
A CRITICAL ARCHITECTURAL AND 
URBANISTIC DISCOURSE 

The language of architecture is more than form and aesthetics. It evokes the 

past, prefigures the future and articulates the present for all people. The lang

uage of architecture is an integral part of manifesting a society's image of itself, 

and architects are both the custodians of our heritage of architectural and 

urbanistic forms and spaces, as well as the creators of tomorrow's heritage. 

Architecture is the most localised of the arts. It is rooted to site to the extent 

that location dictates context, and user needs dictate the functional 

requirements, architecture is specific to a particular society and locale. But to 

the extent that architecture responds to universal values and to the challenges 

of evolving globalisation, it must transcend the limits of its locale and in effect 

symbolise a state of being. 

In the Muslim world, the crisis of identity is manifest in the choice of archi

tectural vocabularies. These tend either to reject contemporary models and 

repeat the iconic forms of the past, a position ideologically charged by a kind 

of traditionalist architectural fundamentalism, or attempt to break out of the 

confines of site by importing western modernism as an expression of 'progress'. 

Both approaches tend to be heavy-handed and devoid of a sensibility to either 

time or space. They fail to achieve a critical discourse about contemporary ar

chitectural language and expression. 

The 1995 Master Jury selected three projects that exemplify three facets of 

the contemporary challenges in the Muslim world. In the quality of their solu

tions they also contribute to an architecture of humanism that transcends the 

boundaries of place. 

Rasem Badran rearticulates the central urban core of Riyadh with a series of 



well-proportioned open spaces that connect the Great Mosque of Riyadh to its 

surroundings. The project is a success in its response to a harsh climate that 

requires special attention to both human needs and the circulation requirements 

of a modern metropolis. The architect's effort to reinterpret the language of 

Najdi architecture goes beyond copying past details or sounding the occasional 

echo. It is an effort to incorporate and interpret the past in contemporary terms. 

The space of the mosque is inviting, and the technological solutions arc skilfully 

unobtrusive. 

The Menara Mesiniaga in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, is a bold attempt 

to give meaning to tall buildings in tropical climates. Eschewing the box-like 

curtain-walled structures so common in corporate office buildings, it promotes 

a new language that punches out parts of the structure and wraps a series of 

interactive open gardens in a spiral around the building's core. It raises the kind 

of architectural debate in which the corporate world generally, and the Muslim 

world more specifically, can fruitfully engage. 

The Kaedi Regional Hospital in Mauritania demonstrates remarkable 

sophistication in the manipulation of architectural forms, spaces and vol

umes. The domed brick structures are not only functionally successful, but 

also pleasing to the eye and sensitive to social needs in providing spaces for 

the families of patients. It is innovative in the creation of oval, ribbed and 

doughnut-shaped structures that add new wealth to the vocabulary of forms 

for these construction methods. The elegant winding and petal-like plan 

contrasts sharply with the banal, rectilinear buildings of the earlier, main 

hospital complex. 


