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The cultural heritage of the Muslims 
throughout the world in the field of archi
tecture is indeed magnificent. And the 
Muslims in general have cause to be 
particularly proud of the major contribu
tions made by them in the art and 
development of architecture. Having had a 
magnificent architectural past, the Muslim 
countries of the world are today facing an 
architectural crisis, a common problem of 
the evolution of an architecture which 
might have a link with their traditions and 
yet be in line with the latest technological 
advances. In order to capture the spirit of 
Islamic architecture, one would have to 
study the traditions of the Muslims from 
the earliest beginnings of Islam in Arabia 
to the gradual spread to Syria, Iran, 
Egypt, Spain, Turkey and finally to the 
Indo-Pakistan subcontinent and Southeast 
Asia. It might be worthwhile to highlight 
some of the notable architectural 
monuments built by the Muslims in the 
various countries, their distinguishing 
features and their gradual evolution 
Naturally, I shall be dealing with the 
Islamic architecture of the Indo-Pakistan 
sub-continent in some detail In analyzing 
and tracing the evolution of forms and 
construction methods adopted by the 
Muslims in their architecture, we should 
evaluate the basic characteristics of this 
architecture and whether the means of 
architectural expression adopted by the 
Muslims in the past are relevant in the 
context of present day conditions For this 
purpose, an intelligent interpretation of 
the Islamic traditions and forms is 
necessary and the logical, functional and 
structural basis behind them has to be 
studied and understood We have first to 
isolate from the varied forms of expression 
adopted by the Muslims in different 
countries the very esSence. of Islamic 
architecture, and to see whether it is 
possible to indicate a path or paths along 
which we should proceed in order to 
evolve an architecture identifiable as being 
in the true spirit of Islam. 

There can be three distinct approaches to 
this subject. First there will be those who 
will advocate a complete revival of, and 
return to, the original forms adopted in 
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early Islamic architecture. Second, there 
would be a school of thought which would 
recommend a total break with traditions 
owing to the changed conditions, modern 
building technology and the availability of 
new materials. It could be suggested that 
there is today a certain universality about 
architecture in view of these new factors. 
Third, there could be a middle course, a 
kind of enlightened renascence of Islamic 
architecture unlike the renaissance of 
Western classical architecture in Europe 
which was largely confined to the repeti
tion of the classical Greek or Roman 
forms. We have to aim at a modern 
interpretation of the basic spirit of Islamic 
architecture, reflecting the principles 
which were adopted by the Muslim build
ers rather than the outer forms and 
symbols.. the spirit, rather than the 
substance 

It must be emphasized here that it would 
be unfair to assume that the architecture 
of the Muslims merely consisted of the 
dome, the pointed arch, the minaret or 
other similar features. Although the 
Muslims used these forms freely and with 
telling effect, they were no more than 
solutions to architectural problems which 
faced them at the time. A study of their 
past work would reveal a flexibility in the 
approach of the Muslims in treating the 
same subject in different countries, and 
sometimes even in the same country. In 
the Indo-Pakistan sub-continent itself 
there were tremendous variations repre
sented by the regional character of Islamic 
architecture from Gujarat in the west to 
Bengal in the east. To cite only two signifi
cant examples, the Jami' Masjid Mosque 
in Srinagar and the Mosque of Shah 
Hamadan in the same city have certainly 
no identifiable characteristics which are 
commonly found in mosques in other parts 
of India or Pakistan. These mosques 
have neither domes nor minarets of the 
usual type. Thus, it would be true to say 
that the Muslims did not apply any rigid 
rules regarding the external expression of 
their architecture from Spain to Egypt and 
from Turkey to the Indo-Pakistan sub
continent. Everywhere they went they 
took the fullest advantage of the available 

materials, encouraged local craftsmanship 
and, of course, took regional and climatic 
conditions into consideration. Despite 
these local and regional differences, how
ever, there was a distinct stamp in the 
architecture of the Muslims and it is for us 
to determine the common denominator 
that is discernible throughout their work. 
We should certainly not look merely for 
obvious symbols but rather for subtleties 
of approach. 

In my opinion, the six chief characteristics 
of Islamic architecture were: a bold 
approach to engineering and architectural 
problems, as exemplified by the construc
tion of the Gol Gumbaz at Bijapur, a 
dome of enormous diametre; the adoption 
of geometric forms and symmetrical and 
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able to produce the high quality of work
manship evident in the Suleimaniye at 
Istanbul, the Great Mosque at Isfahan, or 
the Taj at Agra? If not, no useful purpose 
would be served by having the outer form 
without the finish and elegance of these 
buildings. What sometimes goes in the 
name of Islamic architecture is nothing 
more than the architecture of quacks who 
do not comprehend the real significance of 
either the form or the surface treatment of 
Islamic architecture. 

All over the world today, architecture is in 
a state of transition. Every country has 
gone through a period of experimentation, 
trial and error. Out of all this, a certain 
common denominator has emerged: the 
contemporary or modern movement in 
architecture. It is for the Muslims of today 
to apply their creative minds and not to 
copy blindly either the traditional struc
tures of the past nor to reproduce the 
modern cliches of the West without under
standing the logical basis of either Most 
of the Islamic countries, with strong tradi
tions in architecture, are today at the 
crossroads. With the oil boom in the 
Middle East some of the countries are in 
the happy financial position of making a 
positive contribution towards "architecture 
in the spirit of Islam." Unfortunately, 
however, development in some of these 
countries is taking place so rapidly that 
there has been neither time for architec
tural research, nor an attempt at a new 
interpretation of what was finest in the 
Islamic architectural traditions The results 
have, therefore, been largely disappoint
ing. Both the expatriate and local 
architects have been content with 
repeating the superficial forms and sym
bols such as the dome, the arch and the 
minaret even at the cost of being incon
sistent with the modern building 
technology used in the structure. Thus. it 
is not an uncommon sight to see the 
dome, which was a device to cover a large 
area and to create a dramatic interior 
space, misused in such a flagrant manner 
that it is now adopted as an exterior 
bulbous form placed on a solid reinforced 
concrete slab without any relationship to 
the interior. 
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This formative period should be utilized 
for research in all these fields in order to 
arrive at a satisfactory solution. With a 
rich common cultural heritage, all the 
Islamic countries of the world could fruit
fully collaborate in the evolution of a 
national architecture having its Islamic 
architectural traditions. It would be a real 
test of our ingenuity to combine the 
beauty and spirit of the ancient Islamic 
architecture interpreted in a modern idiom 
consistent with the technological advances 
of today. 



axial planning. The finest example of 
comprehensive planning by the Mughals in 
India can be seen in the city of Fatehpur 
Sikri. The placement of the buildings in 
relation to each other, and the interesting 
spaces created have been expertly 
handled. This has been the subject of 
recent research in the spatial relationship 
of architecture; and third, the close 
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integration of the building with the land
scape, the use of both flowing and still 
water, formal planting of gardens and the 
treatment of different levels in the form of 
terraces. The Mughal Gardens in Kashmir 
and the exquisite Shalimar Gardens at 
Lahore are fine examples of this feature of 
Muslim planning which largely owes its 
inspiration to Iran. 
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The dexterous handling of scale in 
buildings is another characteristic. One of 
the most magnificent Mughal structures 
which illustrates this point is the Buland 
Darwaza at Fatehpur Sikri. Although the 
size of the gate is enormous, it is espe
cially emphasized by the placement of the 
huge main archway in close juxtaposition 
with smaller archways which are in scale 
with the human figure, thus dramatically 
heightening the scale of the structure. 
Fifth is the adoption of interesting struc
tural forms, such as domes of various 
shapes, interlacing arches, stalactite 
pendentives and squinch arches Each of 
these structural forms was strictly func
tional, but the Muslims also used them in 
such a way as to create interesting 
decorative effects; and finally, perhaps the 
finest contribution of Islamic architecture 
was the vast field of surface treatment and 
decoration. In some cases, as in Spain and 
Iran, the emphasis was on colour and 
texture, the form of the building being less 
prominent. In other cases, as in the Indo
Pakistan sub-continent, surface decoration 
was used to emphasize and heighten the 
sculptural qualities of the form of the 
building The main types of surface 
decoration used by the Muslims were: 
1) The brilliant enamelled tile-work of 
Spain, Iran and Multan and Tatta in 
Pakistan. Perhaps the finest examples are 
to be found in the Alhambra at Granada 
in Spain and Lutfullah Mosque at Isfahan, 
2) The exquisite geometric Mughal jalis or 
pierced screens in marble such as those in 
Salim Chishti's Tomb at Fatehpur Sikri or 
the Taj Mahal and Itimad ud-Dawla's 
Tomb at Agra, 3) The arabesques of Spain 
and Egypt, 4) Inlay work of coloured 
marble as in the Taj Mahal, Agra and the 
Diwan-i Khass in the Delhi Fort, 
5) Calligraphic inscriptions as decoration 
in bold relief found in the Qutb Minar at 
Delhi, 6) Geometric relief panel work as 
in the buildings at Fatehpur Sikri, 
7) Arrangement of mirror-work for 
decorative effect such as in the Shish 
Mahal at Lahore and Delhi. 

Apart from the aesthetic considerations 
governing Islamic architecture generally, 
there were usually very sound and logical 
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Agra, India coloured marble inlay work on the 
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reasons for the forms adopted by the 
Muslims. They especially emphasized the 
regional expression of architecture and this 
was conditioned, among other things, by 
the climatic conditions and available build
ing materials. To give an example, the 
form commonly known as the Bengal Roof 
was evolved by the use of the local 
bamboos arranged in the form of a curved 
cornice to deal with the problems of 
excessive rainfall. The pyramidal pitched 
roofs of the Kashmir mosques were meant 
to solve the problems of snowfall and to 
make use of locally abundant timber. 
Similarly, there was a pronounced use of 
local materials in other parts of the Indo
Pakistan sub-continent; for example, 
bricks in the Punjab and stone and marble 
in Delhi and Agra. Another characteristic 
feature was the utilization and incorpora
tion of special traditions of local craftsman
ship and the indigenous arts of the area. 
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As an example, when Muslims first came 
to India, their domes were built in 
corbeled horizontal courses because this 
method was familiar to local craftsmen. 
Gradually, however, they introduced their 
own more dynamic system of dome con
struction by means of radiating joints. It 
would thus be true to say that although 
the Muslim influence spread over a large 
number of countries, nowhere did it 
attempt to forcibly impose an exotic style 
of architecture. In many cases it adopted 
the indigenous style but, in addition, 
embellished it with its special form of 
decoration and ornament. 

Having discussed the general character
istics of the architecture of the Muslim 
builders, we must now ask ourselves some 
searching questions. First of all, in view of 
the vast divergence of external expression 
in Islamic architecture, from what par
ticular source are we to derive our in
spiration? Is it from Spain, Egypt, Tur
key, Iran or the Indian sub-continent? My 
answer would be that we should adopt the 
basic principles followed by the Muslims 
throughout these countries, as these are 
likely to be the common factor in their 
work. 

On the other hand, if we are able to 
suggest that we should revive all the 
ancient features of Islamic architecture, 
the question would be: are they logical or 
functional in the present-day context? 
Secondly, are they practical? Thirdly, are 
they economical, and finally, are they 
necessary? 

Architecture, although a visual art, is 
strongly conditioned by practical considera
tions such as function and structure. Great 
architecture can only be produced when a 
proper synthesis is created of aesthetics 
and structure--of art and science. In our 
search for a new architecture in the spirit 
of Islam, we should use the flexible 
approach of the Muslim builders in solving 
modern problems with a fresh mind and 
not be slaves to what we consider a 
tradition. To assume that the last word in 
architectural development has been said, 
and that we can do no better than to copy 
the work of the past, would be a mistake 
and a slur to the Islamic cultural heritage. 
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Architects must go back to first principles 
in order to solve problems for which 
history has no precedents. By going back 
to first principles, I mean something more 
than abandoning the slavery of revived 
styles. I mean avoiding a pre-conceived 
idea of what a building is going to look 
like, but instead working out its external 
expression simultaneously with its needs. 
The compromise of leaving off the period 

, ornament but retaining the academic 
formulae would by no means produce an 



architecture appropriate to our times. It 
may produce buildings that are super
ficially imposing, but they will possess 
neither the aesthetic appeal of a real 
modem building nor the pictorial and 
romantic charms of true traditional 
architecture. 

By looking at the task of designing a 
building first as a practical problem that 
must be solved in a pragmatic way, a 
problem of accommodating people so that 
they can pursue certain activities com
fortably, conveniently and economically, 
and at the same time with a feeling of 
aesthetic pleasure in their environment, a 
new view of architecture can be taken 
which puts all the accepted ideas of 
academic styles into their proper perspec
tive. On the other hand, the architecture 
of today should not only cater to practical 
considerations, with beauty compelled to 
take its chance. On the contrary, aes
thetics should be a part of the process of 
design, and not an afterthought in the way 
of applied decoration. 

The needs of this age are in nearly every 
case totally different from the needs of 
previous ages and so cannot be satisfied by 
methods of building that belong to any 
age other than the present. We can satisfy 
them in the practical sense, by utilizing 
modem building techniques and modem 
scientific inventions to the full, and we can 
satisfy them in the aesthetic sense both by 
being honest craftsmen in our own mate
rials and by taking special advantage of 
the opportunities these materials offer, of 
creating effects and qualities in tune with 
our own times without ignoring the spirit 
of Islamic cultural tradition. For example, 
instead of grafting antique ornaments onto 
new structures as is sometimes done today, 
thereby making them inconvenient and 
expensive as well as ridiculous, or else 
constraining the new structure within 
limits imposed by the old ones, as either 
of these would be timid expedients, we 
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Throughout history both the general 
appearance of buildings and their style of 
ornament have been determined by the 
knowledge of building techniques available 
as well as by the materials used and the 
tools with which they are worked. Roman 
architecture, for example, developed far 
beyond the Greek model on which it was 
based because the Romans discovered the 
use of the round arch and the vault, 
whereas the Greeks built only with 
columns and beams. Gothic church archi
tecture blossomed out of the simple 
solidity of the Norman period into more 
and more daring feats of construction, 
chiefly as the medieval architects and 
engineers learned the science of mechanics 
and discovered exactly how small a pier 
could safely carry the load of a roof and 
how to transfer some of the downward 
thrust onto a series of flying buttresses. 
Similarly, the Muslims brought with them 
to the Indo-Pakistan sub-continent a new 
system of construction and a bolder 
approach to architecture and engineering. 

can make the most of the precision and 
machine finish that is so characteristic of 
modem techniques and set out to explore, 
as our predecessors so bravely did, the 
aesthetic possibilities of lightness and Isfahan, Iran: the Masjid-l Jami 
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Modem architecture is conditioned by the 
same sort of factors. We know more 
exactly than our ancestors how materials 
behave in different circumstances, and we 
have invented or discovered a number of 
new materials. For both these reasons our 
range or vocabulary is greater and for the 
former reason we have no excuse for 
building unscientifically. We cannot avoid 
the obligation to build scientifically. It 
would, indeed, be an insult to the Muslim 
builders of the past if we assume that, had 
they been alive today, they would have 
built ignoring the developments and bene
fits of modem science and building 
technology. 

The whole tradition of craftsmanship, on 
which the architectural style of previous 
centuries was based, consisted first of 
fashioning and then embellishing parts of a 
building by a group of craftsmen who, 
between them, imagined and made the 
whole building. The question to consider 
here is that in view of the dying traditions 
of ancient craftsmanship, would we be 
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able to produce the high quality of work
manship evident in the Suleimaniye at 
Istanbul, the Great Mosque at Isfahan, or 
the Taj at Agra? If not, no useful purpose 
would be served by having the outer form 
without the finish and elegance of these 
buildings. What sometimes goes in the 
name of Islamic architecture is nothing 
more than the architecture of quacks who 
do not comprehend the real significance of 
either the form or the surface treatment of 
Islamic architecture. 

All over the world today, architecture is in 
a state of transition. Every country has 
gone through a period of experimentation, 
trial and error. Out of all this, a certain 
common denominator has emerged: the 
contemporary or modern movement in 
architecture. It is for the Muslims of today 
to apply their creative minds and not to 
copy blindly either the traditional struc
tures of the past nor to reproduce the 
modern cliches of the West without under
standing the logical basis of either Most 
of the Islamic countries, with strong tradi
tions in architecture, are today at the 
crossroads. With the oil boom in the 
Middle East some of the countries are in 
the happy financial position of making a 
positive contribution towards "architecture 
in the spirit of Islam." Unfortunately, 
however, development in some of these 
countries is taking place so rapidly that 
there has been neither time for architec
tural research, nor an attempt at a new 
interpretation of what was finest in the 
Islamic architectural traditions The results 
have, therefore, been largely disappoint
ing. Both the expatriate and local 
architects have been content with 
repeating the superficial forms and sym
bols such as the dome, the arch and the 
minaret even at the cost of being incon
sistent with the modern building 
technology used in the structure. Thus. it 
is not an uncommon sight to see the 
dome, which was a device to cover a large 
area and to create a dramatic interior 
space, misused in such a flagrant manner 
that it is now adopted as an exterior 
bulbous form placed on a solid reinforced 
concrete slab without any relationship to 
the interior. 
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This formative period should be utilized 
for research in all these fields in order to 
arrive at a satisfactory solution. With a 
rich common cultural heritage, all the 
Islamic countries of the world could fruit
fully collaborate in the evolution of a 
national architecture having its Islamic 
architectural traditions. It would be a real 
test of our ingenuity to combine the 
beauty and spirit of the ancient Islamic 
architecture interpreted in a modern idiom 
consistent with the technological advances 
of today. 
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