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Shaking Up Architecture
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Photographs and diagrams of architectural projeatsind-spinning variety cover the
walls of Howard University's Gallery of Art in Waislgton, D.C. There is a luxurious,
wood-crafted private home in Malaysia, a rehaltéitisslum in Indonesia, restorations at
the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, and a new, nilyraolorful arts center in Senegal.
There is a leper hospital in India, a reforestaporject in Turkey and a skyscraper in
Malaysia. It is quickly apparent that the showvile ti'Architecture for a Changing
World," tells only half the story, for this surveythe 71 projects that have won the Aga
Khan Award for Architecture (AKAA) since its inceph in 1980 shows that
architecture is changing at least as much as thiglyand that the AKAA has become a
well-established, activist voice for a broader &sgitural vision.

The award has its roots in the Aga Khan's sadrdbe atate of architecture in the
Islamic world of the 1970's, where infatuation witle steel-and-glass "international
style" resulted in buildings that took little natiof—and often intentionally disregarded
—Ilocal materials and technologies. The conditiotiled built environment"—buildings
in their broader physical, social and cultural esté—was no better. "It was clear," the
Aga Khan told architectural journalist Mildred Sabitz in 1998, “that Islamic
communities had lost some of their extraordinahenitance of competence and
knowledge in the realm of architecture."

To help restore "architectural excellence," heldisaed an award that from the outset
defined things differently. More conventional ateltural awards, such as the Pritzker
Architectural Prize or the Gold Medal Awards of theerican Institute of Architects
(AlA), largely laud the accomplishments of indivawarchitects. The AKAA, on the
other hand, recognizes projects. While other prizesss design, the AKAA from the
start adopted criteria that include, for exampie, traditional craftsmanship that restores
a mosque, the environmental creativity that devisessainable solutions to problems of
sewerage, a project's promotion of social harmonits revitalizing effect on a village
or urban area. Design is not ignored, of courseijtts understood to be an idea that, at
its best, integrates local, traditional and vertercerafts and styles with the needs of
contemporary life.

What also sets the AKAA apart is that all of thesgtters and many more are discussed
in book-length triennial catalogues that not orfipwcase the cycle's winners but also
carry essays in which members of the master judytla@ steering committee address
broad and challenging theoretical questions: Whatiiture? What is architecture, and
what is its role in society? Is there such a tlaadIslamic architecture” or is there only
"architecture in Islamic societies"? Can we spdatutiural expression or identity in
architecture at all? None of this makes for a tghilaudatory awards catalogue: It's
more like a lively academic conference.

This distinctive approach made the AKAA the firsajor architectural award to
consider historical-preservation and restoratiajquts, a move that the AIA followed
in 1993. The AKAA furthermore requires nominatedjpcts to have been in use for at
least a year, so they can be judged not only dregstgrounds but also according to
how well they suit their users. In 1995 the fousdefrthe Kenneth F. Brown Asia
Pacific Culture and Architecture Design Award adaolpthe same criterion.

Still, as forward-looking as the AKAA may be, itngvertheless very much a product of
its time. By the 1970's, many architects had gréwstrated with 20th century
modernism's lack of concern for history and itslinking focus on function. A study of
AlA Gold Medal recipients showed that, as Richatd/®Vilson wrote, the AIA was
beginning to honor "recognition of the surroundéamyironment and history," granting
awards to such architects as Louis Kahn and PBtHoischi. Discussion of theory and
history began to reappear in journals that hadiémades published practical articles on
technique, design and structural articulation. Beglly, movements around the globe
were beginning to advocate styles and solutiongetbm local traditions that challenged
what Kenneth Frampton, Columbia University professad member of the AKAA'S
2001 steering committee, calls "the Manhattanizatibthe world."

Thus when the AKAA was established in 1976, itmid so much raise new questions
as disseminate and legitimize what were (and aftérare) emerging ideas. Until 1990,
the AKAA published a magazine calldtimar, which was devoted to new constructions
and restorations in Asia, Africa and Latin AmeriBatween 1978 and 1990 the AKAA
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also organized some 15 seminars, each in a differgmof the Islamic world, where
architects and other professionals could expldraiddle way" between the embrace of
Western modernism and its complete rejection.

Yet for all its noble purposes, the AKAA'S mosteattion-getting move was to set the
amount of its cash prize at $500,000. Even thohghtotal is distributed, on average,
among seven to 10 projects that often name fourare principals each, it nonetheless
qualifies as the largest architectural award invtbed. (The Pritzker Prize awards
$100,000 and the less well-known Carlsberg Awamlagth $225,000.)

This sum alone is more than enough to influenchitacts. "Some renowned architects
in Turkey," says Federattin Onur, chairman of ttehidecture department at the Middle
East Technical University in Ankara, "have beethim expectation of getting the
AKAA, so their approach either implicitly or expily incorporates the values of the
award." As a result, Turkey counts 11 AKAA winn&rate, the most of any single
country. The Mosque of the Grand National Assenitblnkara, for example, gives
new life to a traditional element, the mosqugtsa wall that shows the direction of
prayer: It is oriented toward Makkah, but it isgtiss, and it overlooks a landscaped
garden, which brings worshipers closer to the éditworld. Istanbul's Social Security
Complex, which was completed in 1970 and won tharewn 1986, is a large structure
that could have been monumentally vertical; instéactascading, layered and highly
horizontal design keeps it from overpowering tharbg historic neighborhood and its
landmarks.

In India, AKAA winners have been primarily hosp&and housing projects. There, says
architect Balakrishna Doshi, the award has affeatetitecture at the level of colleges
and governmental agencies. Since the 1970's, Dashéspoused low-cost housing
using inexpensive, low-maintenance technology;deediso advocated the integration

of varied income groups into neighborhoods andeddar the inclusion of ample
communal space.

Although Doshi says he gained some admirers imatbleitectural community over the
years, it was not until the 1995 AKAA jury heraldeid Aranya Community Housing
Project that he reached a wider audience. "Manggouent officials visited the project
who had never come before," he says, and the thredlaward engendered helped ensure
government funding to maintain the housing projdtused to be that, in India as
elsewhere, the field of architecture did not coaestibusing for the poor to be
significant," he adds. Today, however, architedtschools such as the one in Allahabad
treat public housing and environmental, energysoudal issues as well in an effort to
create harmonious living environments. Since hiardwDoshi has served on the
AKAA'S steering committee. The AKAA, he says, isique in that "it goes beyond
architecture and speaks of grassroots developrhents.

From his position at Columbia in New York, Framptmes the AKAA as a counterflow
in a field in which Western ideas and techniquasidate. Despite the common
provincial tendency to "ignore an otherwise greatipction that does not occur in what
they see as a center of the world," he believdstants in the developed world will in
time come to recognize that they are as much id néeost-effective, sustainable
solutions to urban problems as their counterpartié Islamic world. When that time
comes, they will find the AKAA a rich source of titg and practical ideas. "The kind of
paradigm that is sustained by the Aga Khan Awafdgmpton says, is "continuity." And
that, he believes, is "a positive model that cdaddised by the developed world."

William Chapin, president of the Washington, D.@nérican Architectural Foundation,
largely agrees, and he is looking into collaboatiith the AKAA on a public

television series in the United States. "What mainj)e awardees demonstrate," he
explains, "is that in their own context people eahin rather imaginative ways to
leverage energy and bring about positive outcoffies.more often you tell the story
and the more variations on that story you preskatmore likely people are to grasp the
concept and use it."

This applies no less to the story of the AKAA ifsét its coverage of the 1998 awards
ceremony;The New York Timegent so far as to call the Aga Khan "the most irtgod
figure in the world of architecture today." The fessional press has been no less
admiring of the AKAA'S selection processé&spgressive Architecturealled them "the
most conscientious procedures of any award prognahe world." In April 2000 the

AlA conferred on the AKAA its Honors for Collabora¢ Achievement award because,
as committee chair Thompson Penney explains, "weddhe idea of promoting a
culture through architecture very compelling. We $ae Aga Khan Award as a program
that truly embodies a great idea and executeslit'we

At the beginning of each three-year cycle, a stgecbmmittee chaired by the Aga
Khan convenes at the AKAA headquarters in Genegzliect the nine-member master
jury as well as the network of nearly 500 nomingatdihe latter are men and women
living in Muslim societies, and they remain anonymehroughout the process. In
addition to the candidates they identify, the AKAKo accepts independent
nominations, as all of its guidelines and proceslare publicly available on the Web at
www.akdn.org/agency/aktc_akka.htrihe list of nominations often totals anywhere
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from 300 to 500, and the first meeting of the majstey winnows that number down to
a manageable 25 to 30 projects.

Then, technical reviewers visit the shortlistedsifThey study the design and research
how architects and builders involved relevant comities in construction, how they
secured financing and how they navigated localratmnal regulations. They inspect
the materials to ascertain whether they were lp@alhilable and at what cost, and they
ask about the decision-making process of the mglffiom start to finish. And always,
whether the project is a private home, a histoneahument or a factory, the reviewers
pay close attention to how users relate to it. They present their findings to the
master jury, which spends a week examining andtafepthe relative merits of each
project.

From the start, the master juries, as well astéering committees, have been studded
with luminati, including the late Egyptian architétassan Fathy, often considered the
father of the "sustainability" movement; Princetostorian of Islamic art Oleg Grabar;
Tokyo architect Arata Isozaki; Canadian architeeinik Gehry; US architects Charles
Moore and Robert Venturi and theorist Frederic JameAlthough the roster has in
recent cycles included a growing proportion of pesionals from across the Islamic
world—from ultra-modernist architect Zaha Hadidle Bangladeshi founder of the
Grameen Bank, Muhammad Yunus, and architects frem Nelhi, Karachi, Riyadh
and Jakarta—the committees are nonetheless heagifjhted in favor of Western-
trained and Western-based academics and archifdictse members of the 1998
master jury, for example, earned graduate and oftelergraduate degrees in Western or
Western-style institutions; on the eight-member26@ering committee, five are
currently based in the West and seven were traheze.

This imbalance is mostly a product of history, &though architecture has always
played a very significant role in Islamic culturéi field has been defined and
developed in Europe and North America for the %} years, and the most influential
institutions are in those parts of the world. Thaisce its inception, the AKAA has been
dogged by the question of the extent to which iy i@ perpetuating a colonial
relationship between East and West.

This has led to powerful opinions. Samer Akkachedtor of the Centre for Asian and
Middle Eastern Architecture at the University ofédaide in Australia, who has studied
the AKAA as a cultural phenomenon, points out thatvery notion of "Islamic culture"”
is itself a Western construct defined in contrajasito "Western culture." Akkach
made the AKAA the subject of his 1997 paper "Expétitrg Excellence: The Aga
Khan's Search for Muslim Identity," in which he gtiened whether Muslim expatriates
and Western-trained architects, steeped as thdp éres Western notion, are qualified
to judge what does or does not constitute sucddstmic architecture. "On the one
hand," he argued, "they assume their native idettitonfer authenticity, while on the
other, they identify with Western authority to azquegitimacy. Through this double
act, they become empowered representatives of theill communities and disguised
agents of [Western] cultural dissemination.” Inrshiee worried that the AKAA was
perpetuating an orientalist perspective that nlingsmthe dominance of Western ideas
and fails to consider the existence, let alondebiimacy, of others.

Since then, Akkach says, he has softened his stegeh he admits was "more critical
a few years back." He recognizes that modernitpyasl ever more likely to emerge
from Asia rather than from Europe or North Amerigkre importantly, he says he has
now seen first-hand how, despite its apparent Westance, the AKAA does indeed
"mobilize local forces" to improve living conditierand "contribute to Islamic people in
different societies."

Moreover, there seems little point today in metmynoaning the historical fact that
architecture is replete with Western categoriesassuimptions. The AKAA'S approach
has been to question and challenge these assumptionin doing so, inject new
perspectives in the field. One way it does thihiisugh discussions centered on a
non-Western context, and it is just such discussibat the steering committee and
master jury hold every three years. "They havéitktabout social and other issues
while they're sitting around the table in Geneways Cynthia Davidson, founder of
Architecture New York and editor of two AKAA catgloes. For some of the Western
committee members, this may only be of academeésoteric interest. "When they
return home," Davidson adds, "they have their ovatiices, which are so different and
very removed from the concerns prevalent in Islasoicieties.”

But for others, working with the AKAA has alterdtktr daily business. Renata Holod, a
professor of Islamic art and architecture at thévehsity of Pennsylvania, was part of
the group of advisors that worked with the Aga Klhad his team to develop the award.
She has subsequently served on the master jurthargfeering committee, and the
work, she says, "substantially changed the waytiichy as a professor, | look at
material and understand it." Outside the classrabm,adds, the AKAA has influenced
her thinking about her current archeological amhethistorical survey of Jerba, an
island off the coast of Tunisia. "Because | wasagregl with the Award, the project has a
conservation aspect and a cultural-tourism aspettlf | had stayed within my
profession," Holod says, "l would have just dored@hcheology and not felt the need to
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engage in a structured way with contemporary sptiet

Writings by and about the AKAA also change the wagne professors not associated
with the award conduct their business. Akkachgiample, sets up mock deliberations
or "model Aga Khan Awards" sessions with his stisiémwhich each takes on the role
of a jury member.

For AKAA-winning Saudi architect and urban planéét Shuaibi, the AKAA has done
nothing less than redefine his view of the fielé ivhd cofounded Riyadh-based Beeah
Planners, Architects and Engineers and was welbshed by the time the first AKAA
winners were announced in 1980. Writing in the AK8Aixth-cycle catalogue in 1995,
he recalled how at that time "I, among many othees disappointed to see that
elevated water tanks andkampondan Indonesian low-income housing area]
improvement program were not only called architestbut were also honored as
excellent examples of architecture." Twelve yeatsr| while sitting on a master jury, "I
watched the same initial disappointment of othadileg international figures turn into
admiration and commitment to the pursuit of goathaecture.”

Pursuitis the key word here. Jury and steering commitiembers make it clear that,
by their selections, they do not so much definetwbastitutes good architecture as
they search for projects that might-or might noafnew, broader notion that
architecture is not always, or solely, about buifi. As the winning projects attest,
architecture can be about enhancing the humanemagnt, whether by erecting new
sheltered spaces, repairing old ones or even ptatiees. (In the 1995 roster of
winners, "architecture” included a reforestatiooggam in Ankara, Turkey, and the
landscaping design that integrated elements of 8oekHatta airport in Cangkareng,
Indonesia.)

Likewise, the requirement that projects have bearse for at least one year—many
winning projects have been in use longer than tliar-also be seen as putting
contemporary theory into practice. Since the 19@@stmodern theorists have
increasingly discounted the value of the creatotent and given more weight to the
response of the user, no less in architectureithbterature and the performing and
visual arts.

The AKKA's recognition of building teams, as oppibse individual architects, is
consistent with this approach. When the mastergumgrges, it presents a list of
winning projects with the names of all the indivadiiit deems to have been key to the
projects' success, and not all of these are aothitin 1980, the jury honored Egyptian
master mason Aladdin Moustafa, a move that so latelig—and shocked—the
architectural community that the highly respectejazineDomusdevoted its front
cover and editorial to him. Most recently, the 199§ gave equal credit to architect
Jimmy Lim and master carpenter Ibrahim bin Adamtfiersuccess of the Salinger
Residence in Malaysia. And in 1995, the prize-wignsewerage system in Indore, India
was the work of Himanshu Parikh, a civil engineer.

The image of Moustafa, Adam or Parikh standing géioe architects at the awards
ceremony might be dismissed as a mere liberal quenie it not for the fact that
architects worldwide are struggling to redefindrth@les. Gone are the days of
modernism, when they were revered as gurus of Isereganeering. Since the 1980's,
environmentalists, sociologists, engineers, psyagists and others have all encroached
on architects' territory, devising ways to imprdnelt environments. As Akkach points
out bluntly, "The environment everywhere in the ldds deteriorating. | think we've
been arrogant for a long period of time. It's aliome that architects become part of the
community rather than trying to play the elitiskerd In this regard, the AKAA sets an
important precedent of humility.

However, it is not clear that the AKAA actually ewetended to help redefine the role
of the architect; its influence in that debate rbaya by-product of what some consider
one of the award's weaknesses. Indeed, the AKAAnsetimes privately criticized for
being too scatter-shot, for attempting to deal witirld-quality design and at the same
time stress broad themes of social responsibility.

Paradoxically, this overextension is also the af@nother strength. In their attempts to
reconcile the AKAA's mission with a selection ofibprojects, the jury and steering
committee at each cycle find themselves wanderagpdnto theoretical territory. The
resulting debates are what prompt Akkach to saly'tha value of the AKAA is
unfolding in the discourse"—a discourse he would tikk see question the assumption
that the expression of "culture" or "identity" skbbe a function of architecture at all.
These terms, he maintains, are far from neutran"®e not," he asks, "take a
pre-modern view and look at beauty and excelleritgowt these being extended to the
identity of the maker? Not imbue it with ideolodicantent?"

To some extent, the AKAA already does this, fonaltgh an award-winning project
must serve a Muslim community of some kind, thenfite of a project's author is not an
issue. For example, the Indian Leper Hospital whiom an award in 1998 was
designed by Swedes, and the low-income housinga@vent project in Ismailiyya,
Egypt, that won in 1986 was the work of a Britigimt Yet pervading the AKAA'S
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deliberations remains the notion that winners nmeirporate, reflect or fit in with the
Islamic culture and identity as those terms ar@nddfby the users of the project.
Indeed, the AKAA'S stated mission is "to enhanaeuhderstanding and appreciation of
Islamic culture as expressed through architectamg!'it is in its questing within those
boundaries that the AKAA has seen its intellectuafolding.” In the early years, the
juries seemed to favor a notion of Islamic cultilva was closely aligned with a
particular region, and jury members hailed the teywinning projects married

regional heritages with modernity.

Later, the emphases shifted. In the 1998 cataldgggcies for the Futurdvlohamad
Arkhoun of the Academie Francaise argued for and&fn of "Islamic" as being based
on "values which are almost eternal and are opptmspressures exercised by
globalization," the movement toward world cultunainogenization. This has kept the
AKAA'S debates within the paradigm that seeks redation between Islamic and
Western values. Although in the same 1998 junybaetitions at least one other member,
Indian architect Romi Khosla, argued for the distiag of this duality in favor of "an
alternative debate about the relevance of archite¢bday," he nonetheless maintained
that, in practical terms, the AKAA'S focus on Isliansocieties offers "at least one
contemporary world where the broader social issfi@schitecture can be...discussed.”

Indeed, the Islamic world is so vast and varied ithyerovides architects and scholars
with concerns that their colleagues practicinghim West are often spared. Although
architects in cities like Dubai, Mumbai (Bombayyalakarta have to meet the same
demands for efficient office space, modern plaailifees and technologically
sophisticated infrastructure that exist in the \Wégty must also frequently factor in
severe climactic conditions, limited availabilityroaterials and maintenance skills, and
local customs. Moreover, they also often have &k xtremely low-cost, socially
oriented strategies for densely populated envirarisi@ which buildings and
infrastructure are all compromised by severe pgvéd Khosla suggests, the AKAA
then can contribute greatly to worldwide discussionarchitecture by concentrating on
what it defines, by the slings and arrows of its)alebates, as the Islamic world.

Not that Khosla will have anything like the lastndoWhen the 2001 jury adjourns in
June, the issue of Islamic culture will no doubténaeen one of many discussions. And
the next round of award announcements will not duig the AKAA'S spotlight on
projects that have enhanced the environments ofisisit will also, if it follows what

is now AKAA tradition, enhance the intellectual @wment in which we all think

about the meaning and goals of architecture.

Lee Adair Lawrenceis engaged in a master's degree program at New Yaikersity
exploring Western representations of non-Westetn ar

Prince Karim Aga Khan 1V, 63 years old, is the 4Béneditary leader of the Ismaili Shi‘ite Muslimarg

in some 25 countries around the world. He succebdegrandfather, Sultan Sir Mahomed Shah Aga
Khan, who was known internationally for his senvéepresident of the League of Nations. More régent
other members of the Aga Khan's family have alseeskin leadership positions in the United Nations.

The Aga Khan Award for Architecture is now undez timbrella of the Aga Khan Trust for Culture
(AKTC) in Geneva, whose mission, beyond the adrraimn of the awards, is the improvement of built
environments in societies where Muslims have aifsigmt presence. Conservation projects, the oreati
reuse of historic buildings and public spacesrirgonal exchanges that strengthen architectueaitioe,
and planning and conservation education are aflgfars activities through its Historic Cities Sagrt
Program and its Education and Culture Program. AKBA'S leading educational project in the United
States is the Aga Khan Program for Islamic Architex at Harvard University and the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, which is a specializedgyeon of professional and graduate studies andne&sea
established in 1977.

This article appeared on pages 6-19 of the January/February 2001 print edition of Saudi
Aramco World.
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