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'Time, not man, makes architecture' (Garcia Lorca). This 

line, written by a great Spanish modern poet, explains why, 

for many people, prolonging the life of buildings is an 

important part of the work of the contemporary architect. 

One of the best justifications of the specialised skill of the 

architect is that he or she makes possible the continuation 

into the future of valuable qualities of the environment, 

form, texture, material, and of detail and decoration, that 

would otherwise disappear. By signalling buildings and 

towns for special care, the architect distinguishes them 

from their fellows, emphasising their potential to serve the 

ends Lorca proposes for them. But this skill also has 

dangers. Since the action of time on buildings is judged to 

be an important factor, it does not do to rebuild them, to 

create pristine forms and details, to replace the patina of 

age with spanking new materials and textures, to put newly 

carved decoration in the place of old. Too much acknowl

edgement of the contemporary would defeat its own purpose. 

This poses a dilemma for the conserver of individual build

ings, and even more for the conserver of urban areas. 

In including the category of architectural conservation as 

part of the Aga Khan Award, the organisers were concerned 

with two problems that seemed endemic to the countries of 

Islam: firstly, that many buildings in Islamic countries were 

neglected and in a state of disintegration. The second 

problem is that some attempts at conservation, regardless 

of the best intentions had failed. It was not uncommon to 

see buildings on which considerable sums had been spent 

less than a decade before, again falling into disrepair. 

So in premiating conservation as one of the aspects of 

the Aga Khan Award, the organisers wished to focus 

attention on projects which had developed conservation 

strategies, that promised to be successful on every level, 

and might therefore be studied as models for other projects. 

In the case of individual buildings, success was found to 

be primarily due to three factors. The first of these is research 

into the true causes of deterioration in the structure and 

materials. The second factor is the respect for the principle 

of using, as far as possible in the conservation work, the 

original building materials and craftsmanship. Only if this 

were done would weathering soon cause the repair to be 

invisible, and the natural ageing process of the whole 

building be allowed to continue uninterrupted. The third 

factor is the caution taken in the use of new materials. That 

is, to study the consequences of their physical and chemi

cal interaction with old materials and their different weath

ering properties, such as cement, plastic and aluminium. 

The three conservation projects which received Awards 

in 1983 were all individual buildings, but each had a strong 

contextual component. The Shah Rukn-i-Alam tomb in 

Multan has historically dominated the city from a site high 

on the former citadel. Its dilapidated state, before conserva

tion was undertaken, had a depressing effect on an ancient 

but vital city of craftsmen and artists. 

The Azem Palace in Damascus occupied a historic site in 

the ancient souk area close to the great Omayyad Mosque 

of al-Walid. As the largest accessible private dwelling in the 

historic centre, a focus for the revival of arts and crafts as 

well as a museum of traditional culture, its deplorable 

condition had become a symbol of decline in the old city. 

The third project was actually intended by its sponsor, 

the German Archaeological Institute in Cairo, to have a 

direct impact on urban rehabilitation in the old city. By 

selecting for conservation five historic buildings in one 

traditional quarter, it hoped to provide for the people of the 

neighbourhood an exemplar that would encourage them to 

undertake the renovation of their own houses. It was 

thought that such a seed planted in the old city might grow 

and spread to other areas. Here, the conservation work was 

initially undertaken by an architectural historian, Dr, 

Michael Meinecke, who achieved remarkable success with 

the first building to be renovated, the Madrasa al-Anuki. 

Subsequently, a young architect, Philip Speiser, joined the 

project and, after Meinecke's departure for Syria, com

pleted the projects. The work of this team was character

ised by the great care taken to locate and use the last of the 

master craftsmen surviving in Cairo, and by the willingness 

of the architects to learn traditional techniques and use 

them wherever possible. It is notable that the money 

received from the Award was itself used to undertake 

another major conservation project adjoining the earlier 

work, the renovation of the Madrasa of Mohammed Nasr. 

The impact of the Cairo project proved to be both 

encouraging and disappointing. The restored buildings, 

hitherto derelict, were generally put to use by the local 

inhabitants or the authorities. The two religious buildings 



became mosques which now actively serve the commu

nity. But the impact of the five conserved buildings was not 

seen to affect the condition of the remainder of the envi

ronment. There were a number of reasons, both local to 

the quarter and generic to the old city, to which this may be 

attributed. Absentee ownership, prevailing poverty dis

putes between neighbours all contributed to mitigate 

against the spin-off effects of improving the major monu

ments. But a significant factor also seemed to be the feeling 

that the conservation work was done by and for foreign 

tourists and therefore it was not ultimately judged by them 

to be a concern of the people of the neighbourhood. A 

salutary lesson, nevertheless, but the conservation work of 

the German Archaeological Institute remains some of the 

best renovation work of its kind ever clone in the old city of 

Cairo, an inspiration to all on how much can be achieved 

on veiy low budgets to conserve at least some of the 

architectural masterpieces from the great ages of Islam. 

The conservation of the Shah Rukn-i-Alam tomb in 

Multan was undertaken by a senior architect, Walli Ullah 

Khan, who had already distinguished himself with the 

conservation of the Badshahi Mosque in Lahore. In ad

vanced age, and with a pair of younger assistants, he 

undertook the works of conservation of the tomb, which 

had developed a major split due to the movement of its 

foundations and was generally in an advanced and ugly 

state of dilapidation. In preparation for this work the Awqaf 

arranged for the restoration of the surrounding fort wall by 

other authorities, and this work has unfortunately proved 

to be faulty. The tomb itself was conserved by Walli Ullah 

Khan in an exemplary fashion, using traditional techniques 

almost exclusively. A major effort was made to locate 

craftsmen who understood the ancient techniques of tile 

making, and even more importantly, to locate sources of 

the mineral deposits for the unique coloured glazes of the 

original tiles. An aged descendant having been found of the 

family who originally made tiles for the tomb, six hundred 

years before, it proved possible to revive a craft which 

seemed completely lost, and to restore the unique heritage 

of the decoration of the tomb in all its original glory, to the 

way it must have looked in the fourteenth century. This 

work was preceded by the most painstaking reconstruction 

and strengthening of the original structure and repair of its 

brickwork. Although the tomb has been so thoroughly 

restored that some of its patina of age has been lost, the 

great achievement of the conservation project was twofold: 

major medieval craft industry in Multan has been revived 

and continues to flourish, and the tomb today is revealed, 

for the first time in centuries, as one of the great achieve

ments of Islamic architecture on the Indian subcontinent. 

FROM ABOVE: Aerial view of Old Mostar, which has regrettably now 
been destroyed due to civil strife: the eighteenth-century Azem Palace 
is one of the masterpieces of Damascene architecture- showing the 
intricate stone banding on the facade; the inner dome of the AI-
Ac/sa Mosque, Haram al-Sharif Jerusalem, with painted motif 
OVERLEAF: A view looking north along the main street of historic 
Cairo, named after the Fatamid ruler al-Muizz li-Din Allah, looking 
towards the sabil-kuttab of Abd al-Rahman Kathuda, one of 
the seven structures restored as the first phase of the Darb 
Qirmiz restoration programme in Old Cairo 
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The Azem Palace had been damaged in warfare during 

the French occupation of Syria. Although restored in the 

thirties, neglect and inadequate repairs had led to its 

returning to an advanced state of deterioration by the 

seventies. It was the love and dedication of one of the 

curators of the museum in the palace, Shafiq al-Imam, 

which then led to its successful conservation. He super

vised each stage of the work and undertook the location 

and training of the craftsmen employed on it. The result is 

the return to its full beauty of one of the most magnificent 

examples of the legendary Damascus Islamic palaces. The 

Award is said to have made a considerable impact, encour

aging other conservation work of the kind in adjoining 

areas of the old city of Damascus. 

How can the old be kept side by side with the new? The 

answer suggests a plurality of values that only the most 

sophisticated will be likely to share, an attitude that will be 

constantly under threat in a world that advocates modernity 

and creative change. Even if isolated monuments may be 

allowed to survive in this way, like the ancient Roman 

temple now serving as a church in the main street of Assisi, 

the protection of a whole urban area does seem equivocal. 

It would demand adjustments to an individual's expecta

tions of the environment, and to the community's attitude 

to functioning of the city and would require a strong 

consensus to succeed. So far, only in extreme cases, such 

as Venice, has a majority been prepared to sacrifice its 

expectations of the urban environment and forfeit its 

dependence on the car. 

The first project for the conservation of an entire old city 

centre to receive an Award was that of Mostar in Yugosla

via in 1986. Here, one man, Dzihad Pasic, who had for

merly been a regional conservation officer, took the 

initiative, by forming an organisation, Stari-Grad, which 

persuaded the municipality of Mostar to waive taxes and 

concede control of services in a small area on either side of 

the famous single span bridge crossing the Neretva River. 

While the buildings and streets were being brought back to 

the appearance they had a century earlier, the bridge itself 

was thoroughly studied and conserved. The demonstrable 

success of this first phase made it relatively easy for Pasic to 

persuade the authorities to grant him the same opportuni

ties in a further thirty buildings surrounding the first zone. 

The enthusiasm engendered by this phase in visitors and 

townspeople alike enabled him to further extend his 

operations until, at the outbreak of civil war, the entire area 

of the seventeenth-century town was part of the conserva

tion scheme. By conserving, renovating and in a few cases 

reconstructing the old commercial and residential buildings 

of the town, Stari-Grad was able to finance conservation 

work on streets, services and public monuments. This 

demonstration of the self-sustaining ability of urban 

conservation was unfortunately brought to an end by the 

conflict in his country, with Mostar suffering more damage 

than many other centres. It is to be hoped that the strong 

condition to which the buildings had been returned will 

have reduced the damage they might otherwise have 

received, and that the example of Stari-Grad's work will 

inspire the eventual restoration of Mostar and many other 

towns like it in that country. 

Also given an Award in 1986 was the conservation of 

one of the most hallowed shrines in the Islamic world, the 

Al-Aqsa Mosque adjoining the Dome of the Rock in Jerusa

lem. The Award initiative stressed the restoration work on 

the dome of the mosque, which had deteriorated to such a 

degree that water leakage had effectively obliterated the 

valuable painted decoration on the inner surface. All this 

was saved, the roof reconstructed, the paintings returned to 

their former brightness and the work extended to encom

pass the whole of the rest of the mosque and the structures 

of the gates and fountains of the Haram beyond. Encour

aged by the Award, conservation of the great building of 

the Dome of the Rock itself is now being studied. 

As part of the 1986 Awards, honourable mention was 

made of the work of the Touring and Automobile 

Association in Istanbul in conserving a number of historic 

buildings, many of which had been pavilions in royal 

parks. In addition, the Touring Association undertook the 

conservation of large numbers of old timber houses in two 

areas adjoining historic monuments. The first is around the 

Kariye Camii, where it also repaved the streets, restored the 

local fountain house and conserved a major teaching 

school of the seventeenth century for use as a craft school. 

The second area lies between the Topkapi Palace açd 

Hagia Sophia, where the conserved and reconstaicted 

houses will be used as hotels and one as a library of the 

Association. 

Urban conservation involves tackling public institutions, 

those organs of society and of government that control the 

structure of urban life, up to the very highest realms of 

authority. To do this the architect has to take on a new 

responsibility, to persuade the heads of these institutions 

that their hard-fought goals and standards may be aban

doned in the very places where the battle began, the old 

urban centres, to allow values to survive that they had 

always thought should be swept away. No wonder that 

urban conservation, if successful, is a slow business, 

involving long and patient campaigns to enjoin the 

general public and government officials alike to appreciate 

the values of their own cities and to accept willingly 
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the need for strategies to protect and preserve them. 

Implementing urban conservation brings the architect 

into unfamiliar collaborations. Keeping a traditional urban 

area functioning traditionally and yet in step with modern 

times, as far as sanitation, services and ease of access is 

concerned, means working with teams of experts in water 

supply, drainage, sewerage, road and public transport 

design. The need for amenities involves the architect with 

electricity, telephone, television, ambulance, fire-fighting, 

school and medical planning, to name but a few. Among 

the myriad decisions that have to be made are the types of 

paving in the streets that would blend most suitably with 

the traditional environment, whether there should be 

sidewalks to protect pedestrians or not and if they may be 

out of character with the old area, if motorisée! vehicles 

should be admitted at all and if so, whether this access 

should be limited to certain times of day. 

In addition, there are also questions of how to reverse 

immigration out of the old areas and coping with social 

change; of improving the economic base of former city 

centres so that they may continue to be self-sustaining; of 

relating the new urban areas to the old; of dealing with the 

plurality of lifestyles and of dealing with the specialised and 

unusual transportation systems that such conservation 

projects may need if they are to be successful. 

The Fourth Award Cycle 

The urban conservation of a coastal town in Morocco, 

Asilah, resulting from the enthusiastic initiative of leading 

members of the local population, received an Award in 

1989- To achieve this, attention was first drawn to the small 

town by the establishment of an Arts Festival in 1978, 

which eventually became the most celebrated and heavily 

attended festival of its kind in Morocco. Using incentives 

brought in by this success, the initiators were able to obtain 

backing for the improvement of the infrastructure and 

services in the town, and for the restoration of the major 

buildings. Thus encouraged, many citizens embarked on 

the private conservation of the old houses in the town. 

Eventually, one of the principal activists in Asilah became 

the Minister of Culture in the government, and was able to 

participate in the presentation ceremony of the Award 

representing his country. 

A second Award in 1989 was given for the conservation 

of the Great Omari Mosque in Sidon, which had been 

severely damaged during fighting in Lebanon seven years 

before. The conservation work was judged exceptional in 

its attention to the qualities of the original building, and the 

Award Jury particularly drew attention to the value of this 

project as a model in resisting the widespread tendency to 

tear down buildings damaged in the war in Lebanon and 

replace them with new structures. 

The Aga Khan Award is continuing to draw attention to 

the importance of the specialised aspect of the work of 

architects that deals with the care of old buildings and 

urban areas. In addition to devoting some awards to 

conservation, the Award is now involved, through its 

parent organisation, the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, in a 

Historic Cities Support Program in aiding the international 

attempt to achieve these goals. 

Islamic buildings were generally built on the assumption 

that they would receive continual maintenance. The 

advanced decay now threatening many of the buildings 

and towns of the Islamic world is of serious concern to 

everyone who admires the extraordinary level of human 

achievement that they represent. The situation is similar 

from Morocco to Indonesia. The issues are generally the 

same and the conflicts and problems are often exactly 

duplicated. Only by making enormous efforts to save them, 

with singular clearness of purpose, determination and the 

development of specialised skills, is there any chance that 

this heritage can be preserved into the future without the 

loss of the unique qualities that were celebrated by Lorca. 


