
Opening Ceremony 

Said Zulficar 
Secretary General - The Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture 

It is my very great pleasure to welcome you all, on 
behalf of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, to 
this seminar on "Criticism in Architecture" which we 
have looked forward to with great hope and with high 
expectations. I would also like to convey to you His 
Highness the Aga Khan's personal greetings and 
sincere wishes for a fruitful and successful meeting. 

We deeply appreciate the Government's offer to host 
this seminar in Malta, a country that is both geog
raphically and culturally at the crossroads of the North 
and the South, of the East and the West and whose 
magnificent architectural heritage as well as its sym
pathetic contemporary buildings are like a solitary 
blossoming flower in the chaotic deserts that characte
rise most of the expanding urban settlements of the 
world. We are especially honoured that His Excellen
cy, the Acting President of Malta, Mr. Paul Xuereb 
and The Honorable Mr. Michael Falzon, the Minister 
for Development of Infrastructure, have spared the 
time to inaugurate this seminar 

This meeting is co-sponsored by the Foundation for 
International Studies and I would like to thank Profes
sor Salvino Busutil, the Director General of the 
Foundation for his valuable assistance in preparing 
and organising this seminar We have also received 
the continual support of the International Committee 
of Architectural Critics (CICA) , two of whose co
directors, Pierre Vago and Dennis Sharp are partici
pating in this seminar. 

The local organiser and coordinator of the meetings 
has been Richard England and it has been our special 
privilege to be associated with such a distinguished, 
helpful and efficient colleague. 

The topic of "Criticism in Architecture", although 
expressed in terms much different and through activi
ties and publications of a wide diversity, is indeed, at 
the very core of the concerns of the Aga Khan Award 
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for Architecture. We have been guided by the inspira
tion and generosity of His Highness the Aga Khan, 
who in 1977, took the extraordinary initiative to give 
expression to an idea which now, ten years later, is the 
reflection of our hope and of our mutual concern to 
encourage excellence in the built environments of de
veloping countries. 

I emphasise the word hope and the word concern for 
we have begun only now, following a decade of 
earnest efforts, to realise the proportions as well as 
the difficulties of our task and the complex nature of 
its fulfillment. 

We have come to call this quest our "search" and we 
have all come to realise the illusive nature of such a 
concept as excellence in architecture. We at the 
Award recognise with a certain amount of perplexity 
the difficulties of proscribing the limits and of deter
mining the criteria of this concept which we have 
termed "architectural excellence". 

The physical testimony to our frustration is all too 
evident everywhere around us; burgeoning cities, 
anarchic urbanisation, mediocre architecture, urban 
decay of historic city centres, disfigured landscapes 
and environmental deterioration; all of which have 
seemingly overwhelmed the diverse urban fabrics of 
the cities of the Third World. 

Yet, notwithstanding this bleak and gloomy picture 
we must persevere to identify and propose viable 
options. Glimmers of hope and inspiration, however 
rare, have consoled our increasing despair and frustra
tion. That each of you here has devoted your time and 
your interest to our mutual search is evidence enough 
that still there is hope and that God willing we may 
succeed in the end. 

My colleagues from the Aga Khan Award Steering 
Committee will give better expression to these 
thoughts which have been nurturing in the Award for 
over a decade. They, as must all of us, sense that time 
is not on our side and that we must double our efforts 
if our aspirations are to reach fruition. The lesson we 
have learned over these many years is that 



architecture is merely the echo of a culture and that 
"excellence", however much it may touch on aesthe
tics, is but the expression of a culture in harmony. 

During this seminar we look forward to learning a 
great deal from you. Most of us at the Award are not 
trained in architectural criticism but the processes and 
the procedures we undertake to identify, evaluate and 
recompense exceptional architectural achievements in 
the Islamic world do involve the systematic and meti
culous critical analysis of each project nominated for 
a possible Award and to date, around eight hundred 
completed projects have undergone this form of 
architectural critical analysis which is a unique mod
el of evaluation and the only first hand source of 
building information available in the Islamic world. 

I urge you in the deliberations of this seminar to help 
us situate architecture and the criticism of architecture 
in the dialogue of culture and to conceive of "excell
ence" not only as a question of beauty, of lines, of 
forms and proportions, but as the harmonious ex
pression of the places of home and of utility, of work 
and of industry, of prayer and of repose; in short, of 
all the physical manifestations of mankind's building 
achievements. We do consider architectural criticism 
as a subject of great importance as it is a vital factor in 
arousing public awareness of the issues and problems 
related to the steadily deteriorating built environment. 

It is not inappropriate to remind you that 1987 has 
been the International Year of Shelter and in this 
respect I cannot close these introductory remarks 
without the reminder that "excellence" in architecture 
is the domain not only of beauty and of great splen
dour but also of the modest fulfillment of the lives of 
countless millions of unprivileged poor people in the 
underdeveloped countries who are barely surviving in 
a world of societal turmoil and urban disorder. 

I thank each of you for the honour you have done us 
by your presence 

Salvino Busutil 
Director General - The Foundation for 
International Studies 

It is with pleasure that the Foundation for Internation
al Studies at the University of Malta, accepted the 
invitation of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, 
to organise with it, this seminar, on "Criticism in 
Architecture" Since its creation, the Foundation lias 
co-operated closely with architects and has held a 
summer and a winter School on architecture, both of 
which have attracted a large number of young and not 
so young architects from all over the world. It also 
held the first meeting of The Mediterranean Schools 
of Architecture, as well as a Workshop on the En
vironmental Training of Architects. This is as it should 
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be, sihce one of the primary aims of the Foundation is 
to offer, at the international level, training in matters 
affecting man's habitat through 'its international en
vironment institute. 

We are therefore happy to be associated with the Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture in hosting this seminar. 
For me, it is especially gratifying, since it was at the 
division of UNESCO for which I was then responsible, 
namely that of Human Settlements and Socio- Cultu
ral Environment, that some ten years ago, the repre
sentatives of His Highness the Aga Khan, first discus
sed the setting up of what has become known as the 
Aga Khan Award for Architecture. 

I am therefore really delighted to see here, among 
others, Dr Said Zulficar my erstwhile colleague of a 
decade ago who is now the Award's Secretary Gener
al. I also wish to welcome another old friend Pierre 
Vago, the man who was the life and soul of the 
International Union of Architects, with whom we 
worked closely through my Division for many years. 
To old friends and new ones, warm greetings. 

You will be debating architecture at some length and 
hence I do not think I, a non-architect, should add 
much comment thereon. I may, however recall, with
in the context of this seminar, that will debate tradi
tional and modernistic trends in Islamic Architecture, 
with its heritage of earth architecture, the discussions 
we had in Paris six years ago, when we at UNESCO 
assisted in presenting the exhibition on "Des 
Architectures de Terre" at the Centre Pompidou. 

To scepticism from some quarters concerning the 
validity of earth architecture, the Pompidou Cen
tre's Director for Industrial Creations, in his re
sponse to what he called the new logic of the earth, 
referred particularly to ancient Muslim architecture 
and perennial values when he said, "The Palaces 
and Mosques of earth architecture, symbols of poli
tical and religious power, could not have been built 
and maintained across the centuries unless through 
the work of subjects or of the people". Hence one 
should bear in mind also the humble homes erected 
through autoconstruction or through village solidar
ity unfortunately declining today. Developing coun
tries do not accept that such architecture today con
tributes to the esprit de marque to which they aspire. 

It is I think vital that the popular traditions on which 
so much of Islamic architecture rests should be re
vitalised and revalued. They may not provide miracu
lous solutions to every architectural problem today, 
but, and this is the strange paradox of our history, in 
this our new industrial age, we can find technological 
inspiration in methods invented ten thousand years 
ago to build mankind's first cities and which, rekin
dled in the Islamic era, have come down to us today as 
sources for the design of the future. That I feel is one 
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of the lasting contributions which the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture, can make to, as Longfellow 
put it, "the noblest art of all the arts; paintings and 
sculpture are but images, are merely shadows cast 
by outward things on sterile canvas having in them
selves no separate existence. Architecture existing in 
itself and not in seeming to be something it is not, 
surpasses them as substance". 

The Honorable Michael Falzon 
Minister for the Development of Infrastructure 

As Minister responsible for architectural worh in 
Malta, it gives me great pleasure to welcome you at 
the opening of the Third Regional Seminar of the Aga 
Khan Award for Architecture. That the Aga Khan 
Foundation has chosen Malta and the Foundation for 
International Studies as the venue for this exercise, is 
a matter of pride for us 

We are deeply grateful to His Highness the Aga 
Khan and to those collaborators from the organisa
tion of the Award for Architecture for the privilege 
they have accorded us through the presence of so 
many distinguished architects and architectural cri
tics. Malta's rich architectural heritage from the first 
manifestations of neolithic man to contemporary ex
pressions, reflecting Malta's varied and variegated 
cultural traditions, provides a natural and unique 
backdrop to your deliberations. 

You have around you in Malta, at every step, at every 
comer, the architectural offerings of millenia of his
tory. You are surrounded here by a microcosm of 
architectural history, unparalleled in the world. As 
every great civilisation has left its mark on this island, 
it has done so primarily through the hands of the 
architect, from the untutored and the untrained to the 
highly informed and learned. Thus across the span of 
centuries monuments sit side by side in harmony and 
equilibrium amongst themselves and with nature. 

In this age, when environmental concerns have rightly 
come to the fore, Malta should strive to provide an 
example of a balanced physical environment at peace 
with its citizens. We are not perfect and we have 
committed mistakes but I would like to think that we 
are still in time and that we have the potential to give 
Malta an architectural presence and an architectural 
future which will do justice to its erstwhile grandeur 
That is why we are starting with a major project for 
the rehabilitation of Valetta to restore this great capit
al city to the glory it should, by dint of traditional 
history rightfully enjoy. We plan too, to ensure that 
the urban and rural fabric is fully integrated and prop
erly woven. Mdina, which is perhaps the most Islamic 
of our cities, with its walls dating from the Arab 
presence in Malta, will be retained in its splendour 
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and care will be taken not to tarnish the delicate 
texture of its age old charm. Similarly, we will strive 
to give back to the Gozo Citadel that architectural 
magic which over the centuries it has enshrined with
in its walls. Go to any village in Malta, however 
modest, and you will find an architectural treasure 
trove in each one of them. Enjoy them, our 
architectural wealth, which we offer to you, our 
distinguished visitors, as a pledge in support of the 
ideals of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. 

His ExceUency, the Acting President of the Republic 
of Malta, Paul Xuereb 

It is always a pleasure to welcome to Malta, repre
sentatives of the cultures of the world, particularly 
when the expression of that culture is through the 
noble form of architecture, for architecture, to quote 
our own Richard England, "is the manifestation of the 
dreams we desire". It was an inspiring thought on the 
part of His Highness, the Aga Khan, to establish his 
A ward for Architecture and to so structure that award 
as to include in it, seminars and workshops designed 
to heighten the awareness of the architectural herit
age, diversity and potentials. Such an endeavour is 
one more confirmation of His Highness's dedicated 
and profound interest in cultural issues worldwide 
While regreting that due to his other commitments, 
it was not possible for His Highness to be with us, I 
have asked his representatives, who have privileged 
us with their presence, to convey to him, our sincere 
appreciation of all the work that he has been doing 
and continues to do, for the benefit of mankindd. 
We hope that in the not too distant future, His 
Highness will visit our island. 

In holding your seminar in Malta, in conjunction 
with our Foundation for International Studies, and 
the International Committee of Architectural Cri
tics, you have chosen as your theme "Criticism in 
Architecture". You have very wisely, in my view, 
brought to address issues inherent in the topic of 
your seminar, not only distinguished architectural 
critics but some of the world's most celebrated 
architects themselves. Furthermore you have en
riched your gathering by participants not only from 
the Muslim world, but from every region. 

The example given by His Highness in embarking on 
such an initiative, is one worthy of admiration in that 
it underlines the integrity of the human person and its 
wonder in both body and spirit. Thus the Imam's faith 
is expressed in his environmental concerns. Whereas 
he seeks for his followers, not only their spiritural well 
being, but also the improvement of the quality of their 
lives. Hence the Imam's dedication to architectural 
excellence is not simply a pursuit of aesthetic excell-



ence, however laudable that is in itself, but also, and 
perhaps more basically, a commitment to a proper 
environment worthy of human beings. 

In this context, your seminar should be a celebration 
of the art of architectural criticism because it should be 
a celebration of higher standards for architecture it
self. If, as Frank Lloyd Wright said, "architecture is 
the frame of human existence", then you are met here 
for a manifestation of human existence through 
architecture. 

In assessing the pragmatic needs of man, you will 
not forget his passions and his imagination. Con
versely you will not forget that architecture may 
look to the angels for inspiration but it is meant for 
the abode of man. In this spirit of harmonious en
deavour I wish every success of your seminar. 

Introduction to Malta Richard England 

As coordinator of the Aga Khan Award for 
Architecture Seminar in Malta, I am enthusiastically 
delighted to welcome the overseas visitors here on my 
own native island. It is nearly three years ago that I 
first put out feelers to try and attract the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture to organise one of their 
events in Malta. The reasons were obviously many, 
but basically two-fold. First because I was, and now 
am still more, firmly convinced that the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture established through the en
thusiasm, sensitivity and above all the wisdom of His 
Highness the Aga Khan, has in today's world, no 
equal as a body or institution in environmental terms. 
The Award not only guards, protects and gives life to 
areas of rich architectural heritage, but also opens up 
and encourages progressive paths for the establish
ment of ideas and philosophies focussed on new valid 
contemporary architectural expressions. 

The Aga Khan Award for Architecture through its 
Steering Committee and its organisation of awards, 
seminars and educational programmes, is involved in 
"a search for excellence in architecture" in the Muslim 
world. It has now become necessary that this unique 
example be extended to and followed in, other 
societies. I augur that this will be done soon for it is 
obvious that most of the modem world of today is 
characterised only by its confusion and lack of order. 
This state of affairs should not however deter us from 
attempting to create a new world. Let us not forget 
that the first one was also created out of chaos! 

My second reason for wishing to have the Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture in Malta, was definitely a 
more selfish one. As an ardent and passionate lover of 
my country and its architectural splendour, I wanted 
to share with all the wonderful people associated with 
the Award, this unique legacy of an island heritage, 
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and even more selfishly, to ensure that we Maltese 
could partake of some of the wisdom for the benefit of 
preserving the past and enhancing the future of our 
land. 
Now that the dream is realised and the distinguished 
personalities are assembled, it falls upon me to intro
duce this unique island of Malta, carved, etched and 
built out of the one stone material, drawn from the 
core that constitutes the very land itself. Through the 
unity of this ethnic limestone a strong sense of con
tinuity and homogeneity is evident in the vast overlays 
of man's activities over many centuries and his strug
gle to wrest a living in an environment which provides 
only limited and restricted natural resources. 

Because ofthe island's strategic position at the cross
roads between the great traditions of Europe and the 
Islamic World, the built expression of the Maltese 
Islands is an architectural reflection of the meeting 
place of these cultural overlays which have dominated 
them through history. Here is a stone-fusion of not 
only East and West, but also North and South. The 
traditional close-knit urban clusters, echoes of the is
land's occupation by the Arabs, are crowned by the 
rounded baroque curves of church-domes imported 
through the Italian and Spanish influences of the 
Order of St. John of Jerusalem. The synthesis of these 
two great cultures provides the basis of identity which 
crystallises into the "spirit of place" of this land. A 
similar cross-cultural parallel exists also in linguistic 
terms. Malta's language is the only language of 
Semitic origin written in the Roman alphabet. 

This is the architectural context; a tapestry spanning 
over six thousand years, manifested always in a max
imum utilisation of the minimum resources available. 
The fields are built, the soil accumulated between the 
rubble walls and much that appears natural, is in fact 
man-made. In Thackery's words, "Malta is a place 
where the fields are rock and the hedges are stone". 
This is a land of predominant man-made solids; a 
campanology of cube-form music further emphasised 
by powerful sun and shade patterns surrounded by an 
ever-present blue cerulean sea. Malta over many cen
turies has been utilised as a sanctuary, a naval base, a 
trading post, a harbour, a feudal state, a fortress and 
today, not only as a tourist resort, but also as a 
platform for intellectual and cultural discourse. Un
known people from prehistory, then the Phoenicians, 
the Carthaginians, the Romans, the Byzantines, the 
Arabs, Normans, Angevins and Aragonese, together 
with the multi-national order of St. John of Jerusalem 
and finally the British, have all contributed their own 
interest in the survival of Malta and its people. These 
contributions by foreign rulers have constantly utilised 
Malta's own natural building material. Now we 
ourselves are continuing this tradition. The story of 
this island is written in its stone. 
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Today our island faces a multitude of architectural 
problems. Too many errors have been committed in 
the name of "progress". In the last thirty years we 
have covered over three times more land with new 
building than we had covered since the beginning of 
time. For an island just over one hundred square miles 
in area, it is a frightening thought! The importance of 
architecture, not only on our island but anywhere, 
cannot be overstressed. The words of His Highness, 
the Aga Khan,emphasise this in a clarity that is worth 
quoting. "I can think of no human art-form which 
exercises such a permanent influence over our lives. 
We must demand from our respective national deci
sion makers, our architects, our planners, and our 
landscape architects, an environment in which we can 
live and work harmoniously and to the fullest". 

I am sure that the authorities in Malta, our decision 
makers and we, the professional practitioners, will 
listen carefully to your deliberations for there will be 
many lessons to be learnt. The fulfillment of our role 
as architects, I think, lies in our performing not only as 
designers of the future but also as defenders of the 
past. The announcement of an international competi
tion for a building on the Opera House site in Valetta 
is an issue of great magnitude and importance. I augur 
that both the architects and critics involved in this 
project will be of the stature of those who are with us 
here as guests, in order to ensure that our capital city 
of Valetta will eventually obtain a new building of the 
quality it deserves. 

In concluding I would like to express my sincerest 
gratitude to His Highness, the Aga Khan, and to his 
collaborators, for having accepted to come to Malta 
for this Seminar and for giving us the opportunity and 
privilege to host this memorable event Thanks are 
also due to the Secretary General, Dr. Said Zulficar 
and the Deputy Secretary General, Dr. Suha Ozkan, 
to Professor Salvino Busutil and the Foundation for 
International Studies, to Father Marius Zerafa, Direc
tor of Museums and to Professor Peter Serracino 
Inglott, Rector of the University of Malta. My thanks 
also go to my close collaborators in the organisation of 
this event, especially Keith Cole and Konrad Buhag
iar, also Victor and Alex Torpiano and Anton Valen
tino. Most of all I would like to thank the members of 
the Steering Committee and the distinguished 
overseas guests for being here with us. 

I augur that this may be a successful seminar and 
look forward to what no doubt will a series of most 
interesting discussions and fruitful deliberations. 
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