also been 
concern over post-modem AIDS; that is Architectu
ral Integrity Deficiency Syndrome. 

"Complexity and Contradiction" was published 
twenty-vne years ago and it seems extraordinary 
that it has taken t· lenty-one years to come of age. 
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Yet many of the examples that have been inspired 
by that book, have resulted - certainly in terms of 
modem architecture in London - in the most ham
fisted travesties of architecture that I have ever seen; 
what one might call "Madison Avenue packaging of 
raw square-footage". 

Questions we might address ourselves to are - How 
do we, as critics, speed up the pace of change, of 
education and of informed debate? How do we 
bring about a marriage of the various strands of 
contemporary thought on architecture to influence 
practice? How do we ensure that any such marriage 
is a happy and permanent one and one that does not 
end in divorce? 

Informed architectural criticism has an important 
role but only in so far as it influences the "Master 
Builders" - those who actually build - and to the 
extent that it makes the built environment more 
responsive to people's needs and aspirations. 

Ruslan KhaIid 

In this august company I feel like a fraud because I 
really came into architectural criticism very recently, 
by accident. Dennis Sharp mentioned the fact that I 
went back to Malaysia in 1980 and my experience 
then prompted me to do something to intervene 
with what is happening professionally in Malaysia. 
To intervene on a large scale in what is happening in 
a country is a very ambitious thing and is quite 
impossible to do. 

The only other alternative left to me was to become 
a member of the Council of the Institute of 
Architects and start the 'flight' from the inside; to 
see whether I could influence my colleagues and 
fellow professionals to look at things in a slightly 
more responsible way. That involvement landed me 
with the job of editor of the house magazine. 

The magazine is Majallah Akitek. I edit it part-time 
and I do not get paid for it. In my spare time I paste 
the thing, I cut the thing, I do everything and there
fore its deficiencies or its good points 'are all mine. 

I would also like to inform you of some terms of 
reference that I gave myself when I took up the 
position as editor. I knew I had a role to play and my 
role was a pedagogic one. It was not to be a maga
zine which indulges in intellectual discourse or 
architectural criticism per se, but it was meant to be 
a magazine that could be read by the less intellectual 
or the more ordinary kind of architects and even the 
public at large, so that they could understand the 
issues that I am trying to foster. That is the role I cut 
out for myself. 

In developing that role I also made an analysis of 



how such a magazine could be modelled. I knew 
that I had to deal with actual buildings and projects. 
I had to make sensible connections. Before I 
embarked on it, I thought I should really define for 
myself how this could be done in a coherent way. 

My problem at first was to do with the reader. The 
magazine is not for sale; it is consumed mostly by 
the members of the institute, who are by nature very 
lazy about reading things. In Malaysia we do not 
have a very literary background. This is a dilemma; 
to address people who don't read and to say things 
that are meaningful to them. It is very difficult 

My self imposed terms of reference were to try to 
make what I say more meaningful to the reader. We 
have heard how in Turkey for instant, architects are 
very sensitive to criticism. They will take offence if 
one talks unfavourably about their buildings. 

I had to face this problem. In facing this problem, I 
looked at the plus and minus aspects. I did not want 
to produce negative criticism in the sense that I 
didn't want to play to a particular gallery although 
the magazine is addressed to particular people and is 
not being addressed to the world at large. 

The second thing I was trying to do was to avoid the 
creation of myth or to try and champion a cause. 
There has been in the history of architectural critic
ism situations where critics try to create myths and 
champion causes. There have been causes which 
have been championed by critics and after a few 
years that cause died out and so did the critic! 

There cannot be criticism in very loose terms about 
the good and bad points of a building without real 
clarification of the term of reference; that adds some 
confusion in the mind of the reader. I determined to 
avoid this. 

I also try to avoid personality cults. There is a kind 
of person who becomes such a star that whatever he 
writes or doesn't write becomes an issue that people 
talk about. The critic should not use his personality 
to intervene in the way people perceive a building. 

The other thing I wanted to do was to make my 
criticism really contextual to the culture, heritage 
and environment in which a building is located. 
There is a specific framework in which criticism can 
be made. These then are the things that I term 
negative criticism. 

The positive criticism I define as in depth analysis; 
scholarship, perceptive views on the long and short 
term values of a proposition, platonic but judicious 
discourse on a subject. It has to be contextual and 
yet non self-indulgent in pursueing issues. That is 
basically the terms of reference I gave myself. I also 
gave the people who contribute articles to me the 
same terms of reference. 
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We are addressing an audience who are not really 
interested in reading, and we are also operating in a 
system where there is an autocratic kind of govern
ment, albeit a democratic system, who do not really 
give too much heed to public opinion. So when you 
write an editorial, I don't think it really matters 
whether the issues you are raising are very important 
because the decision makers will disregard what you 
have to say anyway. 

One also comes across the problem of publicity 
seekers. There are architects who do mediocre jobs 
and yet want to have them published. These are the 
people I have to keep away from my door. Fortu
nately in Malaysia, the reverse is the case. 
Architects in Malaysia are very reluctant to have 
their work published or discussed. 

In fact before I came to this Seminar, we staged an 
exhibition on Thirty Years of Architecture in 
Malaysia, that is, architecture since independance, 
and we spent one whole year dragging out drawings 
from reluctant offices. They were so reluctant that 
we had to redraw their plans for presentation and 
take photographs and so on. We virtually had to pay 
them to get the material. It is a peculiar problem 
because in the west, or in Japan for instance, 
architects would kill themselves to get that level of 
the limelight. 

The pitfalls of publicity are many. In Malaysia, we 
are not so affected by publicity, except that our 
views on architecture have been affected by what is 
written in the media of other countries. In fact it is 
the media of other countries that makes discoveries 
about Asian architecture and architects. I think 
Charles Correa, Geoffrey Bawa or even Sumet Jum
sai, were to some extent inventions of western 
mythologists rather than figureheads within their 
own countries. Of course that is not to demean their 
work. Bawa is a much envied personality in Sri 
Lanka and many architects in Sri Lanka do not 
speak to him or he to them. That kind of situation 
exists. 

There has been exposure or highlighting of their 
architectural achievements, without balancing the 
situation to show that there are other people who 
are not lucky enough to receive the spotlight and to 
get pUblicity. 

I would challenge many people here whether they 
have heard of Bobby Manosa of the Philippines; or 
Robbie Sularto of Indonesia or Nayyar Ali Dada in 
Pakistan, who are doing quite extensive work. 
These people are equally important exponents of 
traditional architecture in their countries but be
cause they have been publicity shy and have not 
been discovered by the western media, they are 
unknown except to people in a certain circle. 

119 



Panel Discussion 

We have been talking about critics and criticism but 
we have not really made any positive proposition on 
how we can help the development of Islam in 
architecture or architecture in any country in a posi
tive way. We have also heard that critics cannot 
make valid criticism on the design of a building 
without visiting the building. I would contradict that. 

When we talk about architectural criticism, we talk 
about criticism of the building that has been com
pleted, about un fait accomplit. We rejoice or we 
regret and we make frustrated noises about them. 
The architectural press can play another role, a 
more positive role in trying to intervene in what 
happens in a particular situation or country. 

If you analyse the design process of a building, there 
are several things that take place. First of all, there is 
a dialogue between the client and the architect. 
Then the architect develops the client's require
ments, processing them through his own architectu
ral theories and responses to culture and tradition. 
After this, he makes his design proposal and goes 
for client's approval and statutory's approval. 

This is the stage where my proposition starts. This is 
where architectural critics could playa role. Instead 
of a critic being planted in an architect's office, as 
Dennis Sharp has proposed, I suggest we plant an 
architectural critic in the planning office, where 
planning approval is given. 

This may create a very difficult situation but I think 
in Britain this situation exists without it being institu
tionalised. You have a situation where a building, 
when it is proposed, is given wide publicity in the 
press, and the public's reaction or even Prince 
Charles' reaction will cause it to be built or not to be 
built, or to be amended. 

This situation does not happen very often in my part 
of the world or perhaps in Malta and I know it does 
not happen in the Middle East. Maybe one could 
convince the local government and the government 
of other countries to change this view and make it 
compulsory for a building planning application to be 
debated publicly before it is allowed to be built. 

A lot of decisions are presently being made by un
trained professionals, the so called planning author
ity or planning bureau who are mostly bureaucrats, 
who are not really trained as architects or indeed as 
planners. As a consequence, some outlandish build
ings have been put up. 

Even in my country, the system is so autocratic that 
you don't even know that the site next door is being 
earmarked for a very important project until the 
contractor moves into the site 'and starts constructing 
a building. It is too late to intervene at this time. The 
critics's role probably would be more positive if they 
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would intervene in a development, at the stage 
where it is being conceived. 

Dennis Sharp 

I have some responsibility here and I must deal with 
it before a myth grows into a legend! I refer to this 
idea of a critic being "planted" in an architect's 
office. That was a remark I attributed to CICA Presi
dent, Bruno Zevi; it is not my idea of the way 
architectural critics should continue. 

The issues that Ruslan Khalid was addressing were 
those of a small professional magazine, concerned 
with the communication of professional to profes
sional and the recognition of excellence within the 
profession. It pinpoints a problem Looking around, 
I wonder if there is anyone here from the Muslim 
world representing a national paper? It would 
appear there are none. I suspect that reflects the 
larger situation. That was the case too, as Charles 
Knevitt mentioned, some years ago in the west. 
There were very few architectural correspondents. 
Don't run away with the idea because we are now 
complaining of a surfeit of these people in the Un
ited Kingdom and in the U.S.A. that there were, in 
fact, a large number of architectural critics twenty or 
twenty five years ago. That would be a very wrong 
impression. There were only, if I remember correct
ly, two major architectural critics in the immediate 
post-war period One was J.W. Richards, probably 
the most distinguished of those critics, who worked 
as editor of The Architectural Review and the 
architectural correspondent of The Times news
paper. 

We must bring into focus at this stage that we are 
talking about the evolution of a means of com
munication. Criticism is - as I tried to emphasise in 
my Keynote Address - a relatively new area for us 
to get involved in and whatever background we 
come into it from is incidental. 

It is striking, as Ruslan Khalid made very clear, that 
one often starts from very small beginnings. Most of 
us, I suppose, who are involved in architectural cri
ticism, were brought up on the student magazine or 
on the local architectural society journal. We would 
take the make-up home in the evenings, get out the 
paste and the scissors, lay it out and send the copy 
back to the printers. We hoped that they would get 
it right the third time round, that we had chosen the 
right pictures with not too many grainy marks on 
them. All of those problems we are well acquainted 
with. But it appears that others are still groping with 
such fundamental problems. 

It was very encouraging therefore, when a number 



of members of CICA were at the Sofia Biennale '87, 
in Bulgaria to observe that there is a mechanism, 
whereby such small magazines can become recog
nised on a wider platform. Indeed it was the way I 
came across the magazine called Architecture + De
sign, an admirable magazine from India. Satish 
Grover is its Managing Editor. It is a representative 
magazine of Indian architecture; a very good maga
zine of its kind and one which received a Gold 
Medal award at the Sofia Biennale '87 

Satish Grover 

Having heard such erudite and professional opinion 
on architectural criticism in this Seminar, and after 
re-reading the notes and thoughts that I put together 
in Delhi, I feel that I needed a defence, even to be 
heard in this kind of a gathering. The only defence 
that I can suggest for myself is that I am an amateur. 
I am an amateur among a gathering of professionals. 
I am an amateur practicing architect, an amateur 
teacher, an amateur architectural historian, an 
amateur painter and an editor of sorts of an 
architecture magazine. I am not an architectural 
critic at all, so I am not speaking from that platform 
in any way. 

The only other reason that I continue to be brave 
enough to say a few words is that what I am going to 
say is not based on any international understanding 
whatsoever and only on the basis of what I know of 
in India and that is the only region that I know 
anything about 

In my country, architectural criticism (and I mean 
even a paragraph of architectural criticism in an 
essay of appreciation) is frought with grave danger 
for the critic, particularly if the architect under critic
ism happens to be a stalwart of the profession. 
These dangers stretch from the critic being 
architecturally ostracised by a powerful camp, to 
being harassed by inconvenient phone calls from the 
author of the building under criticism, questioning 
first the capability and integrity of the critic, even to 
the extent of asking how much was he paid to do this 
and what is his price for undoing the damage. 

In this sort of situation, the critic is forced to say "To 
hell with all this. Let me just carry on with my 
practice, or teaching, or whatever". That brings one 
to the crux of the matter. 

As you will have realised, I am talking of a trained 
architect as an architectural critic In my country to 
date, in my opinion at least, the only worthwhile 
architectural criticism has been written by architects. 
Nevertheless, it is considered, almost unethical for 
an architect to write critically about another 
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architect's work. The dictum is "Mind your own 
business and I will mind my own, otherwise ... ". 

Apart from underlining the fact that free lance or 
independent architectural criticism is not yet a viable 
profession in India, the vital question that comes up 
in my mind is: Is architectural criticism the domain 
of a trained architect, a professional journalist, an 
historian, an art critic, or merely a conscientious 
citizen? 

I will restrict myself to personal experience to 
answer the questions raised. At the level of an ordin
ary citizen, no one is going to listen to me unless the 
problem is grave enough for me to organise a mass 
protest march. I myself dismissed a letter written in 
the popular press, by what one may call an "ordin
ary citizen" calling one of my buildings "an ugly 
duckling" by saying "What does this fellow know 
about architecture?" That takes care of the ordinary 
citizen as far as his influence on a practicing architect 
is concerned. 

As for the professional journalist, being an 
architectural critic; let me cite an incident. A student 
of mine was doing a dissertation on "Architecture 
and the Media". She asked the editor of a promin
ent daily newspaper why they did not write criticism 
of architecture as they did of dance, painting and 
music. The Editor replied, saying "What do you 
mean we don't write criticism of architecture? We 
write extensively about every building that collapses 
in the city!" 

This extreme example apart, even at his best, the 
professional journalist does not or cannot criticise 
architecture as an individual. He can only put for
ward the views of the people concerned; the politi
cians and professionals on the matter and then claim 
his job is done. 

Again this sort of criticism does not carry much 
weight as far as influencing the architect is con
cerned. It can be ignored by him as being either 
politically, or professionally manoeuvred or as dow
nright inept. I have noticed the quality of architectu
ral criticism in the most popular of international 
journals. They all smack of a journalistic job well 
done, but with little content or guidance for the 
professional architect. 

We then come to the historian in my listing of possi
ble architectural critics. I may be labelled one, on 
the basis of having written a couple of books on the 
History of Indian Architecture. This is a very safe 
field in which to act as critic, for the authors of the 
buildings you are writing about are safely in their 
graves and cannot defend or retaliate. 

However, the argument of the practicing architect 
against a pure historian, acting as architectural critic 
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is "This fuddy duddy historian has no idea of the 
complex contemporary problems I am faced with. 
He just wants to compare my buildings with the Taj 
Mahal or the Parthenon. Let him get me the right 
society and the right client and I will build buildings 
or monuments as beautiful as he refers to". 

Lastly I come to the prospect of an art critic doubl
ing as architectural critic. The professional 
architectural and institutionalised critic may not like 
this idea at all, but the idea of an art critic doubling 
as an architectural critic seems to me a very viable 
answer maybe because I have dabbled and even 
exhibited experimentally some paintings and re
ceived criticism for the same. I will not go into great 
depth for the reasons for my inclination but just 
sketch them out. 

A mature art critic is a sort of jumble of all the 
different specialists that I have mentioned. He is an 
ordinary citizen. He has to be a bit of a historian. He 
is a journalist who knows what media is all about. 
He has ideas of form, colour and structure. What is 
more, he has no vested interest in the profession of 
architecture (unlike an architect/critic) and can 
happily ignore any telephone calls and harangues 
from the designer of the building. 

The art critics I have met in India, I have found 
enthusiastic, to write architectural criticism only if 
their editors would allow them to do so. This is as far 
as my personal experience is concerned. 

I would like to say a few words in support of my 
proposal on the theoretical aspects of criticism, 
which is partly based on my experience in the run
ning of an architectural magazine and the reading 
one has to do to deliver lectures to students on the 
History of Architecture. The question that arises is, 
is there any universal formulated basis for 
architectural criticism? This is something which has 
been discussed at many levels in this Seminar some 
of which I have understood and some of which quite 
honestly have been unnecessarily complex. 

On this subject, I quote from a publication of the 
year 1914 called "The Architecture of Humanism" 
by Geoffrey Scott. I do so for after hearing such rich 
and eloquent arguments at this seminar, I feel we 
have got into such complexities in analysing 
architecture that we seem to have forgotten the 
elementary tenets on which criticism could be based. 

Hereafter I may be very kindergartenish in what I 
am going to say but I think that is all I can do. I am 
going to depend very largely on what Geoffrey Scott 
has written. 

Simplifying the matter, Scott says "Architecture, the 
most complex of arts, offers to its critics many paths 
of approach and as many opportunities for avoiding 
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their goal". Where could these paths lead? Scott 
answers this very simply. The first criteria of judge
ment on architecture is obviously its "firmness" as 
he calls it, what today we would call its structural 
aspect. He continues "By this necessity architecture 
stands related to science and to standards of science 
and thus the recognition that mechanical bondage of 
construction closely circumscribes the growth of a 
building". 

At the same time he argues architecture requires, 
what he calls "commodity", what we may, in con
temporary terminology interpret as function or com
fort. According to him, it is not enough that the 
building should possess its own abstract knowledge 
of construction only. Architecture is also subservient 
to the general uses of mankind. So immediately, 
politics and society, religion and liturgy, ethnic 
groups and occupations, become factors in the 
formation of architecture. 

From the above two criteria, Scott first concludes 
that "The history of civilisation thus leaves in 
architecture its truest, because it is its most uncon
scious, record". 

If architects and architectural critics already feel the 
burden of their profession, Scott also recognises that 
architecture requires "delight" - a purely aesthetic 
impulse; an impulse distinct from the above two, 
which good architecture must simultaneously satisfy. 
An impulse by virtue of which architecture becomes 
art. How it becomes art is a question which obvious
ly has no definite answer and tomes could be written 
on it. The three fundamental basis of analysis de
fined by Scott are as valid today as when stated by 
him some seventy-five years ago. 

Of the three fundamentals of criticism to my mind, 
the first two are not terribly complicated and can be 
assessed on a fairly firm footing universally. In the 
sense that the success or failure of a building on 
structural grounds, can even be reduced to a mathe
matical formula and a logical judgement made 
either way. 

The "commodity" could also be judged by a consci
entious critic by recording the user's point of view, 
be it through interviews or polls or presented by 
computerised means. The "delight" part of 
architecture is the most ambiguous, and yet as im
portant as the other two. 

To my mind, it is the "delight" that is essentially a 
regional phenomena, that is, if we are talking of the 
delight of the people seeing and using the building 
and not the delight of the ego of the architect. Here 
I come back to my contention that the mature art 
critic, with due references to the structural engineer, 
and the users can pass valid judgt<ments on the 
"delight" aspect with his presumed knowledge of 



the artistic traditions of his people, region, country, 
whatever it be. Maybe it sounds like a proposal for a 
"troika" of architectural criticism with the profes
sional art critic as its co-ordinator and spokesman. 

I know the dangers inherent in this too for I have 
read architectural criticisms even by mature art cri
tics where you feel that they have gone it alone and 
committed some major goofs on the structural and 
functional aspects of the building. But then this can 
be remedied by the art critic being paid a little bit 
more to do his homework and co-ordinate more 
assiduously. 

In support of my proposal, in spite of some failings 
of some of the art critics in India, I still know that 
the works of Percy Brown, Burgess and Havell, who 
were all basically art historians, are still major 
works, not only of reference, but even of elementary 
understanding of Indian architecture. 

If I were to give my second preference in the matter 
of the background of the architectural critic, it 
would be the architect critic. But there are major 
pitfalls in this in India. I will remind you again that I 
am always speaking in the context of India because 
that is all really I know about. 

The first pitfall is that of being victimised by the all 
powerful people and bodies, which I have already 
mentioned. The only way to avoid that happening, is 
for the trained architect to abandon for ever the idea 
of practice, devote a lot of time to reading history 
and try to make a living out of architectural criticism 
and general writing. This is absolutely impossible in 
India today, unless you are willing to be a kind of 
architectural critic and saint as well and live on 
nothing. 

This point I shall again substantiate from my person
al experience. After having written two books on 
the History of Indian Architecture, which brought it 
up to about A.D 1751, I was well into seven or eight 
years of private practice Earlier, as a fool probably, 
I had nurtured the ambition of bringing my history 
volume up to the contemporary period. However, at 
that time I realised the perils of doing so. 

My criticism, if honest, would arouse the wrath of 
powers that would try to destroy my practice, be
cause I would be getting into the contemporary 
situation. Quite honestly, I must admit I have no 
desire to look after myself and my family on the 
pittance that could be earned by an architectural 
writer in India. Maybe I am stressing the economic 
aspect too far, but I could not face the prospects of 
~eing a saintly architectural crusader. So the third 
book has not been written and probably will be 
written only after I don't need my practice to live on. 

In my list of possible art critics, the last one is that of 
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the pure historian turned architectural critic. Quite 
honestly he is not on my list at all. The architectural 
historians tends to treat buildings as mere appen
dages to his own predetermined theories on history 
and at best draws on archaeological aspects, or in 
deference to architects condescends to describe 
buildings in dimensional and statistical terms. 

I would like to reinforce this by a last personal 
example. One of my two books on the History of 
Indian Architecture was handed over by the editor 
of a magazine to a pure historian for a review. He 
wrote a long review; the first three quarters of it, 
expounded his own theories on the writing of his
tory. He then corrected some of the conjectural 
dates given by me by plus or minus a dozen years or 
so; the spellings of proper names; pointed out proof
ing errors; made a few remarks on the quality of 
printing of the book and dismissed the book without 
a word about architecture. 

I am sorry I have relied more on my personal experi
ence than theory in making proposals, but not being 
a professional critic but rather its victim, I have no 
choice. Let us say that mine is a view from this side 
of the fence, but by one who has had some glimpses 
of the other side too. 

Dennis Sharp 

If that wasn't criticism of the most fundamental kind 
then I don't know what criticism is It was a marvel
lous demonstration by Satish Grover of the very art 
that we are discussing. It is very appropriate that it 
should come from him. 

The last platform speaker is Victor Torpiano, a 
home grown critic. He is the editor of the magazine 
for the Chamber of Architects of Malta. 

It was in the early 1970s that Malta came to terms 
with the problem of architectural education. Pre
vious to the 1970s, architectural education on the 
island was mainly concerned with producing en
gineer - architects or architect - engineers. With 
the input of the distinguished historian, critic and 
lecturer from Liverpool University, Dr. Quentin 
Hughes, who eventually became principal of the 
school here on the island; the educational system for 
architects was given a new direction. 

I hope that Victor Torpiano will not mind if I say 
that he is one of the early products of that new 
direction of architectural education, who graduated 
from the Royal University of Malta in 1975. He 
worked in a design office in the Middle East during 
the period 1976-1984 and he is now working in pri
vate practice. 
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Victor Torpiano 

The criticism of architecture in the media must al
ways have as its ultimate constraint, the differentia
tion which Haluk Pamir has mentioned, between a 
critical and a non-critical mentality. I say this be
cause I think it is implicit that criticism in the media 
cannot be limited to learned journals or professional 
magazine. Therefore, there is besides the problem 
of informing the experts, the architects and the edu
cated people who are generally interested in culture 
and in architecture in particular, another greater 
purpose of providing meaningful information for 
mass consumption. 

Most people in the developing countries, those of 
Islam and those of the Mediterranean, have a love
hate relationship with American culture. No matter 
what ugly things we perceive in the wholesale 
adaptation of this culture, it is practically an inevit
able trend given that the spread of information tech
nology and telecommunications continues to adv
ance at such a rapid pace. This direction will ulti
mately lead us all to the situation which Michael 
Sorkin has so vividly described. 

Therefore architectural criticism has to devise popu
lar means of divulging architectural thought through 
newspapers and through television. This has to be 
done through a language which must be accessible to 
as wide a public as possible. This has to be done 
also, and this is even more difficult, not by imposing 
the critic's narrow viewpoint or bias, but by present
ing the pros and cons of a building, perhaps in the 
format we have used in this seminar of "point and 
counterpoint". That means that the achievements 
and the inherent problems of a building must be 
given equal importance and conclusions drawn. 

Therefore, Ismail Serageldin's excellent critique of 
the National Commercial Bank Building in Jeddah 
should have gone on to comment on the building's 
relationship to the context of the city. His conclusion 
that this was besides his point was a bit weak. Other
wise it was a very excellence analysis of an important 
building. 

Once we use the media to popularise awareness of a 
critical approach to architecture, we must also keep 
in mind that the strict analysis of a single building is 
not enough, but rather the particular building should 
be used as an exemplar of the basic principles of 
scale, form, function and context. In this way, the 
public starts to be exposed to what influences a 
critic's opinion or a prize-awarding jury's decision. 

This approach is frought with the danger of being 
pedantic and demagogic, but at the worst, if the 
public is not influenced, the clients are at least influ
enced as to the possibilities and the pitfalls As we 
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have observed, great clients are essential together 
with great architects to produce great buildings. 

This exposure, of course, cannot and should not be 
limited to new buildings but must also include old 
buildings, with the same analysis of form, function 
and scale. In this way, the native or local cultural 
forms can begin to be grasped, and hopefully assimi
lated consciously as opposed to the subconscious 
knowledge of one's own culture. 

I say this because, very often, the developing coun
tries are xenophile, they admire, or are subtly influ
enced to accept foreign models which is not neces
sarily wrong, were it not for the neglect which be
comes the fate of local culture. In this context, 
architectural criticism is also a comment on any par
ticular society. It is a political comment and a 
sociological comment. 

I was interested to note Suha Ozkan's comment that 
in Turkey, an architect can resent criticism of his 
own work by another architect. This is similar to the 
situation in Malta, where the smallness of our com
munity and the tinyness of the architectural com
munity, make it difficult and delicate, to come out in 
the open with comments about contemporary 
architects. 

I do not know how other people have solved this 
problem in their countries. From what we have 
heard from Ruslan Khalid and especially from Sat
ish Grover, it is very much the case too in Malaysia 
and India. How can we resolve it; by ignoring it? 
The same fate that Satish Grover has described, 
awaits the architectural critic who ignores it. 

Another point that Ruslan Khalid made about reluc
tant architects with regard to the publication of their 
projects, is also very valid in Malta This is again 
understandable, given our small size and the scarcity 
of large projects. 

Ruslan Khalid's proposition about public debate on 
projected buildings, before rather than after a build
ing has been constructed is interesting. The local 
Chamber of Architects in Malta proposed last year, 
in a draft memorandum, a policy to be adopted, that 
in an effort to enhance and improve the quality of 
buildings being produced, building projects should 
be debated and exposed to the public, before they 
leave the drawing board and go to the site. The 
initial response was positive and what remains now 
is to discuss how this can be implemented. 

Dennis Sharp 

I think that opens up a whole area of possible discus
sion. The mood seems to be a helpful one; a mood 



for the exchanging of ideas. This was the intention 
for the last session of the seminar: that there should 
be some sort of pedagogic aspect to it. We have now 
refined some of the points that were raised earlier. 

We are speaking of communicating issues and their 
evaluation on a totally different scale from the way 
we were discussing things in the previous session. 
The link was provided by Charles Knevitt, when he 
was talking of television audiences in vast numbers, 
something like twenty million people viewing one 
programme. Can you imagine that? The scale is 
phenomenal. But Ruslan Khalid was also talking 
about a magazine with a circulation of five hundred. 

I think we are getting things into perceptive. The 
monumental presence of the west, its gigantic press
es, and its great opinion making communicating 
skills is something which the mind boggles at, to use 
a current cliche. Shall we take the smaller issue? 
Shall we go down to the scale of the difficulty of the 
small circulation issue? World numbers, regional 
numbers (or readers) are not changing. We are still 
dealing with mass population but we are still deal
ing too with limited means of communication, li
mited mechanisms, and limited aparatus. I think 
that would make a very good point for discussion. 
So let us thrash this out and offer some suggestions 
to the Award on how criticism, if it is seen to be a 
good thing can be utilised. Let us offer some way 
forward in this difficult area of communication. 

Panel Discussion 
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Open Discussion 

Abdelbaki Ibrahim 

What are the objectives of criticism? Is it education
al, for information, or what? 

I have written in daily papers for the last thirty-five 
years on architecture and planning. I have always 
felt that in the Arab world in the Middle East, there 
should be architectural magazines. During the time I 
worked in Saudi Arabia with the United Nations, I 
helped my friend Ibrahim Aba EI-Khail to issue his 
quarterly magazine Al-Benaa. 

When I went back to Egypt, we felt that we should 
issue another form of that magazine and we decided 
to call it S'alam Al-Benaa. The main objective was 
to address not only architects but also the public 
because we felt it very important to inform people. 

We started in 1980 and we had some financial diffi
culties. I went to the Ministry of Culture for finan
cial assistance similar to that given to assist other 
cultural activities such as the cinema, dance, theatre 
and literature. As a member of the Architectural 
Committee in the Ministry of Culture, I suggested 
they help us in overcoming this financial crisis but 
their response was negative. 

Anyhow, we managed to overcome our financial 
problem. Our main objectives was to concentrate on 
the revival of Islamic values in architecture. How 
effective was that? Very minimal although we influ
enced the educational system perhaps. The maga
zine is inexpensive and can be bought at any kiosk in 
the city for about U S 50 cents. 

It had a very narrow scope, so we thought of having 
television programmes in the same field. I wrote 
scenarios for fourteen architectural programmes. 
This was two years ago but the progress has been 
very slow due to the lack of finance or perhaps the 
lack of interest from the people responsible within 
the local TV organisation. 

Now we are preparing to produce video films on 
architecture We helped in the production of the 
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first film on 'Carnival of Architecture' in Cairo, as a 
starting point. We feel that we have to educate 
ordinary people more than to educate architects. In 
the meantime, we hold monthly architectural meet
ings in the Centre for Planning and Architectural 
Studies (ePAS) whereby we ask architects to expose 
their works and to receive criticism from the audi
ence. 

We are also preparing an encyclopaedia on Islamic 
Architecture in Cairo, not only as a historical book 
but induding critical points of views. 

We have to educate the people, the decision mak
ers, and the "customers", in parallel with architects. 

Joseph M. Spiteri 

There is no question that the critic's job is very 
important. It is indispensable from many aspects but 
like everything in this world criticism is not without 
its drawbacks. The greatest danger, lies in the fact 
that the critic needs at times, to command attention 
and hence he may be looking for the unconventional 
to report on, when the conventional and the ordin
ary may be just as valid and as beautiful. 
A perfect summing up of this situation, I remember 
occurred when I once brought up this difficulty with 
Professor Herbert Kramel, when he said "Don't you 
know that dog bites man is not news, but man bites 
dog is always news!" 

My second point is that critics must have an 'edu
cated' eye. It is worth perhaps recalling an anecdote 
which was told some years ago, which was about a 
Renaissance painter who invited his shoemaker 
neighbour to tell him if details of the shoes on the 
subject he was painting were correct. As they were 
not, the painter quite humbly accepted his criticism 
and proceeded to correct the painting. However, the 
shoemaker did not stop there but thought he was 
qualified to criticise other parts of the painting. Of 
course the painter simply ignored him. This brings 



out the moral that painting must be left to painters, 
and shoes to shoemakers. 

Thirdly, there is another matter about which we 
must be very careful. I refer to critics' jargon, the 
complicated language which they use. This is often 
too obfuscated, too clouded to be correctly under
stood by the public at large. Moreover there is no 
necessity for abstruse language when one is talking 
about universal qualities like beauty. "My beauty, 
though but mean, needs not the painted flourish of 
your praise. Beauty is bought by judgement of the 
eye." These words are Shakespeare's, and I quote 
them not to sound dogmatic, but because if one is a 
dwarf than it is only by climbing on the shoulders of 
a giant that one can see further to the horizon. 

Since we have gathered here to discuss the qualities 
of buildings it is not out of place that we the 
architects help the professional critic by indicating 
the pitfalls he may encounter in his hard task. 

Finally in a lighter vein, one may do well to reflect 
on what Sibelius, the famous Finnish composer, 
once said, "No monument was ever erected in mem
ory of a critic". 

Yasmin Shariff 

I see the role of the critic, primarily as an intermedi
ary between the general public and the technical and 
intellectual professionals. In times of cultural crisis, 
the critic's role is of great importance. 

The crisis we face is one of identity and values. 
Universalities are being confused with pluralisms. 
Plastic urns are being used as chamber pots. Plastic 
candy-cake kitsch, arabesque or otherwise, invades 
the Islamic culture like a cancer, growing to unheal
thy proportions. Reality and fantasy are inter
changeable with the flick of the remote control but
ton of the television channel. "Dallas" is created in 
the house and downtown where glass towers soar. 

These are the manifestations of the current aspira
tions of most clients. Western seduction has suc
ceeded. Disneyland conquers historicism. Restora
tion projects are for tourists, buildings tarted up for 
tourist's consumption. The historic building suffers 
from what I call the "Wham, bang, thank you mam" 
syndrome. The entrance ticket obtained, the quick 
trip, the guide paid, the coach moves on and the 
stage set is rearranged for the next bus load. 

History is written by the victors. As Disneyland very 
ably proves the western world too suffers from its 
own cultural identity crisis. The Greek and Roman 
base from which western architecture evolved, 
shares the same platform that the Islamic architectu
ral world also evolve~ from. However the Islamic 
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world has an additional problem: its loss of dignity 
and cohesiveness. It views its own civilisation 
through the eyes of its aggressors, imperialists and 
colonists, whose biased view of history, claims the 
Greek and Roman traditions as their own. 

Through the popular media, primarily television but 
supported by daily journals, magazines and learned 
publications, the problems of cultural identity and 
dignity can be addressed. An architectural media 
revolution is required to bring matters of the quality 
of the built environment to the attention of the 
general pUblic. It has to be done through the chan
nels of television and film. 

Critical thought cannot only be aimed at profession
als. The general public has been alienated and a 
concerted effort has to be made to address problems 
of communicating with them The critic has to spear
head this media and cultural revolution, cutting 
through the layer of junk and debris which has 
accumulated and address the pertinent issues. 

It is high time the critics turn on the fountainhead 
and shower the populace of the Islamic world with 
stimulating controversal ideas on Islamic 
architecture and environment and discuss the issues 
of symbol, form, identity, myth and mysticism. Until 
this happens, the Islamic world will lie very comfort
ably on its padded "potato couch" and watch its 
synthesised "Texan Dallas" desert. 

Dennis Sharp 

An interesting development in communication 
occurred in England in the late 1960s. It was the 
media innovation that eventually became the 'Open 
University'. It was a tremendous idea. We have 
perhaps rather overlooked this pioneering effort at 
mass education. 

The means were taken to convey to a large televi
sion audience a series of programmes on subject 
areas such as art, architecture, economics, 
mathematics and so on. I was fortunate to be one of 
the original advisers for the architecture series and 
one of the programme makers. 

Some of the television programmes that were made 
in the early 1970s were shown for nine or ten years 
and they built up a kind of fan club of people who 
wanted to learn about architecture, through this 
means of education by television. 

The key to it was to have first of all, a sympathetic 
director, a good script writer and a professional 
body of architects and critics. Perhaps one of the 
reasons we are now overblown with critics in the 
UK., is because those programmes are still con
tinuously in use within schools of architecture and 

127 



Open Discussion 

art history departments. They were a stimulation to 
the growth of criticism. 

So television, film - and more importantly video -
are now the main means of mass information com
munication. Personally I shall never want to stop 
reading books, my eyes would be useless vehicles 
without books to gaze at. The younger generation 
however would I think be just as happy to see the 
communication of architectural criticism by the 
means of mass methods of communication in addi
tion to books and journals 

Hasan-Uddin Khan 

With reference to architects from the Third World, 
being publicity shy: I don't actually, from my experi
ence, believe that to be at all true. Architects love 
publicity, including the ones that Ruslan Khalid 
named, who I know very well, and who we will be 
covering in MIMAR in the near future, amongst 
others. 

There has never been any problem about getting a 
response from architects. The problem is getting 
materials that are publishable and communicatable, 
either in terms of photographs or drawings, because 
of the tools that are available to people in the Third 
World, for decent reproduction of photographs, and 
drawings. That is where the problem lies - in com
municating an architect's work, not in the architects 
themselves. They really are as pUblicity mad as any
one else in other parts of the world! 

Romi Khosla 

I view this whole thing slightly differently. First of 
all, in our part of the world, we find it difficult to 
relate to this word "objectivity"; it just doesn't exist. 
We look at people, and their life styles and we are 
aware that there is a polarisation in our part of the 
world. Our cultures are split into two. The tradition
al cultures have been moving slowly whilst the wes
ternised cultures have been moving fast, abandoning 
their values and acquiring more values 

When a person in our part of the world says that he 
is being objective, as Ruslan Khalid and Satish 
Grover have mentioned, everybody asks "Which 
side is he on?". The first question he is asked is, 
"What are you representing?". We all know about 
this polarisation I would support Professor 
Arkoun's views. The two rhythms are very different. 
We are all aware of the two rhythms. You cannot 
act as a fountainhead for the people because actually 
the people are extremely intelligent. The culture of 
centuries is flowing through them You cannot "edu-
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cate" them. They know what is right and wrong It is 
no use for you to interprete reality for them. They 
are the force and the culture that is changing. We 
cannot take from the past or take some abstract 
views and tell them "Now, please view this building 
like this". They are simply not going to do it. 

History will leave behind what is important. The 
useless debris will just fall apart in our part of the 
world. Values are growing and falling apart so 
quickly that personally I have no difficulty in telling 
what is relevant or not relevant. You just need to 
look back for five years and you will know which is a 
relevant building and which is not a relevant one. 

The role of the critic in our part of the world is as a 
translator. He is like a very creative intelligent trans
lator who is familiar with the context and he is 
transposing a work, a novel or a saga, from one 
language to another language. Beyond that, he can
not go. We do not want him to interpret because 
ordinary people are already interpreting and they 
are doing it in a much better way than you will ever 
be able to do it because you either belong to one 
side of this cultural divide or the other. 

Ihsan Fethi 

Regarding the importance of the role of the media, 
especially television We, in Iraq, have several asso
ciations for critics; in the arts, music, poetry and 
literature. These associations are offically supported 
by the Minister of Culture. 

The Association for the Arts Critics for example, 
includes about fifteen members with two architects 
and some archaeologists as well. The Association 
holds monthly lectures and seminars and these are 
usually televised and then broadcast with minimal 
editing on the second channel. This format is very 
popular and reasonably easy to do and these lectures 
and seminars have become a regular fixture in the 
programmes. 

Renato LaFerla 

Between 1955 and 1960, we had a school building 
boom in this country and I was one of the architects 
responsible for designing a number of these schools. 
It so happened that a very influential person was the 
sole producer of a certain type of concrete roof in 
this country. We were hard pressed to use this mate
rial in our roofs but we resisted this because we 
knew this was not economical. 

Between 1974 and 1984 I contributed articles to a 
number of local newspapers on building and when a 



British publication released details of a similar con
crete roof which had collapsed, I thought it was 
incumbent upon me to write an article in the news
paper complimenting the local architects who had 
resisted the use of that concrete roof in Malta some 
years earlier. Of course, I was sued for libel by the 
producer of the concrete roofs in this country. 

This is related to the way we should put forward 
architectural criticism. Architectural criticism can 
land you in court quite easily. 

Abdelbaki Ibrahim 

What do we want from the Aga Khan Award in the 
context of architectural criticism? For myself, I want 
the Aga Khan Award to help in producing 
architectural films or programmes similar to 
"Architecture at the Crossroads" which was shown 
on the BBC two years ago. 

Dennis Sharp 

The point that was made, was what should the Aga 
Khan Award be thinking about as a communication 
means in the future. The suggestion is that it should 
be filmed along the lines of some of the more suc
cessful television programmes put out in the U K 
and the U.S A 

There is not an interchange between these two coun
tries on these architectural series as yet but it will 
come in the future, I think. There have been experi
ments on both sides. It will be worth investigating to 
see how it could be used as an effective means of 
disseminating information on the Aga Khan 
Awards. 

Paul Gaud 

I would like to relate my experience after living for 
one year in Libya. The official Libyan television 
station tried to promote Islamic culture Unfortu
nately the attempts to present Islamic architecture 
and other aspects of Islamic culture, were very bor
ing. I had the impression that only a small number of 
people watched these programmes. The large num
ber of rotating TV antennas on the skyline of Tripoli 
reinforced this impression. 

Such programmes are immediately followed by 
"Dallas", which is a very refined way of selling 
American culture. We have similar experiences in 
Malta. Television programmes such as "Dallas", 
"Dynasty" and "Miami Vice", besides being visually 
exciting and very well produced, are also selling 
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specific types of architecture and interiors. 
Architects, friends of mine, have been asked to de
sign houses like Southfork, for example! 

Perhaps something similar might happen if the Aga 
Khan A ward were to produce programmes on 
architecture and architectural criticism. I am very 
doubtful about how successful these would be. Re
gionalism in architecture and the attempts at de
veloping an Islamic architecture are highly political 
issues. However it is through commercial produc
tions in popular media programmes that culture and 
cultural forms can be sold Perhaps regionalist va
rients of Dallas type productions could be consi
dered. These would definitely have more appeal 
than documentaries carrying high flown, yet 
meaningless descriptions of specific buildings. 

Selma al-Radi 

I want to answer Dr Ibrahim's question. There are a 
number of film projects, in fact in front of the Steer
ing Committee of the Aga Khan Award that we 
have to discuss in our future meetings. There are 
four or five films that we have to discuss precisely 
about this, both about urbanisation and about his
torical cities. 

Jo Tonna 

I am still a little perplexed about the objectives of 
architectural criticism that we are discussing in this 
conference. Looking at history, the largest, the most 
beautiful and the most important buildings in any 
culture, including the Islamic world which this semi
nar is about, have seen built without architectural 
critics; without any formal criticism but with very 
good architects, naturally. 

One perhaps should distinguish between criticising 
an "architectural project" and a "building". Anyone 
can criticise a building actually because we all use a 
building. The user can criticise it. If you are aware 
about the context of that particular building, you can 
talk about certain qualities it has, and its relation 
with the environment. You can create a whole list of 
things criticising a particular building. 

With an architectural project it is rather different 
because one is talking about space and other 
aspects. Surely the architect who has designed the 
building is the best person to offer self-criticism on 
what he has done. It is central to the design process 
in architectural education that a student is trained to 
be critical of his own work It is essential in creative 
work. 
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Therefore, one of the best ways that the Aga Khan 
Foundation can help improve the standards in the 
Islamic world is simply to help in the education of 
architects in Islamic countries. It is the best and most 
positive way. This could be one of the most impor
tant contributions. 

Suha Ozkan 

I shall briefly respond on the expectations that peo
ple have of the Award. It is of course very flattering; 
so much is expected from the Award. One should 
not forget that this is an exercise, financed and nur
tured by His Highness, the Aga Khan and his com
mittee, with input from many other places. 

The objective of the Award is really to influence all 
kinds of people who are affected by and concerned 
with the environment; the clients, the politicians, the 
architects themselves and the users. In other words, 
we cannot in the Award, take all the responsibility 
to do everything. We prepare the message and put it 
in the proper channels. So far, we have organised 
thirteen seminars; many books, meetings, think
tanks, transactions and twenty-six prizes, and three 
ceremonies. The question is how do the decision 
makers and the local authorities receive the informa
tion which has been cultivated so far in the Award 
and put it to work and give us feedback. 

Many people at this seminar including Abdelbaki 
Ibrahim, Peter Davey and many others, have 
assisted by giving pages in their journals and helping 
us disseminate this information. We are very grate
ful that they have helped the Award with the means 
at their disposal 

When it comes to employing other means and 
media, it may be that we will be diverging from the 
things which we know and do best and it may also 
imply a lot of additional finance. These proposals 
are frequently discussed in the Steering Committee 
which makes the Award's policy's. Sometimes they 
are taken up and sometimes they are rejected. Our 
discussions and deliberations here in Malta, will be 
taken back to various countries, and hopefully culti
vated jointly with other information forces. Not ev
erything should be expected to come from the 
Award because the Award has limited resources. 
What has been achieved has been with the help of 
people here and elsewhere. 

Concerning the other aspect of the Award's work 
which Jo Tonna has mentioned; education is impor
tant of course and dissemination of information is 
important. These were discussed at the very outset 
of the Award when it was first launched. That is why 
Concept Media was founded to publish books and 
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MIMAR was founded to publish periodicals and that 
is why the Aga Khan Program was initiated at Har
vard and MIT. 

There are other subsidiary institutions which deal 
with certain other aspects of architecture, which are 
of course very important. We are not underrating 
them by concentrating on criticism here. We are 
emphasising the role of criticism because the 
Awards themselves, embody a critical judgement 
every three years; a meticulous process of assessing 
buildings and giving the Awards. It signifies a mes
sage from the Award; it is the core of the Award and 
carries the banner for three years at least and it also 
adds to the cumulative memory of the Award. 

That is one of the reasons why we brought criticism 
to the centre of this discussion here in Malta and we 
wanted to have this particular session on "the 
media" to see how this message can be disseminated 
as well as how decision makers and architects, could 
be sensitised to the issues. 

Syed Zaigham Jaffery 

I would like to just add a few things to what Paul 
Gauci said and also perhaps respond to an earlier 
question asking if there was anybody from our part 
of the world who writes for the national papers. 

I would like to mention my experience. I returned to 
Pakistan in 1980. Soon after, I joined the Karachi 
Development Authority. Fired as I was with ideas 
which I had picked up in western architectural 
schools, including that of free speech, freely deli
vered and very freely published, I wrote on 
architecture and planning issues. I remember the 
last time that I wrote for a national daily I lamented 
how playgrounds and parks were being converted to 
multi-storey high rise apartments. Soon after, the 
Governor's Office received a letter from one of the 
influential vested interests demanding that I be 
'fired' because I was a budding communist. My ex
planation was called for. Luckily for me the critical 
piece in question voiced similar opinion to those the 
President of Pakistan had used in an inaugural 
speech at a seminar. I pointed to this similarity of 
view in my explanation. The matter rested there for 
sometime. My job was also important to me, so I 
could not really be that free and simply give it up 
and make my living from writing alone because you 
do not get paid much, if at all, for writing on 
architecture. For several years after that experience 
I wrote very little and everything that I wrote, had to 
be cleared by my boss before I could take it to the 
press. Soon I gave up writing. 

The urge to write however did not die, it was just 
dormant and continued to itch. I wanted to bring out 



a magazine, a journal on architecture (there was no 
precedent for it in Pakistan). The declaration or 
permission of the government was achieved in my 
sister's name and my mother made the founder of 
the magazine. To be Honorary Editor however I 
had once again, to ask permission. 

These are not the only problems that one has to face 
when one publishes. In a recent issue we covered a 
grand old building, the Victoria Museum in Karachi. 
We have been covering old buildings and pointing 
out their good points rather than criticising new 
architecture because people are very sensitive to 
that. We have received telephone calls in Karachi 
just as Satish Grover receives them in Delhi. 

One of the things that we pointed out in covering the 
old museum building was that, within the courtyard 
of the old building which is being used as a govern
ment office, they had constructed a mosque. Basi
cally, I am religious and I am not against mosques, 
but the construction of this particular mosque des
troyed the entire facade of this old building which is 
part of Karachi's architectural heritage. We men
tioned that this mosque should not have been built 
in this particular spot. The subscription from that 
office was not renewed and negotiations for getting 
advertisements from them broke down completely. 

These are the hazards that we have to face. We have 
found that in order to raise the level of awareness, it 
is safer to discuss old buildings whose architects are 
dead. One can point out the good points and hope
fully when people read this, they will transfer those 
things into what they are experiencing in modern 
architecture. 

Another method that we, at the magazine have been 
involved in, is in the documentation of old buildings 
which are then shown on national television prog
rammes broadcast by the Karachi television station. 
They have been very helpful and I am pleased that 
this point has been made about using television for 
the dissemination of awareness about architecture. 

Edwin Mintoff 

I am glad to learn that there seems to be an overall 
concensus that the role of the architectural critic 
should go beyond the confines of the architectural 
profession and reach the public at large as an educa
tional process. 

However in so doing it is very important that 
architectural critics speak in a language which is 
readily understood by the public. Reading a number 
of reviews and influential daily newspapers, one fre
quently gets the impression that these are only 
understood by architects who have a comprehensive 
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architectural training but not by the general public. 

I am also convinced that every architect should be a 
critic and should criticise his own work and that of 
others. I would like to underline the educational role 
that every architect could play in his daily contact 
with clients and government officials. 

Very often architects readily accept client's requests 
without first questioning them. If there is an educa
tional process attached to this, architects should 
have no hesitation in questioning the demands of 
their clients. Then the project is criticised in a sense 
by the author himself at conception stage. 

Dennis Sharp 

Indeed that brings us right back to where we began 
and its an appropriate place to stop. The other 
underlying message that has come through to me is 
that to the descriptive, prescriptive role of criticism, 
we should add another very important aspect; the 
'predictive' one. What will a building look like and 
do to the environment when it is built? Let those 
who can 'read', speakl 

It only needs me now to underline the idea of an 
award for criticism. I would like to convey this to His 
Highness the Aga Khan together with the need for a 
publication that effectively covers architectural cri
ticism; it could be for criticism of the Awards made, 
or of one of the Award buildings. It could also be a 
publication for consumption within the Islamic com
munity which carries features on the Awards. 
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