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A Search for Meaning 

JAMES STEELE 

When His Highness The Aga Khan established an award 

for architecture, it was intended to both increase public 

awareness of Islamic culture and to create a forum for 

examining the appropriateness of contemporary architec

ture throughout the extremely diverse community of 

Muslims worldwide. Since 1980, this award has been given 

every three years, and in the selection process used to 

determine the winners, the jury has typically considered 

the particular context in which each project has evolved, as 

well as the unique social, economic, environmental and 

technical factors to which it responds. In looking back over 

the successful projects of the past, there is a consistent 

pattern of appropriate and creative utilisation of available 

resources in meeting functional and cultural needs, as well 

as the higher potential in each project to set a standard for 

the future. The Aga Khan acts as the Chairman of a Steering 

Committee that governs the Award, and the term of this 

committee spans each three-year cycle. Its task is to 

oversee the distribution of prizes totalling $500 thousand 

that are awarded in each cycle to projects selected by an 

independent Master Jury. Those awarded include archi

tects, construction professionals, craftsmen and clients who 

are considered most responsible for the final realisation of 

each project. 

In the fourth Award ceremony, held beneath the tower

ing walls of the Mohammed Ali Mosque on top of the 

Citadel in Cairo on October 15th 1989, a strong feeling of 

continuity and confidence emerged making it a turning 

point in retrospect in the history of the event. 

In his introductory remarks, His Highness The Aga Khan 

noted that, perhaps more than any other time in the past, 

there had been a special awareness of the tripartite contri

butions of restoration and preservation, social and commu

nity development and the search for what he called an 

'architecture of quality' in their turn, which has continued 

to highlight the important role of each in suggesting 

valuable directions for the future of Islamic architecture. 

In recognition of the deeply felt need to preserve 

historical monuments that represent the best architectural 

traditions of a glorious past, an award was presented to 

those involved in the restoration efforts on die Great Omari 

Mosque in Sidon, Lebanon. Dating back to the Bahn 

Mamluk period, the Mosque was erected in 1291 on the 

remains of a castle built by the Knights of St John during 

the second Crusade and the buttresses on its southern 

facade still reveal its use as a fortress. Many additions and 

improvements were carried out during the late Ottoman 

period, ultimately presenting a mosque based on a central 

courtyard plan enclosed by four riwaqs, or porticoes. The 

prayer hall itself is located in the southernmost riwaq, 

which is covered by cross-vaults. In addition to severe 

weathering, the Mosque suffered extensive damage during 

the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982, to the extent that a 

local patron named Rafiq al-Hariri offered to replace it with 

an entirely new building. The local residents refused to 

give up the old mosque, however, which had always 

served as both the physical and psychological centre of 

their community, and requested that it be restored instead. 

While restoration and preservation efforts have been cited 

by the Award in the past, and have included monuments of 

such importance as the Al-Aqsa Mosque in the Al-Haram al-

Sharif in Jerusalem, the circumstances surrounding the 

destmction and precise rebuilding of this mosque have 

given it a special significance. 

Another award, given to the municipality of Asilah, has 

recognised community efforts of an entirely different kind, 

involving the rehabilitation of a small town on the Atlantic 

coast of Morocco. Two local men, named Mohammed 

Benaïssa and Mohammed Melehi, came back to Asilah after 

graduate studies abroad and determined to improve their 

town. The highly personalised way in which they did so 

really began with the question of how the innate creativity 

of a community can be marshalled for positive change. The 

first steps they took in attempting to answer that question 

are an object lesson in the effectiveness of straightforward 

tactics that have now served as an inspiration for other 

such communities throughout the world. They began by 

organising a small cultural festival in the town in the 

summer of 1978, which attracted nearly one thousand 

visitors from the local area. This modest event gave the 

townspeople a renewed sense of civic pride and self-worth 

that has continued to grow as rapidly as the festival itself, 

which now attracts nearly 125,000 people and is one of the 

biggest cultural events in the Middle East. The overall 

rehabilitation of the town has also encouraged many 

private individuals to build new houses in the traditional 



manner throughout the fabric of the medina, to replace 

others which had deteriorated beyond the point of possible 

restoration. 

The Grameen Bank Housing Programme, a further 

Award winner, has successfully attempted clever innova

tion of another sort, based on a concept that has already 

challenged past theories of how to assist in providing self-

help housing for the poor throughout the developing 

world. As the first of two schemes to be given in the social 

development category, the Grameen Bank Project has been 

implemented in Bangladesh, which is one of the poorest 

and most populous countries in the world, where nearly 

fifty per cent of the rural population is both landless and 

homeless. The basic concept as initiated by Mohammed 

Yunus, who is the managing director of the Bank, has been 

to offer small loans of the equivalent of $350 to the rural 

poor without requiring any collateral, in direct contradic

tion to the customary reluctance of the financial community 

to do so in the past. In his view, every human being, 

regardless of social position, deserves a life of dignity and 

should be given the opportunity to care for himself if 

possessing the commitment to do so. Personal commit

ment, then, becomes the main criterion in determining 

credit worthiness, and not financial resources. With these 

small housing loans, each borrower is provided with a pre

fabricated concrete slab, four concrete columns and 

twenty-six corrugated metal sheets for a roof. The pre-cast 

building materials are mass produced and made available 

to the bon'owers at veiy low prices. The residents build 

their houses themselves, typically enlisting the help of all of 

the members of the family to do so, in order to keep costs 

low. The end result is a unit that usually consists of a 

rectangular, twenty-square-metre area, that is dry and 

sanitary. Whatever else the inhabitants want to include is 

usually added on an incremental basis. It has now been 

more than a decade since the programme has been in 

effect, and hundreds of thousands of Bangladeshis have 

benefited from it, with more than forty-five thousand such 

homes in existence. With a pay-back rate of nearly ninety-

eight per cent during this time, the Grameen Bank, or 'rural 

peoples' project has also demonstrated that institutional 

changes must precede any significant progress in housing 

for the poor. 

The second social improvement scheme to be honoured 

in the series was the Citra Niaga Urban Development plan 

for Samarinda in East Kalimantan, Indonesia. In compari

son to the wide ranging institutional implications of the 

Grameen Bank initiative, the major achievement of Citra 

Niaga is the lesson it offers in the effectiveness of the self-

controlling system of cross-subsidies that were used. A 

democratic management board represents the interest of 

the local government, as well as the shop keepers and 

street peddlers, and both the equity and the benefits have 

been shared by all three. This project has totally trans

formed a former slum area, which had previously been 

occupied by low-income, migratory settlers, into a well 

planned urban and commercial complex. The programme 

that has achieved this transformation has been imple

mented in three stages, concentrating primarily on a 

commercial development, which was sold to finance the 

second stage related to the informal sector. Smaller shops, 

to be offered for sale, were built in the third phase. As built, 

the centre is now made up of two hundred and twenty-four 

stalls that have been provided without cost to the street 

peddlers, as well as two hundred and twenty shops of 

various sizes that are incorporated within a series of 

arcades that cater to medium and high income shoppers. 

The public spaces, which include such amenities as a 

covered podium for entertainment, give the centre a lively 

character, and traditional roof forms create a feeling of 

unity between the different components of the complex. 

This project has not only achieved its social and economic 

objectives, but has transformed Samarinda into a vibrant 

and well-designed urban centre. 

The remaining seven project to receive awards in Cairo, 

which varied in scale from a modest private home to a 

National Assembly building, all represent the intangible 

quality of architectural excellence deemed so important in 

setting a standard to be followed in the future throughout 

the Islamic world. 

The Gürel Residence, in Çanakkale, Turkey, clearly 

reflects the concern of architect/owner Sedat Giirel, with 

having the house blend into its surroundings. In this area of 

the Aegean seacoast, the design required sensitivity fo both 

the steep, rocky slopes that angle down to the water, as 

well as the dense groves of pine, olive and oak trees that 

cover the site. The residence is a cluster of seven units, 

distributed over the site in direct relationship to a long wall 

that protects them from the road nearby. The pavilions 

consist of two living units, four sleeping areas, and one 

common service element, that are arranged along the wall 

in such a way that open-air courtyards are created between 

them. The overall feeling of the house, which uses local 

domestic construction techniques as well as indigenous 

forms, materials and details, is that of a small scale traditional 

village, which promotes the special qualities of the site by 

providing private as well as communal spaces. The ingenu

ity used in juxtaposing built elements and open areas, as 

well as the use of simple, local construction methods, 

makes this house a logical model for a variety of locations. 



In contrast to the private retreat created by Sedat Gürel, 

is the Al-Kindi Plaza in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia and the Hayy 

Assafarat landscaping scheme, which address public issues 

of the appropriate character of communal spaces, in this 

case within the contemporary Arab city. The Diplomatic 

Quarter, where these twin projects are located, is the final 

realisation of a long-held wish of the Saudi government to 

consolidate all of its political and administrative functions 

in its capital city. The central area of the quarter is a 

curving, one hundred and fifty metre wide strip of land 

that is intended to contain all of the public, community 

services for the area, which are distributed along its twelve 

hundred metre length. Al-Kindi Plaza itself, which is named 

after a famous Muslim philosopher, has been designed by 

Saudi architect Ali Shuaibi. It contains a Friday Mosque 

which can accommodate up to seven thousand worship

pers, as well as residences for the Imam and Muezzin of the 

mosque, a library, a government sendee complex which 

houses the Riyadh Development Authority, and shops 

surrounding a central maidan. In deference to the tradi

tional Najdi architecture of this region, the buildings are 

designed with central courts, and thick, insulating walls that 

present small openings to the outside. Both the buildings 

and the open spaces also reflect Najdi decorative patterns, 

and huge entrance gates located along the main boulevards 

provide access to the central maidan. As Shuaibi has said in 

regard to his design of Al-Kindi Plaza: 

This project attempts to demonstrate that many of the 

problems faced by post-industrial architecture stem from 

the destruction of the context into which a new building 

might fit. Once this context is re-created, good design 

can easily follow. We emphasise that valuable architec

ture is that which the pedestrian can appreciate, and that 

the quality of the built environment results essentially 

from the entire fabric, including the variety of open 

spaces that are the result of the structures surrounding 

them. Local traditions, in the shaping of climatic and 

cultural environments, should not be abandoned in 

favour of mechanised technology because there really is 

no contradiction between the two. 

The question regarding the re-use of traditional forms and 

decoration reawakened a controversial issue that has run 

through all of the past cycles and has yet to be resolved. 

This question has been particularly sensitive because of the 

rampant and uniformed application of 'Islamic' decoration 

on a majority of the recent export architecture throughout 

the Muslim world. This has resulted in what Professor 

Dogan Kuban of Turkey has called a misplaced reliance 

upon a kind of 'cultural fetishism' that blindly uses forms 

from the past without a full understanding of their mean-

FROM' ABOVE: Stairs and woven rush siding are ways in which 
inhabitants have personalised their homes in the Grameén Bank 
Programmey beige stone approximates the appearance of the 
earthen architecture that once identified the area; the mechanised 
mashiabiyyas; FRONTIS: Covered bridge leading over the artificial 
lake surrounding the Assembly Flail 



ing. The ongoing debate between those who advocate the 

use of such forms as a model, and others who seek to 

renew the processes that produced such forms so that they 

then might be used as a reference, surfaced again when the 

Sidi el-Aloui Primary School in Tunisa and the Comiche 

Mosque in Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, were presented with 

awards. The Sidi el-Aloui school is one of twenty projects 

that were initiated in 1983 to rejuvenate the Bab Souika-

Halfaouine district of the medina of Tunis, and is located in 

a tightly-ordered district with many older structures in it. 

The school is sited on the northeast side of a rectilinear 

public park, and houses sixteen classrooms distributed 

symmetrically around two internal courtyards. The main 

entrance is on an axis with the public park that faces it, and 

is made obvious by the large mashrabiyya balcony that 

projects out over it from the first floor. While seeming 

somewhat insignificant from a western viewpoint, the use 

of such detailing on this public building represents a major 

victory in Tunisa, where it had once been considered 

frivolous. This courageous exploration of traditional forms, 

as both a necessary and economical alternative to standard 

governmental proposals, presents an example of great 

value to other developing countries. 

The Comiche Mosque in Jeddah is by Abdel Wahed El-

Wakil, who has been cited by Prince Charles in his book, 

A Vision of Britain, for his tireless efforts to heal what he 

considers to be the destructive division now existing 

between the architect and the craftsman. In this building, 

which has brought El-Wakil a second award following the 

award for his Halawa House, given in 1980, the architect is 

intentionally literal in his use of a traditional language, in a 

continuing attempt to find the missing link between the 

rich inventiveness of the pre-industrial age and the tenuous 

relationship between craftsmanship and architecture today. 

The Comiche Mosque is only one of a series of mosques 

requested by King Fahad Ibn Abdul Aziz, and supervised 

by the Ministry of Hajj and Awqaf as part of a national 

programme to develop a contemporary mosque architec

ture in Saudi Arabia based on more traditional models. The 

Ministry, in collaboration with the Municipality of Jeddah 

and Mohammed Said Farsi, who was the Mayor when the 

project was begun, chose several high visibility sites 

around the city for new models of traditional mosque 

architecture. In addition to providing places of worship, all 

of these models were intended to exhibit methods of 

traditional construction, and to show that buildings using 

these methods were achievable on a limited budget. To do 

so, conventional ideas of glazing, as well as strict air 

conditioning requirements also had to be changed, which 

was far from easy in this hot, humid region that has con

verted so completely to western standards of mechanised 

environmental comfort. The Comiche Mosque epitomises 

the spirit of the entire programme, emphasising the per

ceived importance of sculptural form as a means of en

hancing the image of these structures in the contemporary 

urban scene. The design of this mosque is compact, yet 

manages to be full of intricacy. A strong directional pull 

from exterior to interior is set up by the compositional 

interplay between the dome over the prayer area, and the 

vault covering the main entrance, which El-Wakil has 

extrapolated from the Mamluk mausoleum of Umm Anuk 

in Cairo. After entering, this direction is continued and 

further refined by allowing screened views to the sea 

through selectively placed windows and an arcade. 

Prior to entering the prayer hall from a narrow opening 

on the left end of the vault, the full height of the minaret 

comes into view through an open slot that separates the 

main dome over the prayer hall, and the two smaller 

domes covering the loggia-arcade beyond. The strong 

visual impact of this minaret, leading the eye upward to the 

sky, is a dramatic prelude to the peaceful seclusion and 

meditative quiet of the prayer area itself, which is the final 

goal of this carefully orchestrated sequence. 

The issue of the re-interpretation of historical forms was 

also of deep concern to Danish architect Henning Larsen in 

his design of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Riyadh, Saudi 

Arabia, which received an Aga Khan Award. As a result of 

the same consolidation effort that created the Hayy 

Assafarat and the Al-Kindi Plaza, the project Ministry 

organised a competition in 1975 for the construction of a 

new Foreign Ministry and invited twelve world-class firms, 

including Renzo Piano, Arata Isozaki, Ricardo Bofill and 

Kenzo Tange, to participate. The generative idea behind 

the concept that Larsen developed is that of a 'hidden', 

inward facing architecture which is closed to the outside 

world, but slowly reveals itself from within. This idea of 

internalisation is further articulated by insulating the 

triangular public courtyard that he has created in the centre 

of the building from all of the private office spaces on the 

perimeter with a semi-public internal 'street'. As the con

cept developed, each of the corners of the symmetrical 

triangular form were expressed as nearly separate entities 

related to the three programmatic divisions of political 

affairs, cultural and economic affairs, and administration 

and finance that exist within the Ministry. 

The entry to the building is flanked by elements that are 

common to all divisions and thus comprise a fourth 'zone'. 

There is a public reception hall here with a one hundred 

and fifty seat auditorium and a seventy-five thousand 

volume library, which is under the auspices of the 



Diplomatic Institute, and is primarily stocked with books 

on the history and development of nations and diplomacy, 

as well as having its own bookbinding capability, rare 

manuscript division and slide library. The Foreign Ministry 

also participates in a 'Mahad' programme in which post

graduates throughout the kingdom can enrol in a two-year 

course in diplomacy, and this library-auditorium zone is the 

self-contained sphere of activity for this programme. 

The monumental image of the building is intentionally 

meant to be reminiscent of the older, Najdi style of Riyadh, 

specifically the massive walls of the historic Musmak Fort 

nearby. Larsen has chosen to extend the theimal advantage 

of these thick walls by introducing an intermediate cavity 

that acts as both additional insulation and a source of light. 

His double wall diffuses the direct glare that would other

wise enter through the small punched windows he uses, 

and absorbs much of the heat as well. Larsen speaks 

poetically about the quality of light entering his building, 

and of his intention to make it a 'sundial', which would 

track the progress of the day on its interior walls. In the 

inner world that he has created, nuances such as this, as 

well as the exquisite materials underfoot, take on added 

significance. His abstract, yet fundamental reading of this 

particular regional architecture, in this case, treads a careful 

path between the vernacular features of the Najd, on the 

one hand, and more international forces on the other, that 

is meaningful to each. 

Light, of course, also had mystical qualities for architect 

Louis Kahn, and was one of the most important considera

tions in his design of the National Assembly Building in 

Dhaka, Bangladesh, which was honoured with an Aga 

Khan Award. In the same way as Larsen, Kahn has also 

recognised the need to control the full glare of the sun in a 

region in which direct exposure can be fatal. Like the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the National Assembly Building 

is monumental, and transcends merely functional require

ments in order to institutionalise democracy in a nation that 

has had its fill of strife. While some have criticised the 

building as being far too lavish for such a poor country, 

Kahn has succeeded in giving the people of Bangladesh a 

national symbol to be proud of, as well as a feeling of self-

worth that is beyond price. Unlike Larsen, Kahn did not 

copy elements of regional architecture, but has submitted 

to the specific local conditions and construction patterns of 

Dhaka. The result is a building that is both universal and 

place specific in its expression. 

The same may also be said of the Institut du Monde 

Arabe in Paris, which is precisely fitted to the curve of the 

left bank of the river Seine, near the opening of the 

Boulevard St Germain, and is divided into two sections 

that are separated by a square central court. The curved, 

scimitar-like section facing the quay contains exhibition 

halls and a museum of Arab art and civilisation, while the 

second, rectilinear block, which makes the transition to 

the orthogonal city grid behind it, houses the libraiy. As a 

cooperative effort between France and twenty Arab 

countries, the building really does represent what architect 

Jean Nouvel has called 'a dialogue between cultures'. In its 

precise and polished modernity, the Institute is an appro

priately urbane Parisian building, constantly offering a 

reflected commentary on its surroundings; and yet also 

presents many tantalising reminders of a more obscure 

sensibility. In addition to the pristine calm of the open 

central court, or the cross reference between the spiralling 

'Tower of Books', and the famous minaret of the Mosque of 

Samarra, the most perceptive of these is the contemporary 

and technologically brilliant rendition of the traditional 

wooden mashrabiyya screen used throughout the Middle 

East as a device for controlling sunlight and privacy in the 

past. The southern facade of the Institut is clad with over a 

hundred photo-sensitive panels, containing nearly sixteen 

thousand moving parts, that act like the diaphragm of a 

camera in controlling the amount of sunlight coming into 

the interior of the building. Photovoltaic sensors electroni

cally adjust all of the moving parts of these panels, which 

are made up of a polygonal openings that echo Islamic 

geometric forms. 

In spite of several questionable aspects in its design, the 

Institut du Monde Arabe has managed to fulfil its intended 

purpose, and has brought about an increased awareness of 

Islamic society within the city as well as establishing the 

cultural bridge it sought to build. Because of this major 

achievement, as well as its ingenious hi-tech transformation 

of traditional elements, the project is most certainly deserv

ing of the recognition it has received. 

The completion of the fourth cycle, concluded a 

decade of searching and questioning, and the Aga Khan 

Award for Architecture seems to have come of age. The 

wide range of awards presented demonstrates the charac

teristic of unity in diversity in the Muslim world itself, 

making it a more accurate reflection of the culture it seeks 

to explore. As the record of the fifth Cycle held in 

Samarkand in 1992, and presented in Architecture for a 

Changing World demonstrates, the categories defined in 

Cairo have now become the framework by which future 

Awards are calibrated. The directions taken by juries may 

differ from it, but it remains a definitive example by which 

those differences are gauged. 


