
stress on standards and exorbitant expenditure in order to cre

ate political and status symbols in the race for modernity must 

be resisted. 

3. The clients, private developers as well as government 

agencies, must be made aware of the advisability of seeking 

other solutions. It is important that decisions not be taken 

purely on the basis of optimum utilisation of land, or because 

on a visit to Europe or America the client has been dazzled by 

beautiful edifices. 

4- A partnership on an equal footing between local and 

foreign consultants is important. Such a partnership could 

seek to avoid unnecessary expenditure on materials and undue 

emphasis on high standards, and could develop local expertise 

and self-reliance. 

5. Research on traditional forms and techniques is essen

tial, so that professionals may be aided in the production of 

more appropriate buildings for the future based upon the ar

chitectural inheritance of Islam. 

ON EDUCATIONAL FACILITIES 
ISMAIL SERAGELDIN 

We have been looking at buildings, but one should not forget 

that education is, fundamentally, a process that involves peo

ple. It is not the building but what goes on in it that spells out 

the success or failure of an enterprise. Accordingly, I think it 

particularly relevant at this stage to look back at the character 

of the traditional Islamic universities and compare this to the 

character of contemporary universities. Out of this brief com

parison may come some guidelines, or perhaps the criteria 

which may aid in identifying points of strength in architectur

al schemes for education. 

One point I would like to mention is that the mosque was 

central in the traditional Islamic university largely because the 

university was dealing mostly with shari'a and the law. If that 

religious function has been somewhat marginalised in the role 

that it plays in modern universities, we should not forget that 

the mosque has a very major social function today. This social 

function is reflected in different buildings, sometimes referred 

to as campus-life centres, which provide a focus for social in

teractions within the universities. Whether these indeed need 

to be isolated from the mosque, and the mosque turned into a 

religious monument or a central landmark within an architec

tural scheme, is a question I leave unresolved for now. 

University life is what concerns me. University life has 

three components: the life of the students, the life of the 

teachers, and the interaction between student and teacher 

life. In the old times the students had a sort of commitment to 

the university. They usually came from afar, stayed on cam

pus, and educated themselves over a long period of time. 

With the presence today of regional university campuses and 

large numbers of people living off campus, this may no longer 

be true. Whereas enrollments were formerly small and identi

fication between classmates possible, today's very large enroll

ments frequently make this difficult. Student interaction used 

to be extremely strong; conflicting bonds exist today, and it is 

weak. Student organisations tended to be all-inclusive; they 

were affiliative, and had few layers. Today they tend to be 

exclusive and have many layers, with some associations for 

political purposes, some associations for professional purposes, 

and so on. Some very real changes have taken place in the 

development from traditional to modern universities; it would 

not be fair to yearn for a return to the past without adequately 

reflecting on the meaning of these changes and the demands 

they place on the architecture which should serve them. 

The same differences apply to teacher life. Teachers were 

previously committed to the university completely, but today 

they are partially committed—they serve on many boards, 

they consult outside, they have to do research, they have oth

er activities. Teachers used to reside on campus; now many of 

them live off campus. Their numbers were small and now are 

large; relationships between teachers used to be very rigid and 

structured, while now they tend to be much more fluid and 

sometimes even absent. Teachers move from university to 

university with great ease, which they did not do in the past. 

Again we have a series of differences that are worth a good 

look in deciding, for example, such questions as the location 

of faculty housing, the location of faculty offices, the relation

ship of those offices to student facilities, and the like. 

As for the core of the pedagogic process itself, the student-

teacher interaction, this too used to be completely different. 

In effect traditional education was customised, with each stu

dent learning up to his level of ability; today we have much 

more of an assembly-line operation. It is geared toward previ

ously specified standards and norms, whereas the earlier one 

was looser—students learned various subjects from various 

people, then moved away to learn from other people in other 

places. The motivation for learning was different—not so 

much seeking satisfaction in the job market as learning for a 

career and learning for itself. It seems to me that the concrete 



interpretation of these kinds of changes should be the main 

function of architectural design for universities. 

I suggest the following bases for the design of universities. 

A first step is to identify how the three functions (student life, 

teacher life, and student-teacher interaction) are generally 

conceived in Muslim societies today, and particularly con

ceived wherever the project is being considered. This funda

mental conception must go into the architect's brief. 

Second, one should define criteria that will both guide the 

design and help judge alternatives. The key criterion is 

whether a given design nurtures the desired pattern of social 

interaction or whether it makes it difficult to happen in the 

first place. Beyond that point a use of architectural vocabulary 

is fine, but it should not supersede the earlier point. After all, 

one does not use words in a sentence simply because they are 

nice if they do not also make good sense in that sentence. I 

think the same is true of architectural vocabulary—choosing 

the right expression and the right location will definitely en

hance the architectural statement, but using an architectural 

element that has a nice ring somewhere else, without ade

quate concern for whether it is really suitable, yields artificial

ity at best. 

Finally, I suggest that, out of concern for the people who 

use these buildings and for the functions within them, perhaps 

we should avoid our predilection for large-scale unified geo

metric designs. Let these designs grow out of a microanalysis 

of each part related to an analysis of its function and relations. 

One courtyard may be six modules wide, the next may be 

eleven, and another seven, depending on the nature of each 

specific part. They should not all look the same simply be

cause such a configuration looks elegant on a large-scale plan. 

After all, the magnificent urban environments of great Islam

ic cities were seldom designed on the basis of geometric grids 

and were not built as a unit. 

ON MOSQUE ARCHITECTURE 
NADER ARDALAN 

As a practicing architect in the Islamic world, I hold views 

that reflect the concerns of one who has practically and philo

sophically encountered the issues of traditional architecture 

and its potential integration within the contemporary con

text. My fifteen years of experience in this field have taught 

me that Islamic art and architecture traditionally place the 

highest value on the achievement of beauty. This is a natural 

outgrowth of the Koran, the fountainhead of the Islamic per

spective, which emphasises goodness, truth, and knowledge 

while placing the primary concern upon ahsan al-'amala 

(Beautiful Deeds). Another example of this emphasis, the 

ninety-nine Holy Attributes of God are referred to as asma' al-

husna (Beautiful Names). Therefore, it is understandable that 

in Islam the fundamental mandate of architecture, apart from 

fulfilling necessary functional requirements, should be to 

manifest a purposeful sense of beauty. Meaningful beauty in 

Islamic architecture requires both a quantitative dimension of 

concern, achieved mainly through a process of pragmatic en

vironmental adaptation, and a qualitative dimension, ex

pressed principally through Islamic aesthetics. 

This paper concentrates upon a few major themes of the 

aesthetics of Islamic architecture and is intended as a comple

ment to the more quantitative considerations expressed by 

others in the seminar. In particular, it offers a preliminary 

survey of the visual language of symbolic forms found in the 

architecture of the mosque. The mosque has been selected 

because it occurs in varying shapes and sizes as a fundamental 

part of city planning in all Muslim cultures from Spain to 

China, and because it possesses the most charged set of visual 

symbols. An important reminder of the pivotal role of the 

mosque in Islamic thought is the saying of the Prophet in

scribed upon the gateway of the Qutb Minar: "He who builds 

a mosque for God, God will build for him a similar one in 

Paradise." 

To achieve an understanding of the visual language of 

mosque design, a two-part methodology has been employed. 

First, by analysing the origins of mosques and studying the 

transformation of ancient pre-Islamic building types into 

mosques, it is possible to discern a distinct set of generic Is

lamic forms and typologies of spatial organisation. Second, a 

comparative survey of the major mosques of the Muslim world 

makes it possible to catalogue the occurrence of these generic 

forms and typologies over the last fourteen hundred years. 

The results of this preliminary study, while still incomplete, 

indicate the existence of a definite visual language possessing 

both a vocabulary and a grammar. The vocabulary basically 

deals with the aesthetic concepts and models of the parts of 

the mosque. It concerns such issues as constituent forms, sur

face pattern, colour selection, and modes of material usage. 

The grammar, on the other hand, relates to various systems of 

organising these parts into a coherent whole within the frame

work of Islamic concepts of place making. 


