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James Steele 
CONTINUITY, RELEVANCE AND 
CHANGE 
The Fifth Cycle of the Aga Khan 
A wa rdfo r A rch i tecti i re 

The three years that have passed since the last 

Award Ceremony in Cairo have been filled with 

events of staggering historical significance, which 

have had a great impact on both the physical and 

mental map of the Muslim world. Change, and 

the rate of change, have continued to accelerate 

at an incredible speed, bringing about the "Future 

Shock" predicted by Alvin Toffler several decades 

ago, as well as the "Global Village" described by 

Marshall McLuan. Time and space, which have 

been consistently abbreviated by the ever acceler

ating pace of travel and electronic communica

tions, have now taken on a different dimension, 

altering the popular concept of context from local 

to international references in all parts of the 

world. Several generations ago, it was not uncom

mon for someone living within a traditional 

community to remain there for a lifetime, and the 

supportive circle that shaped that life was made 

up of family and friends and familiar faces that 

gave certainty and stability to daily routine. Such 

communities today are becoming increasingly 

scarce, as they are uprooted by forces that are 

beyond their control. 

Since its beginnings in 1977, the Aga Khan 

Award for Architecture has been in the forefront 

of recognizing the full impact of such change, 

particularly as it relates to Muslim societies. This 

has set it apart from other efforts at recognizing 

excellence in architectural achievement, since it 

has not only sought to increase public awareness 

of the importance of good design, but has gone 

on to designate the broader social and cultural 

aspects of architecture in regard to people, and 

not just professionals. It has emphasized the 

importance of an informed, interdisciplinary 

dialectic in trying to come to terms with the 

problems of the built environment, which has, 

until this current cycle, evolved into the recogni

tion of projects as they relate to either socio

economic, historic conservation, or the pursuit of 

architectural excellence. Behind this search, a 

constant concern has been to encourage unre

stricted critical debate, which Mohammed Arkoun 

has analyzed as falling into three categories. The 

first of these, in his view, has been to seek out: 

"the historical objective knowledge of the classi

cal legacy of what is called Islamic culture and 

civilization, or Inrath in Arabic; the idea is not to 

compete with the established scholarship in this 

field, but to reflect on the relevance, the mean

ing, and the results of the continuous reference 

made today to this classical legacy as the model 

for the contemporary expressions of "Islam" as a 

whole (religion, culture, civilization)." 

The second concern, in his view, has been to 

identify: "the dominant forces, models, concep

tions, achievements which are actually at work 

and are spread today throughout all Muslim 

societies and which are not related at all to the 

claimed ideal model; in other words, the built 

environment and the cultural expressions of 

"Islam" are subjected to an irresistible process of 

deterioration, disintegration, destruction." 

And thirdly, as he has said, the Award has 

sought to help to identify: "new ways, new 

methodologies, new conceptions, new tools, to 

provide for an enabling culture and thought that 

would stop the process of rupture with the 

classical legacy, would help to recognize the 

living tradition, and, at the same time, would 

contribute to the invention of modernity in 

Muslim societies."1 

In concluding his assessment of the importance 

of the Award, Arkoun has also said that:"This 

approach, including a long-term historical per

spective and a free but critical acceptance of all 

the challenges of modernity, is probably unique 

as far as Muslim societies are concerned. It is not 

to be found in any known type of scholarship -

Muslim or orientalist - in any tradition of teach

ing, in any private foundation or trend of think

ing. That is why the Aga Khan Award for Archi

tecture is so conscious of its responsibility and so 

eager to go further in the path successfully traced 

over a decade."2 

As the Jury convened for the fifth cycle, there 

was a sense of urgency brought on by the magni

tude and rapidity of current events, the need to 

consolidate what has already been established, 

and to redefine parameters for the future. Given 

the reshuffling of the world order that has now 

taken place, questions about how these changes 

will affect Muslim societies in the next fifteen 



years were a part of the unspoken agenda this 

past June in Geneva, as were the effects of such 

shifts on architectural, and particularly urban, 

expression. 

The Pattern of Past Awards 

In order to fully appreciate the full import of this 

change over the last three years, it may be helpful 

to review the three categories that had previously 

evolved as the main concerns of the Award, 

which had become the framework by which 

projects were selected, so that a comparison with 

the position taken by the Jury for this fifth cycle 

may be constructively drawn. In reflecting on the 

progress of the Award up to the time of the 

presentation ceremony at the Citadel, in Cairo, 

His Highness the Aga Khan noted that three 

strong themes of concern have emerged. 

These, as he said at the presentation ceremony, 

were: 

"First: protection, restoration and the skilful re

use of the heritage of the past, at a time when 

that heritage, the anchor of our identity and a 

source of our inspiration, is being threatened 

with destruction by war and environmental 

degradation or by the inexorable demographic 

and economic pressures of exploding urban 

growth. 

Second: addressing the pressing needs for social 

development and community buildings in a 

Muslim world all too beset by mass poverty. 

Third: identifying contemporary architectural 

expression of quality, the best efforts at capturing 

the opportunities of the present and defining our 

dreams of tomorrow.'9 

Conservation 

As the means by which theturath described by 

Mohammed Arkoun, as related to its tangible, 

architectural remains, may be perpetuated, 

conservation has been recognized as a valid area 

of concern for the Award, being divided between 

restoration projects (the Al-Aqsa Mosque, the 

Tomb of Shah Rukn-i-'Alam, and the Ali-Qapu, 

Chehel Sutun and Hasht Behesht), adaptive re

use projects (the Azem Palace, Rustem Pasa 

Caravanserai, National Museum in Doha, and 

Ertegun House in Bodrum), and area conserva

tion projects (conservation of Mostar Old Town, 

the Darb Qirmiz Quarter in Cairo, and Sidi Bou 

Said in Tunisia). Conservation has taken on 

added significance with the passing of time 

because as cities continue to develop at an 

alarming rate, causing dramatic demographic 

shifts from rural to urban areas and the concomi

tant fragmentation of traditional societies, and the 

Waqfs that have been responsible for the upkeep 

of major monuments continue to lose their ability 

to do so, the architectural heritage in all of the 

long-established cities of the Muslim world has 

continued to decay rapidly. Since much of this 

heritage has either fallen into disuse, or not been 

adapted to a new use that will continue to pro

long its life, it has been especially vulnerable to 

the effects of this population shift, and many of 

these historical remains are now located in the 

poorest part of Muslim communities. 

In Cairo, for instance, many of the oldest 

buildings in the medieval section of the city, 

which stand exposed and vacant because of the 

lack of resources, have become shelters for the 

rural poor who pour into the city every day, 

seeking a better life. In a majority of cases it is 

the only habitation they can find, or can afford, 

and in their extremity they inadvertently help to 

hasten destruction which has already been accel

erated by water penetration that has caused 

bursting of wall surfaces due to the crystallisation 

and expansion of separating salts in the masonry, 

or vandalism and fires. 

Because of their poor condition and the com

plexity of the social issues involved, these areas 

are frequently given low priority at a national 

level, but since the Award has begun to recognize 

conservation and restoration efforts, priorities 

have begun to change, and Muslims are now 

more aware of their cultural heritage and identity. 

As they have evolved over the course of the 

last four Award cycles, three kinds of conserva

tion efforts have been considered by the Master 

Jury. The first of these, which is conservation of a 

specific historic monument, takes into considera

tion its value over time and the extent to which 

the restoration effort has conformed with the 

standards established by the Venice Charter, 

including the concept of reversibility. In this 

category, the historical significance and aesthetic 

value of the monument are obviously of prime 

importance, but other criteria that have been 

taken into account are: the historical accuracy of 

the restoration, the level of scholarship involved, 

the perfection of the technical details and the 



quality of workmanship, and the appropriateness 

of the use of materials and methods. The degree 

to which new materials were used in the restora

tion, and their capacity to harm its basic structure 

or finish, are an important consideration in the 

determination of appropriateness. The use of 

local craftsmen and the degree to which the 

project revives traditional techniques are also 

important, since this has a direct impact on the 

extent to which local inhabitants are involved in 

the entire process, and encourages them to take 

pride in their own architectural heritage. The use 

of local craftsmen has an economic parameter 

also, since it reduces the cost of the project and 

makes the techniques that have been used more 

practical in their future application elsewhere. 

The second category of consideration has been 

adaptive re-use, which involves the restoration of 

an old structure, and conversion from a previous 

to an appropriate new use. The success of appli

cability of the transformation, as well as the 

aesthetic quality, the technical difficulty involved 

in the adaptation, the quality of restoration work, 

and the materials used have all been taken into 

account in determining the appropriateness of the 

restoration. In this regard, it is interesting to note 

that not every historic building adapts well to re

use, as architect Aldo Rossi has indicated in his 

discussion of the role of the monument in the 

shaping of urban form in Architecture of the City. 

In defining the difference between those struc

tures that do and those that do not, he has used 

the graphic terms "perpetuating" and "pathologi

cal" to show how adaptation can take place in 

some instances and is impossible in others, 

leaving the building in question as a lifeless 

artefact of another time. 

The third category, area conservation and re

habilitation, is at the opposite end of the spec

trum from the restoration of an individual build

ing and recognizes the conservation of the built 

form of a complete traditional environment to be 

possible. The implications of a sensitive recogni

tion of the viable interdependence of pre-existing 

neighbourhood patterns and the survival of built 

forms and open spaces on the reinvigoration of 

old urban areas and inner cities have been key 

elements in this category, which has the most 

important implications for the 1992 cycle. While 

the focus here is on the fabric as a whole, the 

conservation of individual monuments within it is 

ABOVE: The Kairouan Conservation Programme bas reliecl 
upon the symbolic power of important historical monuments 
to re-enliven the urban fabric; PAGE 14: The As Suwayda' 
Elementary> School 



typically a critical ingredient as may be seen, for 

example, in Fatehpur Sikri or Isfahan. In this 

regard, the Award has sought to recognize 

projects that address large urban areas or rural 

settlements, in which the preservation effort has 

attempted to perpetuate overall character through 

a process of upgrading, restoring, or even restrict

ing the construction of inappropriate new build

ing styles and methods within their limits. 

In one of a collection of papers prepared as a 

result of a workshop sponsored by the Aga Khan 

Trust for Culture, on Architectural and Urban 

Conservation in the Islamic World, held in Dhaka, 

Bangladesh in 1989, Sherban Cantacuzino has 

provided some additional thoughts which are 

extremely useful in establishing the extent of this 

category. In his view, these consist, first of all, in 

deciding on the criteria for listing buildings and 

designating conservation areas, and surveying 

both. Before doing so, he stresses that it is neces

sary to judge historical significance, stylistic 

integrity, uniformity of quality and social and 

economic use and viability. Secondly, area con

servation consists of the listing of individual 

buildings or groups of buildings to ensure their 

preservation and protect their setting. Thirdly, in 

the designation of conservation areas, it is vital 

that such identification be recognized as a means 

by which their character and integrity may be 

enhanced and maintained. The implication of 

such a designation, as a fourth consideration, 

involves the design of controls and guidelines for 

the area, as well as the setting of social and 

financial incentives and the training of craftsmen. 

Fifth and last, is the establishment of mechanisms 

for operating the programme, including an 

advisory body within the civic or regional author

ity and the training of professionals for follow 

through. In putting forward these refinements, 

Cantacuzino makes a plea for the economic 

viability of such an approach, which is often 

dismissed as being beyond the financial means of 

many authorities. As he says: "In the Third World 

countries architectural conservation, in the sense 

of area conservation rather than monument 

conservation, is not usually high on the list of 

priorities, yet area conservation, far from being 

unaffordable, can actually save money by making 

sensible use of existing resources.* 

Two projects chosen for awards in this fifth 

cycle are both representative of this wider, 

contextual approach, and would have logically 

fallen into this category as established in the past. 

They are, in an initial comparison, completely 

different in approach, and yet similar in the 

higher perspective that they share. 

The Kairouan Conservation Programme, as first 

undertaken by the Association polirla 

Sauvegarde de la Médina de Kai rouan in 1977, 

began as an initiative to safeguard the architec

tural, cultural and historical heritage of the entire 

Medina, to protect it from indiscriminate mod

ernisation, and to contribute to the socio-eco

nomic revival of the whole town. As a model of 

the process that Cantacuzino describes, the 

project started with a careful assessment of the 

major monuments in the Medina, with the addi

tional dimension of creative suggestions for their 

adaptive re-use contributing to its final success. 

While academic purists may quibble about these 

changes of function, they have allowed the larger 

monuments to recapture their original status as 

vital, recognizable landmarks in an otherwise 

homogeneous urban fabric, and to give them a 

new sense of purpose. Examples of these 

changes are: the Khan Barrouta built in the 18th 

century has been transformed into a crafts centre; 

the Bir Barrouta (a two-storey structure contain

ing a water well dating from the early days of 

Kairouan but restored during the 17th century) 

has been made into a reservoir; three old suqs, 

including the suq of Cisterns (14th century) have 

been transformed into modern shops; the Mauso

leum of Sidi Khedidi (18th century) has been 

converted into a special school for the deaf and 

dumb; the Mausoleum of Sidi Aloumi has been 

converted into a new social information office; 

the Sidi Abdelkader Mausoleum (19th century) 

has been put to use as a centre for diabetics; the 

Mausoleum of Sidi Siouni has been converted 

into offices for the Nature Protection Society; the 

Mausoleum of Sidi "Amor" Abada (19th Century) 

has been transformed into a Museum of Popular 

Arts. 

All of these changes were preceded by a 

careful survey of the entire fabric, in which 

buildings were ranked so that resources could be 

directed more effectively; and in determining the 

position of each structure in this six-stage filter, 

its inter-relationship with neighbouring structures 

was also considered. Once the principal monu

ments were assessed, rehabilitation was carried 



out with due respect given to their historical 

significance. In addition to the immediate benefits 

this upgrading had for the local inhabitants, it 

also increased the number of tourists to the 

Medina, which raised the level of employment 

and income. This twofold visual and economic 

improvement encouraged citizens to participate 

even more in the rehabilitation programme, by 

contributing time, money, or both. Funds ob

tained from admission fees resulting from im

provements to the major monuments have repeat

edly been recycled back into helping upgrade the 

rest of the community, providing an inspiring 

example of what can be accomplished through 

modest means and clear, uncomplicated organiza

tion. By approaching the rehabilitation of the 

priceless architectural heritage of theMedina as 

an entity, rather than concentrating only on 

specific parts, the Kairouan project offers tangible 

proof of the benefits of taking an inspired over

view of such problems. 

In comparison, the Regional Offices of the 

National Palaces, which were entrusted with the 

administration of a series of Ottoman structures 

built over a period of two centuries starting in the 

early 18th century, including the palaces of 

Dolmabahçe, Beylerbeyi, and Yildiz, and the 

Pavilions of Aynalikavak, Ihlamur, and Maslak, 

were faced with the task of conserving the revital

ising relatively isolated monuments linked only 

by their combined significance to Turkish history. 

As symbols of a time when cultural perceptions 

shifted from East to West, making a break with 

the attitudes represented by the Topkapi Sarai, 

these palaces and pavilions have now taken on 

an additional layer of meaning, considering the 

national preference for joining the EEC. Unlike 

the jewel-like focal points of the Kairouan 

Medina, these six projects have no residential 

fabric surrounding them, placing a different kind 

of responsibility on restorers to suggest an aura 

rather than actuality. In spite of the differences 

between the character of their context, however, 

the similarities between the two projects, in terms 

of the attitude taken by those responsible for 

them, are striking. The National Palaces Trust, 

like the Association de Sauvegarde de la Médina 

de Kairouan, has placed a high priority on 

research to be carried out before, during and after 

any restoration. The conservation and restoration r,, . , ... , ' ABOVE: The skill of the stone mason has been a critical 
section of the NPT is headed by the Director of factor in the Palace Parks Programme in Istanbul. 



Building and Garden Repairs who co-ordinates 

the activities of four architects and three engi

neers, as well as a team of scientists at the Central 

Conservation Research Laboratory based at the 

Dolmabahçe Palace complex. All decisions are 

taken on a case-by-case basis by the architectural 

and engineering staff in consultation with experts 

on the team. In future, collaboration with 

ICCROM is planned, and architects, stonemasons 

and fresco painters will be sent there for training 

in modern techniques. This programme depends 

heavily on independent, personal initiative 

unencumbered by strict organizational guidelines. 

An example of this is the discovery of a stone 

quarry near Istanbul that could supply limestone 

identical to that used in the palaces, and the 

recommendation to the Director by the site 

architect, who found it, that it be used. As the 

technical reviewer for this project said in her 

report: "Because the system is so dependent on 

the site architects, the benefits of any external 

technological advice given directly to the archi

tect are immediate and obvious... The architects 

are gradually becoming more conscious of tradi

tion in the process."5 

The technical reviewer goes on to describe 

how the research laboratory and crafts workshops 

are set up, which is indicative of the level of care 

that is typical of the programme, noting that the 

craft workshops under the technical team include 

bookbinding, woodwork, stonework, upholstery, 

glasswork, lead sheet casting, and a locksmith. In 

some cases, craftsmen have been working in the 

palace for twenty years. The crafts workshops 

also have a training programme attached to them 

and there are forty to sixty students taken on 

each year from the technical schools for a period 

of two years training by the Dolmabahçe crafts

men. Each craftsman usually has two or three 

students working with him. 

The research department, enlarged in 1984, is 

made up of six people with an equal number of 

assistants. During the past two years a research 

training programme has also been instituted. Nine 

researchers from different universities working on 

art and architecture of the 19th century have been 

recruited to work on the premises and continue 

their research under the guidance of the Director 

of Research of the NPT, but the post will soon 

become an official government position. 

The research team has started to catalogue the 

objects in the palaces, and has developed a new 

computerised inventory system, based on that of 

the Topkapi Sarai. New archival material discov

ered in the Palace in 1985 is also in the process of 

being catalogued by the department. More de

tailed guides have been prepared and are due for 

publication soon. They have also begun to put 

together the archival material in different libraries 

and private collections, and are attempting to 

acquire copies of these. 

A second similarity between the Palace Parks 

Programme and the Kairouan Medina project is 

the creativity used in converting each monument 

to a contemporary use. In the case of the Palaces, 

Dolmabahçe, as indicated, has become headquar

ters for all restoration efforts; while Beylerbeyi 

has been partially converted into a museum, with 

the extensive gardens and a video room proving 

to be especially popular. Aynalikavak, which is 

the oldest of the palaces, will also eventually 

become a museum, specializing in traditional 

Turkish musical instruments, which will tie into 

the proposed concerts to be held there. Maslak, 

which is located at the edge of a forest, is to 

become a sports campus, with recreational 

complexes amidst the trees, as well as exhibition 

spaces. Ihlamur has been rehabilitated in connec

tion with a children's educational programme 

related to it with particular attention given to its 

beautiful gardens, and Yildiz Sale, which is 

mostly used as a museum, also includes an 

auditorium and cafe. 

In its ambitious attempt to make a neglected 

part of the national heritage accessible to the 

public once again, the Trust has had to evolve an 

empirical system to achieve its aims and to 

perpetuate them. The lessons learned in this 

process are important for others who are also 

involved in architectural conservation in a grow

ing metropolitan area. The success of this project 

lies in the ability of the organizers to look beyond 

obvious choices to the needs preference of 

society, in order to make learning about history 

less burdensome and more of a joy. As the 

technical reviewer said: "It must be recognized 

that the project is unique, in terms of scale, 

historic importance and governmental support. 

The work of the NPT is therefore commendable, 

exactly because of the scale of the project. Al

though the actual implementation of the conser

vation and restoration work varies, the overall 



impact of the different projects is very positive. 

The combination of training with the revival of 

the palace crafts workshops is a feature worth 

praising. The success of activities for the local 

population, such as the children, is indicative of a 

social function fulfilled. The creation of research 

positions in another activity must be applauded 

for its foresight."6 

In the same series of papers on restoration that 

produced Sherban Cantacuzino's expanded 

criteria for area conservation, Mohammed Arkoun 

has noted that, in the developing world, there are 

many demands on extremely limited resources 

and that these frequently exclude conservation 

from political consideration. He emphasizes the 

need to continue to recognize the kind of efforts 

represented by these two projects as a vital part 

of social and cultural development, and by 

bringing such considerations into the realm of 

popular participation, the Kairouan Conservation 

and Palace Parks Programmes have already 

begun to do just that? 

The Social Dimension 

In regard to "Architecture for Societies", as de

fined by His Highness the Aga Khan in Cairo in 

1989, the Award has typically seen it as being 

related to the vast majority of Muslims who live in 

poor countries with inadequate resource bases, 

low per-capita incomes, and high rates of popula

tion growth. Their governments characteristically 

do not have the financial, technical and manage

rial resources required to tackle the immense 

problems related to poverty and the environment. 

Additionally, government planning is usually 

based on conventional models adopted from the 

first world which, apart from being capital inten

sive, do not make use of the considerable skills, 

vitality, and ingenuity that poor communities 

possess. The cost of formal private sector devel

opment and services, on the other hand, is 

beyond the financial capacity of low income 

groups. Thus, an increasing majority of Muslim 

communities are being denied access to decent 

shelter, physical infrastructure, and social serv

ices, or are being serviced by an exploitative and 

technically defective informal sector. 

A number of projects in the Muslim world, such 
as the two Kampung Improvement Programmes ABOVE: The Grameen Bank Housing Programme, which 

. . , 1 „ 1 ,, received an award in the Fourth Cycle, has been an an 
in Indonesia and the Grameen Bank Housing . ,. ,. , ,, , „ . ° inspirational example oj the way that institutional attitudes 
Programme in Bangladesh, which have been can change 



recognized by the Award in the past, show that 

innovative approaches involving communities can 

make development compatible with the sociol

ogy, culture, and economic conditions of the 

poor and can affect their levels of awareness and 

living conditions in a positive fashion. If such 

programmes are replicable and sustainable, then 

they can be increased in scale in order to have a 

major impact on the larger social and physical 

environment. 

It is undeniable that such schemes almost 

always lack the visual impact of individual build

ings designed by architects for government clients 

or for more affluent sections of society. However, 

considering the scale, complexity, and serious

ness of the problem, the Steering Committee has 

given considerable importance to such projects 

and feels that there is a great need to alert the 

architectural profession and academic institutions 

to the relevance and importance of work that can 

have a lasting impact on the lives of many. 

Consecutive Award Master Juries have endorsed 

and given impetus to this concern and have 

demonstrated that it would be inappropriate to 

focus on the architectural excellence of individual 

buildings without taking note of the expanding 

sea of human misery and degradation that often 

surrounds them. This has been the background of 

the 1992 cycle. 

In assessing the social projects nominated for 

the Award, in the past the Steering Committee has 

stressed that the more important criteria, among 

others, are relevance of the project to the context 

of the country, its compatibility with the social 

and economic reality of the beneficiaries, its 

sustainability, its social and physical impact, and 

replicability. While replicability is fairly easy to 

determine the notion of sustainability is still a bit 

general, and requires elaboration. In many ways, 

the concept of sustainable development was a 

driving issue for the jury in this current cycle, due 

to the growing awareness of global interdepend

ence, the environment, and population growth 

that has spawned the idea. The concept must 

then be seen, in each instance, within the much 

wider framework of such inter-relationships, so 

that its significance can be gauged more accu

rately. The critical linkage in this framework is 

the realization, which has just recently taken 

place on an international scale, that we are all 

responsible for the environment. The recent 

Environmental Summit in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 

clearly demonstrated the extent of this awareness, 

as well as the complexity of the geo-political 

problems involved in reaching any consensus on 

the management of these resources. This attitude 

of "management" is also relatively new, and is 

indicative of a somewhat industrialized notion of 

the allotment of a specific commodity. Regardless 

of its materialistic viewpoint, the concept does 

serve as a useful way of helping many people to 

visualize the degradation of the environment. The 

idea of sustainability itself only dates from the 

mid-1980s, when it began to appear in research 

reports at the International Institute for Applied 

Systems Analysis in Austria, as well as those of 

the World Commission on Environment and 

Development. As subsequently refined by the 

WCED, sustainable development has been de

fined as "a path of social, economic and political 

progress that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future gen

erations to do so.8 William Clark has since gone 

on to refine this definition by focusing on the 

aspect of equity that is implicit in it, and the 

notion of values, which differ from one society to 

another. The equation reducing the use of global 

resources to a ratio in which 15% of the earth's 

population has been consistently shown to use 

one third of them, while 25% of its people go 

hungry, is now common knowledge, as are 

population trends, which show that the doubling 

that will take place during the next hundred years 

will happen almost entirely in the developing 

world. As Clark, and many others tiying to pre

dict the consequences of such growth have made 

clear, a dramatic increase in economic productiv

ity will be necessaiy in a very short period of 

time to even maintain basic levels of subsistence 

in most of the countries now categorized as 

"developing" and the impact on an already 

threatened environment could be "catastrophic."9 

Facts such as this, however, which have already 

been subsumed into the collective consciousness, 

are only the beginning of the story, which, as it 

relates directly to the cultures represented by the 

awards described here, is far more convoluted 

and important to understand. Chris Abel, whose 

conclusive survey of regionalism in Architectural 

Review several years ago helped to lead the way 

toward such comprehension, has recently ex

panded on the thesis presented there with some 



interesting results.10 Abel favours the concept of 

"ecodevelopment" over that of sustainability. In a 

recent paper entitled "Ecodevelopment: Toward a 

Development Paradigm for Regional Architecture" 

he begins by analyzing the dynamics of colonial 

imperatives, which provide a more realistic, 

historical background to the elemental imbalance 

that is operative today.11 He argues that colonial

ism, rather than bringing the benefits of technol

ogy from their source to the countries that 

needed them most, as myth would have it, "actu

ally meant a diversion of local energies away 

from those pursuits which were necessary for 

self-sufficiency, such as the growing of food 

supplies for local consumption, toward the 

mining and cultivation of resources for export to 

service the metropolitan economy."12 The material 

inequity that now exists, which prognosticators 

predict will be redressed by natural forces of 

population growth and the economic exchange of 

the international market-place, and which now 

forces manufacturers to seek less expensive 

means of production, is not the consequence of 

systemic, cultural or geographic divisions. The 

replication of any models used to perpetuate such 

inequities, only serves to extend these differ

ences. Those agencies which propose a whole

sale importation of sophisticated technologies 

into areas that lack them, generally rationalize the 

interchange with the argument that such a trans

fer is necessary to establish equity, when it really 

only perpetuates dependency. As Abel notes, the 

futility of such logic, has led to "a number of 

"alternative" development strategies ... which 

challenge orthodox theory and practice. The most 

promising of these is ecodevelopment, a term 

coined by Maurice F. Strong, the first Director of 

the United Nations Environmental Programme 

and Director of the recent Earth Summit in Rio de 

Janiero. Ecodevelopment policy explicitly rejects 

the assumption that development should always 

be modelled on Western industrial patterns, or 

that such development should be concentrated in 

urban centres, or even that unfettered urbaniza

tion is a natural or desirable consequence of 

development."13 He then goes on to refer to 

Strong's definition of ecodevelopment directly, 

which is based on the belief that it should occur 

at the regional and local level, and "should be 

consistent with the potential of the area involved; 

with attention given to the adequate and rational 

ABOVE: The Rehabilitation of Asilah, also recognized In 
1989, was a precursor of the category "Enhancement of the 
Urban Environment" recognized as being so important by 
the 1992 Master Jury. 



use of national resources, and to appreciation of 

technological styles (innovation and assimilation) 

and organizational forms that respect the natural 

ecosystems and local socio-cultural patterns."14 

In recalling and advocating social and eco

nomic patterns of the kind first popularized by 

E.F. Schumaker in Small is Beautiful two decades 

ago, Abel, through such references, also cautions 

against pre-emptory value judgements, and 

carefully examines the word "appropriate" in this 

context. When discussed in connection with 

technology, as it was initially by theorists such as 

Hassan Fathy, the term implied atechne modu

lated by the means and materials available to a 

particular people, place or region, and did not 

preclude acceptance of a sophisticated technol

ogy in a social system, and a naturally rich loca

tion that can justifiably support it. Abel reminds 

us that due to possible misunderstandings related 

to the word "appropriate", Schumaker proposed 

that "intermediate", be substituted instead, even

tually establishing the Intermediate Technology 

Development Group to implement his ideasi' 

Whatever label is given to them, such technolo

gies, in Abel's view, "are designed to fill the gap 

between capital intensive and unsuitable im

ported technologies, and inexpensive but often 

inefficient traditional technologies. Typically, they 

are low in capital costs, use local materials 

whenever possible, are labour intensive, small 

scale, easily understood and easily produced by 

people without high levels of education, involve 

decentralized renewable resources ... and are 

flexible so that they can continue to be used or 

adapted to fit changing circumstances.'"6 

The basic message which such debates convey 

is that, labels such as "sustainable" and "appropri

ate" have now taken on several layers of mean

ing, and must be carefully considered, in terms of 

intention and context. Given the global conse

quences involved in regional decisions, which 

now have ramifications that operate through an 

intricate network of dependent elements, terms 

must be weighed carefully, and used correctly. 

As the awards in this category have demonstrated 

in the past, there must also be a distinct differen

tiation made between self-help, without a con

comitant, formally impressive architecture result

ing from it in the typical sense, and an architec

ture that promotes self-improvement, dealing 

with latent talent, aspirations, the basic desire for 

dignity, and the indomitable will to survive, 

which are the most valuable, and elusive human 

resources of all. In terms of self-help, housing 

remains the most accurate barometer of changing 

attitudes towards the role that governments and 

institutions should play in providing shelter, and 

this entire issue has been discussed at length at 

an International Seminar sponsored by the Aga 

Khan Award for Architecture, the African Union 

of Architects and the Association of Architects of 

Tanzania, held in Zanzibar in 1988. At the open

ing of that Seminar, His Highness the Aga Khan 

revealed the heart of this problem when he said 

that: 

"In the seamless web we call national develop

ment, housing is only one factor influencing the 

quality of human life. But how vital it is to health 

and human safety; still more fundamentally, the 

state of a persons's home touches deep chords in 

the human spirit. It can make him proud or 

ashamed; give him light and a sense of hope or 

deepen his despair. It is his statement to his 

children and to the world about his control over 

his life, and his aspirations for the future. It is not 

too much to say that to the extent a man is a 

householder, he is also a citizen with a perma

nent interest in the stability and progress of his 

country. Still more important, housing has histori

cally been created by families... It is into this 

deeply personal relationship between a human 

being, his family and neighbours, and his envi

ronment, that the state, with the best of inten

tions, has entered. Often it has little choice. The 

sheer magnitude of homeless thousands, has 

required large scale responses. Limitations of 

available capital, materials, management, and 

technical know-how seemed to dictate that 

governments adopt quick, low-cost solutions in 

the form of mass housing for low income groups. 

No wonder, given the size of the problem, gov

ernments have concentrated on bricks and mor

tar. But even when conceived by geniuses, these 

solutions have rarely been successful. Europe, 

North America, and the developing world all 

abound in failures, slum clearances and mass 

housing schemes that have not looked as human 

settlements, and have become instant slums and 

centres of despondency and crime. I deeply 

believe that the developing world is entering a 

new phase, in which the limits of centralized 

direction and control are now accepted, and the 



opportunities for alliances between the public 

sector and non-governmental entities have never 

been brighter. The State must still see things in 

the round, "overseeing the interlocking parts of 

the national economy and the social system, but 

governments and leaders of thought, both inside 

and outside the apparatus of national and local 

government, must continue to grow in sophistica

tion about the nature of what I have often called 

the 'enabling environment'."17 

In retrospect, the Award has been particularly 

prescient in recognizing examples of the creative 

use of such an environment, with the Hafsia 

Quarter in Tunisia, the Ismailiyya Development 

project in Egypt, Pondok Pesantren Pabelan in 

Java, the Kampung Improvement Project in 

Jakarta, the rehabilitation in Asilah, Morocco, and 

the Grameen Bank Housing Programme in 

Dhaka, each representing different ways of 

utilizing it. 

Of all the projects premiated for this Fifth 

Award Cycle, those in the category which was 

identified in Cairo as "a contemporary architec

tural expression of quality", which represent "the 

best efforts at capturing the opportunities of the 

present and defining our dreams for tomorrow..." 

are perhaps the most difficult to categorize. It is 

this indefinable quality, perhaps, which has 

always precipitated such volatile and constructive 

debate about where architecture in the Islamic 

world is, or should be, going as well as the 

proper relationship it should have to the past. As 

a clue to the possibilities that have been avail

able, His Highness the Aga Khan, in his opening 

speech in Cairo, also said in connection with this 

category, that: 

"We strive for appropriate solutions to the 

problems of today's Muslim societies. Firmly 

anchored in the present, the best architectural 

efforts are those that dare to innovate, to start 

from what we have, and actively invent the future 

in practical, empowering terms, thereby creating 

a heritage for the future. Invariably, such efforts 

do not copy the past, or import solutions devel

oped for other problems and other cultures. What 

the Muslim world needs today, I suggest, is more 

of those innovative architects who can navigate 

between the twin dangers of slavishly copying 

the architecture of the past and of foolishly 

ignoring its rich legacy. It needs those who can 

thoroughly internalise the collective wisdom of 

I 

ABOVE: The Asilah Rehabilitation Programme, which won 
an Award in the Fourth Cycle. 



bygone generations, the eternal Message and 

ethic with which we live, and then reinforce them 

in the language of tomorrow."18 

It is interesting to note that, considering the 

background of the members of the Master Jury, 

which included three architects who are interna

tionally recognized for their contributions to the 

freedom of expression that has now come to 

characterize contemporary design, all the projects 

premiateci in this category seem to be conspicu

ously supportive of this kind of innovation and 

collective wisdom. This may be the result of 

social upheavals in various parts of the world 

during the last three years, of which the riots in 

Los Angeles may be seen as a part. The extent to 

which architecture alone can bring about social 

change has been an ongoing source of debate 

since the advent of the industrial revolution, 

when centralization of specific technologies first 

brought about the dislocation of entire communi

ties that has now reached its inevitable 

dénouement. As capitalistic imperatives gradually 

convert the developing world into its industrial 

equivalent, leaving "the information society" in its 

wake, people everywhere are trying to cope with 

the changes that such shifts have caused. In the 

wake of such transformation, of which the ex

tended global economic correction that is mistak

enly being labelled as a recession in both the East 

and the West is perhaps the most graphic symp

tom, the high technology, individual architectural 

effort is more difficult to justify than ever. A 

heightened awareness of international interde

pendence, especially in regard to environmental 

issues such as the equitable use of limited min

eral resources, the responsibility for pollution that 

causes deforestation, desertification and the 

global warming that results from it, have made 

architecture using materials that are energy-

intensive to produce, let alone expensive to buy 

or import, increasingly suspect. 

All of these factors have seemed to combine in 

the choices for this cycle, which have rejected the 

idea of architecture as a finely-crafted object, 

produced as a one-off to satisfy egotistical mo

tives. In the evolution of this particular category, 

"quality" as a value judgment is now related 

entirely to appropriate technology, use of sys

tems, replicability, groupings, local materials, 

regional craftsmanship, and common sense, and 

has now been visualized as a way of generating a 

new architectural language. In each case the 

winners had to make the most of extremely 

limited resources, and have dealt with them in an 

ingenious way. 

A New Synthesis and Broader View 

Rather than acquiescing to the three categories 

that have been described here as informing past 

choices, which were used as a framework for 

presenting the projects to them, the Jury found 

that other, more far-reaching similarities between 

them suggested a different categorization. In their 

view, the Kairouan Conservation Programme, 

Palace Parks Programme, Cultural Park for Chil

dren in Cairo, East Wahdat Upgrading Pro

gramme, and Kampung Kali Cho-de, in a larger 

sense, all respond to pressing urban problems in 

ways that should be recognized over and above 

their more generic characteristics. By grouping 

them all under the category of "Enhancing Urban 

Environments", it was felt that this particular 

aspect, which they all share, would be empha

sized to greater effect. 

Enhancing Urban Environments 

Rather than dwelling on the elements of conser

vation in the Palace Parks and Kairouan projects 

already alluded to here, the jury, in choosing to 

focus on the inspired contribution they have each 

made to their respective cities, serving as a model 

for change, has shifted the emphasis of their 

recognition from the parts to the entirety and to 

intention rather than means. 

When considered in this light, the East Wahdat 

Upgrading Programme and Kampung Kali Cho-

de, which share much in common with the 

Grameen Bank Housing Programme, given an 

award in 1989, in terms of relationships to finan

cial institutions and local authorities, are not self-

contained instances of entrepreneurial skill, but 

have broader implications for the urban context 

around them. In both Yogyakarta and Amman, 

such settlements were initially considered to be 

undesirable by public officials, who sought to 

stop them, but were persuaded to change their 

opinion by popular support for each project. This 

support was generated in various ways, in the 

case of Kampung Kali Cho-de by interest from 

students of architecture, who analyzed it as a case 

study, and by the presentation of the project on 

television as an example of self-help housing. In 



East Wahdat, the Urban Development Depart

ment, who recognized the important relationship 

between land ownership and the will to improve 

property brought about this change. This transfor

mation from being outside the system at the 

beginning, and then eventually achieving accept

ance by it, should not be taken lightly as it 

underlines the institutional changes that are 

necessary to bring about basic upgrading in 

overcrowded and unsanitary settlements that 

have become a familiar part of large cities today. 

While the Grameen Bank Housing Programme 

of the last cycle focused on changes relative to 

financial institutions, and practices that exclude 

people below a certain economic level, Kampung 

Kali Cho-de and East Wahdat point to the need 

for official recognition of the forces that bring 

such settlements into existence instead of pre

tending that they do not exist, or hoping they will 

miraculously disappear if enough obstructive 

legislation is passed to prevent them. While 

attitudes now range from benign disinterest to 

aggressive disdain, these two particular examples 

show how such attitudes can change, and this is 

one key to the success of similar enterprises in 

the future. A caveat, however, that is highlighted 

here is that, in spite of similarities, the local 

context in each instance has imposed specific 

restrictions of its own, and it would be wrong to 

imply that obstructions do not remain. The 

positive public sentiment for Kampung Kali Cho-

de has been qualified by a general feeling that 

the settlement should remain only until such time 

as permanent housing is available to its residents. 

The Laboratory of Housing and Human Settle

ments is presently working with the Government 

of Surabaya on ways of preventing this kind of 

settlement in the future. At best, the public and 

official attitude towards the Kampung can only be 

characterized as one of tolerance, since it is seen 

locally as an interim solution to an intractable 

problem and the best that the people themselves 

can manage to do until the Government provides 

a permanent substitute. As the technical reviewer 

for this project has said: "As a transitory solution 

it is certainly not wrong. But surely a must is for 

the residents to adopt self-help as a means of 

improvement. The result improves the condition 

of the settlement, increases safety for residents, 

offers occupation for some and enhances the 

aesthetic quality of the environment."19 ABOV1Ì: A resident of Kampung Kali Cho-de. 



Qualifications of another kind can also be 

mentioned for East Wahdat, in regard to financ

ing, since unlike the Kampung, the project was 

approached as a conversion from temporary 

shelter to permanent housing by both the Urban 

Development Project and the World Bank, which 

provided assistance for it. In making this conver

sion, careful consideration was given to the 

economic capacity of each family to pay for their 

specified plot and space needs as well as serv

ices. An intricate system of cross-subsidies, 

reminiscent of those established in other 

premiated projects in the past, has been imple

mented with shops and light industrial compo

nents located on prime spots around the site, 

which were offered for sale at market prices. The 

plot layouts were also planned so that a percent

age of the land could be freed for the construc

tion of speculative housing to help finance the 

remainder of the upgrading. The concepts of 

recoverable investment, cross-subsidy based on 

legal tenure, and equity are central to this project, 

which, like the Grameen Bank Housing Pro

gramme in the 1989 cycle, had to be based on 

personal loans to prospective owners in order to 

begin. Since the East Wahdat project is prototypi

cal, in the sense that it is a test of the institutional 

capacity to manage and replicate such communi

ties throughout the country, the viability of this 

financial concept was doubly important. Unlike 

the high rate of repayment that has been such a 

critical factor in the success of the Grameen Bank 

scheme, the notion of cost recovery has not been 

so easily assimilated by the residents of East 

Wahdat, for reasons that are still not clear. On a 

positive note, however, improved living condi

tions have been shown to have a direct relation

ship to rising levels of income in the community 

from an average of JOD80 (US$272) per month 

prior to improvement in 1981, to JOD120 

(US$408) per month afterwards. 

Abrupt change in income level, amounting to a 

doubling on average, must be taken into consid

eration when the question of cost-recovery is 

being considered in this particular instance. Such 

qualifications show that each situation is unique, 

and never problem-free. The important lesson 

provided by Kampung Kali Cho-de and East 

Wahdat, however, remains clear: that replicable, 

self-help methods based on existing skills and 

appropriate local technologies and close co-
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ABOVE: The Cultural Park for Children in Cairo is a rare 
synthesis of architecture and landscape design, and teaches 
its users about history through innovation rather than 
imitation. 



operation between public agencies and the 

people themselves can be implemented to house 

the homeless and dramatically improve the most 

dire living conditions. The hope that this holds 

out for people who are homeless, or living in 

squalor, throughout the world is beyond price. 

The Cultural Park for Children in Cairo, Egypt, 

by Abdelhalim Ibrahim Abdelhalim, which is the 

fifth project premiated by the Master Jury in their 

new category of "Enhancement of Urban Environ

ments", will be taken out of its order of citation 

and discussed last here since it cannot be com

pared with any other project and nothing like it 

has ever previously been acknowledged by the 

Award. Located in Sayyida Zeinab, which was 

formerly known as the El-Hod El-Marsoud Gar

den, the park combines architecture and land

scape design to a degree that is rare in contempo

rary experience. Previously the location of the 

Birket El-Fil in the Mamluk period, this whole 

area was once covered by an artificial lake sur

rounded by large houses during the Middle Ages, 

and was one of the wealthiest parts of Old Cairo. 

The Ibn Tulun Mosque, with its famous spiral 

minaret and clearly organized square plan, lies 

less than 100 metres away to the south. The 

double-domed tomb of Salar and Sangar Al 

Gawli, as well as the Sargamish Mosque and 

Madrasa and the Shaykhun Complex are also in 

close proximity. The streets and buildings sur

rounding the site, that is the urban fabric or 

context, have influenced the architect's design 

decisions to a remarkable degree, and must be 

described in further detail to fully appreciate 

what has been achieved here. As outlined by the 

technical reviewer for this project, these bounda

ries include Abu al-Dahab Street, which is a 

continuation of El-Hod El-Marsoud Street on the 

north, which is a very historically significant 

thoroughfare, and Qadry Street to the east, which 

is more recent and offers an unobstructed view of 

the Ibn Tulun Mosque because it is relatively 

straight. Qadry Street offers a short-cut between 

two important medieval routes: Marrassina to the 

south of the site links the Citadel Square to 

Sayyida Zeinab Square; Port Said - formerly El-

Khalig El-Masry - links Sayyida Zeinab to al-Azhar 

and other northern parts of the old city. All of 

these streets and thoroughfares are now subject 

to major infrastructure development and traffic 

modifications. Abu al-Dahab Street consists of 

several residential blocks with some institutional 

and industrial buildings, This has largely con

served the architecture of the street which dates 

from the early 20th century. Several government 

and public buildings surround the site to the east 

and south. These include a late 19th century 

hospital, the municipal headquarters for the 

district, a training centre for fire and emergency 

services, and a more recent children's hospital 

south of the site. Unique examples of institutional 

and industrial architecture from the early 1900s 

have been conserved. Yet most of the buildings 

which surround the site exist in different degrees 

of dilapidation, although the façades of Abu al-

Dahab Street and some of the institutional build

ings were upgraded in the context of the Park 

Project. The initiative to upgrade some areas 

around the site is viewed as the commencement 

of a much wider process of upgrading which has 

been formalized by the local district authorities in 

co-ordination with the park designer. These 

proposals have recently been approved for 

implementation.20 

The entire area is a perfect example of the 

deteriorating environment that Professor Arkoun 

speaks about in this book, with degradation 

beginning at the time of Mohammed Ali, who 

drained the Birket el-Fil to make way for addi

tional streets in his wish to pattern the area on 

Belle Epoque Paris and the grand avenues of 

Baron Haussmann. 

"Intervention" is a popular word in architec

tural schools today, but Abdelhalim's design 

really is intervention in the most positive sense, 

meaning to arrest the deterioration that was 

accelerating here at such a rapid rate and to turn 

it around. The story of the architect's vision for 

the scheme, which he has consistently seen as a 

response to the difficult physical and historical 

constraints presented to him, is one that is char

acterized by a mixture of courage and sensitivity, 

and determination not to allow the formidable 

bureaucracy he was faced with to defeat him. 

The organization of the park revolves around 

four principles which provided an initial frame

work for the design and are still legible to a 

remarkable degree. The first of these, relating to 

the emblematic aspect of the project, relates to 

rhythm. In answer to his own question about the 

similarities between the children who would use 

the space, and the park itself, the architect saw 



growth as one possible theme, and the spiral, 

which demonstrates the laws of growth in nature, 

as a metaphorical representation of this idea. The 

second principle is geometry, which is related to 

the formal, built portions of the park. The archi

tect posed himself questions about the way in 

which symbols are transformed into order in a 

way that preserves the original power of the 

symbol and yet helps to organize the various 

necessaiy functional elements that must be dealt 

with. Once again, the spiral seemed to be a 

logical choice, given its clear visual dominance in 

the neighbourhood and its historical significance. 

Abdelhalim considered ways in which the 

three-dimensional spiral of Ibn Tulun could be 

transformed into a planar matrix across the site, 

working on two interlocking grids. The first of 

these began with a line of palm trees that were 

already growing there, and the other with the 

streets themselves, in order to join the natural 

and the man-made. The insistence on the module 

of the palm trees, which seemed to continue to 

indicate an order by their measured diagonal 

march across the open ground, convinced the 

architect that such a weave was the correct thing 

to do. The third principle evolved from this mesh 

and relates to its co-ordinates. To extend the 

meaning of such a geometry, which has been 

extracted from both the natural and constructed 

layers of the existing context, as well as the 

requirements of the programme, the architect 

next established a conventional grid that would 

satisfy all three. As the technical reviewer has 

noted: "The use of co-ordinates, or Ihdathiyyat, 

has been shown to be a technique that has 

frequently been used in the traditional architec

ture of Egypt, and it relies upon proportion, as 

well as references such as 0, which is the equiva

lent of the golden ratio."21 The co-ordinate system 

of the park was extracted from the size of the 

space between each of the palm trees that still 

grew along a promenade planned for the site, 

which as the architect saw it, was the most 

apparent measure to be used. 

The fourth and final principle that has been 

employed related to the ritualistic or ceremonial 

aspect of the architecture, which is also central to 

Abdelhalim's other work, and is based on his 

research into the connections between built form 

and culture. His doctoral thesis, as presented at 

UCLA. Berkeley, in 1978, which was entitled The 

Building Ceremony, was based on this idea and 

explains how community response to a proposal 

should determine incremental formal decisions, 

rather than using the opposite approach, which is 

normal today, of considering architecture as a fait 

accompli to be presented as a beneficence to 

people who cannot possibly comprehend its 

mysteries. In this sense Abdelhalim has much in 

common with architect Charles Moore, who has 

been campaigning for community involvement 

throughout his career, and has remained some

thing of a voice in the wilderness in his belief in 

the instinctive wisdom of popular opinion for 

many years. His group sessions, which include 

clients, regardless of their number, in the design 

process, are now legendary, and remain the 

nemesis of many lesser talents who are too 

insecure to follow him. By proposing such an 

incremental approach in Sayyida Zeinab, 

Abdelhalim is perpetuating this idea of popular 

involvement, which had previously been such a 

critical ingredient in the growth of the urban 

environment there in the past. 

The architect's own recounting of the difficulties 

involved in establishing this kind of involvement, 

of basically changing attitudes and habits which 

have now been instigated since the time of the 

industrial revolution, is compelling, and deserves 

to be presented in its entirety as a perfect exam

ple of political rather than aesthetic innovation. 

As he has described it, there was a protracted lull 

in activity after his firm was selected by competi

tion until contracts were signed for design devel

opment and construction supervision. Funds had 

been allocated but he subsequently found out 

that the project had been blocked by "political 

interest groups in the Parliament". After several 

confrontations with officials and assurances that 

the project could continue, there was still no 

progress, indicating that something was drasti

cally wrong. Then, as he says: 

"We soon realized what it was. We had been 

trying to define the project through public meet

ings and through the media, but the people in the 

community, the real supporters of the project, 

had no contact with either. They were cut off 

from the press and from the power structure, 

which in any case was confused about the image 

of the project and argued against its order and 

character. We realized that we would have to 

mobilize the community to get the project mov



ing, not just to defend the project hut to build it. 

We looked for an opportunity to do this. 

The opportunity came when the Minister of 

Culture decided to lay the corner-stone of the 

project during the National Festival for Children, 

a celebration held in Egypt in November of each 

year. Some officials, the architect, and representa

tives of the local community were scheduled to 

attend. 

Normally, a corner-stone laying is completely 

detached from the life of the community, but we 

proposed to the Minister of Culture that, in place 

of drawings and working models that were 

usually displayed in a tent on such occasions and 

which, to most people, were meaningless, a real 

life-size model of the scheme could be displayed 

to give the whole community a glimpse of what 

the project was to look like. The spiral geometry 

of the fountain, exhibits, museum, and theatre 

should be constructed in a tent and the platforms 

and terraces would be marked on the ground by 

colours. Each element would be mocked-up full 

scale in its actual place on the site. 

In our memorandum to the Minister, we also 

suggested inviting artists, musicians and folklore 

dancers to participate. They could propose works 

suggesting the scheme which could then be 

performed by schoolchildren from the local 

community. In this way we sought to restore the 

age-old function of the building ceremony that 

had been traditional in Egypt, from the Luxor 

Temple and mosque of Ibn Tulun almost up to 

the present day. 

The Minister was eventually persuaded by our 

scheme although mainly because the ceremony 

was to be attended by the President and his wife 

and would draw attention to the significant role it 

was playing in the development of local commu

nities. The image of hundreds of children playing 

and dancing around the mock-up park and the 

full-scale model, while tens of thousands of 

citizens looked on, appealed to the political 

instincts of the Minister and he approved. 

We began by making a set of drawings that 

would enable the tent builders to produce a tent 

overnight. On the site, local officials prepared the 

grounds for the tents, and contracted schools, 

artists and musicians. Within eighteen hours, a 

two-and-a-half acre lot had been transformed 

from a deserted, run-down site into a fabulous 

scene of tents that beautifully, if not altogether 

ABOVE: The spiral motif, taken from the nearby mosque of 
Ibn Til In it, as well as a modular co-orclinate based on the 
spacing of pre-existing palm trees, helped to determine the 
design of the park. 



accurately, reproduced the arrangement of the 

proposed scheme. The children began to arrive to 

rehearse on the temporary stage that had been set 

up. For three or four days hundreds of them 

gathered in groups to practise, while a choreogra

pher and the musicians worked out the perform

ance to follow the configuration of the scheme. 

When they could not, we changed the scheme's 

arrangement. This happened several times and 

each time the scheme was improved. Instead of 

the original plan disappearing from sight, it 

continued to evolve in front of me. I came actu

ally to believe what I had claimed to the Minister, 

that the great buildings of Egypt were always the 

result of ceremony. Certainly the performance of 

this festival added something to the plan that 

rational designing could not have conceived. The 

action of the community added a sense of whole

ness that would otherwise not have been there."22 

As a result of this emphasis on the age-old 

significance of the laying of the corner-stone, 

which dates back to the Pharaonic period, the 

community was galvanized into action, and their 

participation in the realization of the park was 

assured. An important extra benefit of the 

Strategen! was that Abu al-Dahab Street was also 

included into the brief, which has since proved to 

be critical, since it has extended the psychologi

cal territory of improvements carried out in the 

park across site boundaries and allowed them to 

reverberate into the residential wall around them, 

with gratifying results. By treating the edge of the 

park as a perforated screen, which allows resi

dents to see through it and invites them in, and 

yet still maintains a necessary degree of security, 

this interlinking between new and old was rein

forced. 

The architectural elements of the park recall 

familiar historical forms without literally copying 

them, providing commentary on the past without 

didacticism, and a comfortable continuity. Con

sidering the impressionable nature of the young 

people using the park, the architecture has been 

treated as a three-dimensional history lesson, 

designed as an echo to the many important 

monuments nearby, encouraging the children to 

look at both, and to learn by comparison. By 

avoiding the temptation of derivative transcrip

tion, he has allowed the children's imaginations 

to make the requisite leap between what was and 

what is, which makes the lesson much more vivid 

and enduring. In many cases, because of the 

absence of rain in Egypt, and the warmth of most 

days and nights, the "rooms" have purposely 

been left without a roof to make the structure, 

and the contrast between architecture and nature, 

more clear. Teachers use the arches and the 

orderly geometry of the co-ordinates that are 

used to teach geometry, particularly al-

Khwarazmi's contributions to mathematics; and 

by learning in the workshops provided, pupils 

see their lessons as a continuation of their cul

tural heritage, not as mechanical exercises that 

are separated from it. This is in keeping with the 

architect's attitude toward tradition, which he 

sees as a living thing, as an "envelope" of culture. 

The methodology of design by accretion puzzled 

officials connected with the project and did not 

make the architect's task any easier but the 

benefits of such an approach have now become 

obvious and are appreciated by all concerned23 

The role of the craftsmen was an integral part 

of this method, centring around the choice of 

limestone as the basic material used, to tie the 

architecture to the Mamluk and Ottoman build

ings in the neighbourhood. Once the basic stone 

structure was established, other craftsmen, such 

as carpenters, could interpolate from it, and learn 

in the process. 

The Cultural Park for Children has really lived 

up to its name, exceeding the expectations of the 

brief and providing an exemplary instance of the 

integration of architecture and landscape design, 

as well as proof that the process of decay, which 

seems endemic to many of the older sections of 

Cairo, can be reversed. 

Generating New Architectural Languages 

In its second category of "Generating New Archi

tectural Languages", each of the four projects 

recognized by the jury share several key charac

teristics which may be summarized as 

replicability, use of appropriate technology and 

local materials, environmental awareness, low-

cost construction, an ingenious translation of 

forms and techniques based on indigenous 

prototypes, and an effortless blending of system 

and function. In the case of both the Stone 

Building System and the Panafrican Institute for 

Development that translation is from a dialect first 

reintroduced into contemporary architecture by 

Hassan Fathy after his visits to Nubian villages 



near Aswan in 1943. While the dome and vault 

system that he discovered there, which may be 

seen to have been used in Egypt millenia ago, 

had been publicized by others prior to his reinsti

tution of it in several private houses, and eventu

ally the village of New Gourna between 1943 and 

1945, he was able to coalesce the method in a 

practical way through an empirical process, 

finally publishing it in Construire Avec le Peuple 

and Architecture for the Poor thirty years later. 

The critical advantage of the Nubian technique is 

that it requires no formwork or centring of any 

kind, relying only on the initial construction of a 

conventionally laid, vertical kick wall to absorb 

the compressive thrust of the first vault. The 

buildings in Burkina Faso, as designed by 

ADAUA, follow this system, but the forms are 

more elaborate than the Nubian model, having 

been influenced by local villages. The quality of 

the soil has a great deal to do with its suitability 

for mud-brick construction, and while the clay of 

the Nile Valley is extremely cohesive, because of 

continuous sedimentary deposits prior to the 

construction of the Aswan High Dam, the sandy 

loam of the Sahel is not, making stabilization 

necessary. The need for extreme flexibility pre

cluded the use of a compressive kick-wall and so 

re-usable shuttering was also involved for the 

rapid construction of the arches. The idea of 

using stone, instead of the reinforced concrete 

frame and block infill technique now commonly 

used throughout the region, conforms to the 

ancient tradition of stone construction here, with 

vaults also reflecting the Roman presence in the 

past. The use of local stone makes sense for 

several reasons, in terms of environmental per

formance, due to its high insulation value and 

thermal absorption and cost, since it reduces 

expenditure by thirty per cent. There is another 

interesting historical parallel here, in that Hassan 

Fathy also tried to develop a prototypical school 

in Egypt using a vault and dome system, and 

succeeded in doing so at Faris and Edfu, halfway 

between Luxor and Aswan. Misrepresentations on 

the cost of these projects by local contractors 

fearful that the widespread implementation of this 

technique would damage their business, hurt 

Fathy deeply, since it actually cost so little in 

comparison with conventional methods. His 

subsequent disillusionment, which he poignantly 

described in Architecture for the Poor was one of 
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ABOVE: Panafrican Institute for Development. Burkina 
Faso; Overview of the Demir Holiday Village, as seen from 
the water; Sketch of the Village by the architect. 



the reasons for his leaving Egypt in 1956 in a self-

imposed exile that lasted for five years. And so 

the Stone Building System is not only a tribute to 

the skill of the three Muhanna brothers but an 

echoing vindication of Fathy's belief in the 

principles they represent as well. 

Whereas the Panafrican Institute for Develop

ment and the Stone Building System represent 

variations on a structural theme, the two remain

ing projects in the Jury's category of "New Archi

tectural Languages", while also incorporating 

local materials, traditional models, and environ

mental strategies, deal more with groupings, and 

permutations. The Demir Holiday Village ex

plores various plan types designed to attract 

buyers to this developing resort, of which they 

represent the first part. Thirty-five villas, divided 

into more than twelve different types, range 

across 2.7 hectares within a fifty-hectare site 

secured by the architect for future growth. Given 

the profile of prospective owners for these 

speculative houses, and their cost, the necessity 

of treating each plot as a separate entity, to retain 

an aura of individuality, was of paramount con

cern. To do so, the architect made the majority of 

the houses two storey, to conform with local 

building codes, and negotiated with the authori

ties to mix in 5% of three-storey and 5% of single-

storey houses to give the impression of the 

randomness of a pre-existing, traditional commu

nity, and to convey this singularity. The site plan 

is a lesson in how to achieve diversity with 

standardized units, and a dignified architecture 

with an economy of means and systematic ap

proach. Details such as fenestration, landscaping, 

patterning of stonework, and paving were also 

deliberately changed to accentuate variety. 

The Entrepreneurship Development Institute of 

India, in Ahmedabad, is an extension of the 

lessons about individuality within community 

conveyed by the Demir villas, and carries them to 

an institutional level. Because it is in a less 

benign climate, protective strategies of clustering 

and enclosure were necessary here, making a 

large, central courtyard and deeply recessed 

arcades a logical choice. In this case, the archi

tect, Bimal Patel, has strong opinions about the 

need to reintroduce a diversity of building types, 

representative of the numerous forms evident in 

the history of Islamic architecture, back into 

contemporary usage. In his studies at Berkeley, 

he was particularly keen on deriving organiza

tional principles from past examples, redrawing 

buildings from The Archaeological Survey of 

India to establish the patterns rather than the 

exact images of the past. He cites Leon Krier, 

Klaus Herdeg and Christopher Alexander as his 

main influences, indicating a rational preference 

for typologies and "pattern language" over indi

vidual expression. While he has also expressed 

his intention to play down the classical tradition 

consistently promoted in undergraduate history 

courses in favour of eastern models, the planning 

principles used in the layout of the Institute raise 

interesting questions about inter-relationships 

between the two, beginning with speculation 

about vestigial strains still remaining from Alexan

der the Great, his tenure in India, and promotion 

of institutional ideals. The theatre, which was 

originally meant to terminate the composition 

along its eastern, entrance edge, has not been 

completed, but lends weight to this line of en

quiry, as does the partially axial, partially random 

character of the groupings. They are, in many 

ways, reminiscent of the work of Louis Kahn, 

who has had such a strong impact in this region 

and whose own assymmetrical symmetry fol

lowed models such as Hadrian's Villa in Tivoli. In 

general the EDII campus attempts to reconcile 

two historical and institutional directions, with 

the latter being the need for quiet introspective, 

private spaces, as well as the clear expression of 

each part. It succeeds in each to a remarkable 

extent, with subtlety and strength. 

Lessons 

Juror Azim Nanji, in discussing the relationships 

between all of the projects selected in this cycle, 

has made the observation that, in one way or 

another, they all relate to education, not in the 

functional sense, but in their ability to convey a 

new attitude about architecture. Each speaks to a 

growing awareness of a change in sensibilities 

about the role that architecture should play in 

society, which is much different from the one it 

has played in the recent past. The aspects of that 

change, regardless of the category they have been 

listed in, centre around participation rather than 

exclusivity, raising serious questions about the 

position that an architect will have in this process 

in the future. Precursors of this shift, such as 

Fathy, have continually, and imploringly, warned 



of the dangers of preciousness and egoism, 

encouraging architects to think in terms of part

nership with their clients, rather than of complete 

aesthetic control, in any project. As he has em

phasized, this was normally the case, prior to the 

industrial revolution, when the symbiotic links 

between master builder and those for whom the 

building was intended, were broken. The re-

establishment of this connection, as it is symbol

ized in each of the projects presented here, is 

striking and significant, whether it be the prag

matically direct co-operation required in the 

upgrading of a squatter settlement, or the restora

tion of historic fabric. 

These portents do not predict that architects are 

now an extinct species, or even an endangered 

one, but that they must evolve to survive. Of all 

the challenges presented by this fifth cycle, this is 

perhaps the most striking. 
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