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"The Aga Khan Award for Architecture is intended to encourage an understanding 

and awareness of the strength and diversify of Muslim cultural traditions which, when 

combined with an enlightened use of modern technology for contemporary society, 

will result in buildings more appropriate for the Islamic world of tomorrow."1 

- His Highness the Aga Khan 

In pursuit of that lofty vision, the Aga Khan Award for Architecture (AKAA) has 

embarked on a far ranging search to understand the present and interpret the past, 

to seek out the best in the contemporary, avoiding both dogma and lack of rigour. 

This search leads to a series of awards every three years, when U.S. $500,000 in prizes 

are distributed to the projects selected by a distinguished international jury. 

This book is an account of this magnificent search for excellence that, over the 

last ten years, has succeeded in creating a unique space of freedom for inquiry into the 

architectural activity of the Muslim world. It focuses primarily on the third Aga 

Khan Award for Architecture, awarded in Marrakesh on November 25, 1986, but 

relates these to the preceding awards of 1980 and 1983, and more importantly, to 

the ongoing intellectual search that has underpinned these awards, and maps out 

the directions of concern in the years to come. 

This book, which is the third in the series Building m the Islamic World Today, 

comes as a complement to Architecture and Community2 which covered the 1980 

Award and Architecture in Continuity3 which covered the 1983 Award. Yet this book 

should be somewhat different in its overall tone. Since the Award is now ten years 

old, it is appropriate that any discussion of the last round of winners be put in the 

context of a retrospective as well as a prospective outlook. There is thus an element 

of stocktaking in this volume, as well as an attempt to map out an agenda for the 

next decade. To remain true to the spirit of the intellectual pursuits of the Award, 

the presentation of the retrospective and stocktaking are intended as much to be an 

auto-critique of the Award activities as an overview for the reader of the events 

leading to the 1986 Award and their significance. 

This book is organised in three parts: the first part is an introductory essay that 

sets the stage for the better appreciation of the 1986 awards. This is followed by a 

second part which includes a detailed presentation of the 1986 winners: six Award 

winners, five honourable mentions and the Chairman's Award to Iraqi architect, 

critic and teacher, Rifat Chadirji. The presentations are preceded by the Steering 

Committee's statement and the Master Jury's report. 

Finally, the third part provides a sample of some of the intellectual papers, 

reports and seminar interventions that have taken place during the third award 

cycle indicating the thrust of the ongoing activities. 
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THE AGA KHAN AWARD 

FOR ARCHITECTURE 

His Highness the Aga Khan: 

a bold vision for the future of 

the built environment of 

Muslim societies. 

A N  E A R L Y  V I S I O N  

Confronted with the deteriorating built environment in most Muslim countries, Hi; 

Highness the Aga Khan resolved to awaken the cultural consciousness of Muslims 

and to sensitise those who would build in the Muslim world to the unique heritage 

of Muslim art and architecture that they may produce a more relevant, culturally 

sensitive and effective contemporary architecture. His instrument to achieve this 

ambitious goal was the creation of a triennial prize, to honour and make known, 

worthy exemplars that demonstrate this appropriate mix of cultural authenticity and 

appropriate response to contemporary life. Thus, the Aga Khan Award for Architec

ture (AKAA) was launched in 1977. 

At the outset, there was the idea that the AKAA should present five awards of 

up to U.S. $100,000 each, to projects which "demonstrate architectural excellence 

at all levels. Since architecture cannot be isolated from the society in which it is 

created, the Award will consider the context in which architecture is practiced and 

the processes of design, research and evaluation through which it is achieved. The 

social, economic, technical, physical and environmental challenges to which the 

projects respond must be important factors in any assessment of their success. 

Projects will thus be chosen as much for their catalytic value in the evolution of 

a new cultural and environmental sensibility, as for their individual design merits. 

The aim is to nurture within the architectural profession and related disciplines a 

heightened awareness of the roots and essence of Muslim culture, and a deeper 

commitment to finding meaningful expressions of the spirit of Islam within the 

context of modern life and technology. 

Consideration will be given particularly to those projects which use local initia

tives and resources creatively, which meet both the functional and cultural needs of 

their users and have the potential to stimulate related developments elsewhere in 

the Muslim world."' 

It was assumed that one of these awards would go to each of the areas of concern, 

identified as housing, public buildings and spaces, community planning, and resto

ration and reuse It was clear, however, that the subject matter was so vast and the 

situations confronted in the Muslim world so diverse, that the activities of the 

Award must include further study of key ideas that were loosely defined, and con

cepts that were dimly perceived. This, plus a systematic exploration of the reality of 

the Muslim world and its rapidly evolving built environment were to accompany the 

identification and study of specific projects as potential award recipients. 

O R G A N I S A T I O N  A N D  P R O C E D U R E S  

His Highness the Aga Khan established a committee which he chairs, of prominent 

intellectuals and practitioners to help him undertake this enterprise. It was to 

become the Steering Committee of the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. This dis

tinguished group was to be supported by a full-time person who would convene the 
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committee meetings. "The convener" (Renata Holod) and her deputy (Hasan-

Uddin Khan) were the nucleus of what was to become the Secretariat of the AKAA. 

It was decided however, that there was a need to have an independent body 

make the final selection of the winners. The independent Master Jury was to be 

selected by the Steering committee to represent both western and Muslim practitio

ners and to include disciplines other than architecture. The interaction between 

the Steering Committee, the Master Jury, and the Secretariat was to remain the 

main instrument for the promotion of the Award. 

From the start, the main intellectual task of the Steering Committee and the 

Secretariat was to try to define the scope and the field encompassed by the Award, 

and the criteria for nomination, evaluation and selection. The corollary to this was 17 

the need to set up a methodology for nomination, documentation, analysis, and 

evaluation as well as to set up the mechanisms of choice. 

The mechanisms have evolved into a triangular relationship between the Steer

ing Committee, the Secretariat, and the Master Jury. To this triumvirate must be 

added a vast and vital complement of dedicated individuals: the nominators and the 

technical review teams. The nominators are about 300 to 400 highly competent 

individuals throughout the world who are asked to identify worthy projects for 

consideration. Their identities remain confidential. This widespread network is 

essential to supplement the knowledge of the Secretariat and the Steering Commit

tee, and to consistently bring to the forefront little known efforts in distant places. 

The process starts with the receipt of nominations. The Secretariat then sorts 

them out, rejecting any that do not conform to the eligibility criteria, which are: 

* The project must have been built no less than two years and no more than 25 

years ago; 

• The project must be located in a predominantly Muslim society or be designed 

for or used by a Muslim community in a non-Muslim society or be predomi

nantly inspired by and respectful of the Muslim architectural heritage; 

• For restoration work, the monument(s) being restored should be a recognisable 

part of the Muslim heritage, and the technical work being evaluated should fall 

within the same 2 to 25 year period; and 

* All work done by anyone on the Steering Committee, the Master Jury, or 

the Secretariat or commissioned by His Highness the Aga Khan cannot be 

considered. 

The Secretariat then contacts architects and clients of nominated projects, and 

prepares detailed dossiers on each accepted nomination. 

Along with these tasks the Steering Committee and the Secretariat undertake 

three streams of activities: 

• A constant review of the incoming nominations and further contacts with 

nominators to encourage a broad geographic and building type coverage. 

• Continuing discussions and seminars to sharpen the issues and deepen the 

analysis of the challenges the Award seeks to respond to; 

• Selection of a well-balanced Master Jury of international standing. 

The Master Jury is briefed by the Steering Committee but retains its independ

ence of judgement. The Master Jury elects its chairman from among its members, 

and establishes its own working procedures. The Jury then reviews the 200 to 250 

project dossiers prepared for the cycle. These are then shortlisted to 25 to 35 

projects. For each of these finalists, they prepare detailed questions which serve as 

an additional brief to the Technical Revieiv teams. Technical Review teams comprise 

of specialists in architecture and photographers, who spend several days on each 

project conducting interviews and gathering critical evidence and extensive visual 

documentation. These highly trained specialists then visit each of the short listed 

projects and prepare meticulously detailed technical dossiers about each project, 

including interviews with the users and relevant actors. The Technical Review 
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teams then make their reports, in writing and in person, to the Master Jury, which 

makes its final selection and prepares a report explaining the reasons for its choices. 

The allocation of prize money between architect, client, builder, and craftsmen is 

also at the discretion of the Jury, subject to a limit of U.S. $100,000 for a single award 

and an overall limit of U.S. $500,000. 

The Steering Committee reviews the report and adds any comments it consid

ers appropriate. The Steering Committee also makes nominations for the Chair

man's Award, which is given to an individual for a lifetime's work rather than any 

specific project. His Highness the Aga Khan then reviews and approves the recom

mendations for the Chairman's Award. 

T H E  I N T E L L E C T U A L  S E A R C H  

If these procedures seem the most thorough and complete yet devised for an 

architectural prize, it is the intellectual search that has accompanied it that remains 

the AKAA's most unique and worthwhile contribution, not only to the Muslim 

world, but also to the contemporary reflection on the meaning of architecture and 

culture worldwide. 

The Award's philosophy is a balanced one: while searching for the best in the 

modern, it still seeks to acknowledge conservation and preservation. The Award 

also recognises examples that reinterpret the lessons of the past in contemporary 

terms, and that find and enhance the elements of cultural continuity in a particular 

area. The Award also seeks to recognise efforts that are innovative in their ap

proaches to coping with the unique problems of their locales. In doing so, the Award 

has also reflected the remarkable diversity that exists within the Muslim world. 

This broad endeavour transcends the limits of what is conventionally thought of 

as an award for architecture. Thus, the Aga Khan Award seeks to embrace buildings 

produced by non-architects, recognising that 90% of the built environment of 

Muslims is in fact dependent upon non-architects. The Award also recognises the 

social aspects of the efforts of those concerned with the environment by premiating 

such worthy schemes as the Kampung Improvement Programme in Jakarta, regard

less of the absence of notable physical architectural achievement. This is intended 

as a counterpoint to the conventional vision of architecture as the creation of inter

esting and inspiring monuments for a changing contemporary society, or as a con

tinuation and a re interpretation of a vernacular architecture. 

This search has been characterised primarily by openness, lack of dogma and 

scrupulous attention to scholarship that create a space of freedom wherever the 

Award holds it activities. Here, interested parties can make their contributions 

without restriction other than common courtesy, orderly presentation and respect 

for the rights of others to be heard. So firm has this commitment to the integrity of 

the process become that even in disagreement between key participants there is no 

effort to ensure that one view prevails. Thus, in 1986, the differences in opinion 

both within the Master Jury and between the Master Jury and the Steering Commit

tee could not be easily bridged given the depth and importance of the issues that 

underlie these differences. All views were given a chance to be heard, and it is a 

measure of the success of the Award that, in this third cycle, both by the substance 

of the issues that they address and by the institutional self-confidence of the 

enterprise, the Award presents to the world questions as well as answers, worthy 

winners and missing elements. It is an appropriate and less simplistic response to the 

complexity of our times, even if it disappoints some who would have preferred a 

more definitive though more simplified view of the subject. But the story deserves 

to be told from the beginning... 


