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AL-MAW’EL NEWS:

* There has been signed, praised be
Allah, the contract of making the plan-
ning and architectural studies for deve-
lopment of the area surrounding the "'Holy
Shrine of Macca' between the Compainy
of Macca for Construction and Deve-
lopment and CPAS, which is to spare all
efforts for achieving such a big project.
The job includes a status quo model and
another for the proposed project, along
with a videotape demonstrating the
concept, apart from the supplementary
maps and drawings. The CPAS considers
such project, which is drawn up for the
most sacred place on earth, a crown of its
incessant efforts to raise in esteem the
word of Allah, through the planning and
architectural work, as also, through
compilation and publishing, which
yielded its fruits on both the Arab and
Islamic levels.

* The CPAS participated in the architec-
tural exhibition organized by the Faculty
of Fine Arts in Cairo on the occasion of
arranging a symposium on Hassan Fathy
in the middle of April 1990.

* The studies section at the CPAS has
voluntarily undertaken compilation of a
book about Hassan Fathy comprising all
what has been written about him in
newspapers and magazines, in Arabic,
English, and French. The Egyptian Syndi-
cate of Engineers will meritoriously con-
iribute to the costs of accomplishing such
a great deed,

* Tenders are to be invited for carrying out
the tourist projects drawn up by the CPAS
to the advantage of Asswan Governorate.
The projects are the tourist centre, Edfu
Temple residential village, and a pro-
ductive village in the vicinity of Kom
Ombo Temple, apart from the other pro-
jects which are under construction.

* The CPAS is currently drawing up the
working designs for Sheikh Issa Sports Vil-
lage, south of Ismailia on an area of
twenty feddans. The project includes a
health and sports centre, and a sports
village, beside the covered and unco-
vered playgrounds.

* Tenders will be invited in succession for
carrying out the urban projects drafted
by the CPAS to the advantage of Isamilia
Governorate, to begin with, the amphi-
theatre project, the commerical centre in
Al-Waha area, as well as the community
centre in the same area.
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* Dr Abdelbaki Ibrahim while giving a lecture on ''Developing architectural educa-
tional systems in Arab universities at Sanaa University.
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civilised world and communicates
directly with all the countries of the globe.
This rather recent hegemony has blurred
Western historiography, it has consciously
or unconsciously transterred a predomi-
nantly Western image to the earlier
periods of world history. That is why a
complete revision and re-interpretation of
history is in order.

At present, we are in a position to assert
that a current definition of the culture
which created Islamic architecture and
art cannot be formed within the existing
concepts of culture or with the use of Wes-
tern terminology. For example, any
attempt to identify a sequence of Islamic
period styles, similar to that in the West,
would be sheer nonsense, unless it was
limited to a regional context. Three
seventeenth-century mosques may
exhibit three totally different physical
forms in accordance with their separate
concepts of space and decoration, but
they then surely, are Islamic.

It we look at the forms of houses from the
Phillipines and Kashmir to Mali, the lack of
congruity and conformity would be stri-
king. Therefore, it seems rather obvious to
me that being Muslim is not synonymous
with being men who build similar mos-
qgues or houses. Therefore different struc-
tures of formal development have to be
proposed for the Islamic culture area.

The term ‘Muslim Culture' embraces
larger aspects of historical phenomena
than are usually found within peripheral
cultures. Generalising from the foregoing
observations, we may state the following:
It is the plurality of forms and styles that
characterises Islamic Culture. It is not a
culture which may be defined by the
homogeneity of its material products.
Thus, if we leave aside the Western defini-
tion of culture and civilisation as a cohe-
rent process in its stylistic aspects, we can
replace it with another definition, one
which is specific to Islam.

Islam is a civilisation (mada-
niyyat) which by its very nature
and by its universality embraces
a multitude of cultures and styles.

Nurtured by the flexible sturcture and
tolerance of nascent Islam, the old cul-
tural roots gave forth new forms that
expressed the character of the Muslim

community. This adaptability which is dis-
tinctively characteristic of early Islam and
of great significance for its universal cha-
racter, provided for the absorption of all
the wisdom and knowledge of the elder
civilisations into the new Muslim outlook.

Since there is only one Umma and no
hierarchy among the Muslims, be it in
Indonesia, Central Asia or Africa, there
can be no discrimination among the
shapes and styles created by Muslims to
determine the Islamic style. On the other
hand, we know that great variety has
always existed in Islamic art and archi-
tecture and still continues today. There-
fore, when one observes the incessant
search for a specific shape or style, it can
only be concluded that it is the result of a
cultural situation, and one in which Mus-
lims now find themselves confronting in
the form of a challenge.

Thus we should not look for universally
accepted shapes in Islam. Instead, we
have to say that universality in Islam takes
priority over homogeneity. It subsumes all
varieties of human experience. Today if
we look for specific forms to identify our
culture, we have to remember that all the
traditional forms created in the Muslim
countries became Muslim, because they
were re-interpretations of past expe-
rience.

This same line of thought can be tfras-
ferred to our own day. Unless Islam
creates its own modern image, as well as
its own interpretation of the modern envi-
roment and architecture, in Muslim coun-
tries will become hopelessly inadequate
for the cultural, and even physical needs
of Muslims. Our structures will be mere
imitations like our history which has been
written by scientifically honest but cultu-
rally prejudiced foreign scholars, or what
is worse by Muslims trained by them. All
this is not to imply that the orientalist tradi-
tion is without value. It is very valuable as
a source for documentation, since
otherwise it would be quite a difficult task
to recreate a contemporary Muslim histo-
riography. But without a re-definition of
concepts based on our own evaluation of
world history-and we hope without chau-
vinism - our search for a selfidentity is
handicapped. While the challenge pre-
sented by the existing interpretation is
demanding, it is, nevertheles, one that
must be met,

QRPN ey

Synopsis
Subject of the [ssue:

"Redevelopment of Old Districts: The
Pioneer Experience of Paris’', written by Dr
Ezzat Sagr. The article demonstrates the
project of the cultural urban center (Parc
de La Villette), which included changing
the main activity of the old district (but-
chery) and reusing its old public buil-
dings, together with some new addtions,
in the new activities of the area.

* Projects of the Issue:

- A private house in the vicinity of Zurich
(Switzerland), desinged by arch. Schnebli
and arch. Tobias Ammann.

- A boarding - house for the aged in
Vancouver (Cancda), designed by the
architect Neale S. Doll. The concept of the
project is based on a combination of both
care and accomodation for the aged, in
addition to means of recreation on «
single site.

* Criticdl Essays of the Issue:

This issue conidins fhree articles con-
centrating on architectural criticism with
regard to Alexandria Library project:

- Due to narrowness of space, the issue
comprises an elaboerate abridgement of
the extensive critical study made by Dr
Abdel Mohsen Farahat from the School of
Environment Designs (King Abdel Aziz
University) about the winning project in
the competition of Alexandria Library.

- Report of the committee of architecture
at the Higher Board for Culture on the
winning project of the Library of Alexan-
dria.

-The media and the significance of its role
in the field of architectural criticism,
especially with regard to the guestion of
the project of the Library of Alexandria.

* Tourism Development Review:

It deals with planning and development
of Rasheed | Idco tourist area as an area
with great basic tourist factors qualifying
it to be an atiractive area in competition
with that of Alexandria. The concept of
development is based on creating
intergrated tourist sectors (Rasheed, |dco,
Idfeina), each of which comprises tourist
sub-areas, which in turn are subdivided
info tourist centres, depending for their
development on creating central fourist
settlements arcund which different areas
of development spread for both public
and private realestate investment, as also
for cooperatives.



* Chinese Mosque in Tao-Chou, Kansu.

ment of the history of art and architecture
corresponded to a time during which the
superiority of western culture was already
the dominant element of thought. Thus,
the history of world art and architecture
has been structured as a single, direct
line of development, originating in Eas-
tern Mediterranean and descending in a
pure line to modern Western architecure.
This school of thought has created histo-
ries of architectue such as that of Banister
Flecher - which is still being widely used
as a standard textbook - where all archi-
tecture, which was created outside the
Western tradition, is labelled non-
historical.

| should now like to focus on the pro-
blem of Islamic architectue and its rela-
tionship to the specific character of the
geographical basis for Islamic history, i.e.
what | call its centrality. Based on this
premise my approach fo the history of
Muslim architecture can be termed
symbiotic. There are numerous ways of
viewing the architecture of Muslim coun-
tries: The most common is chronological
and typological; another is geographical
without regard for cultures within Islam.
Perhaps the character of Islamic archi-
tecture may be interpreted more accura-
tely in terms of its symbiotic interpenetra-
tion with other architectural traditions of
the old world.

There is no other culture in the world in
which the architecture is at once of such
great diversity and at the same time
interpenetrated to such a degree by its

* Mosque Architecture in the Islamic
world reflects a greal diversity of shapes
and forms, all within the framework of

the Islamic context.

e

* A thatched Friday Mosgue at Nomaou in
the Futa Jallon.
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* Grand Mosque at Yazid 15th century.

has become the center of the so-called
neignboring cultures. We have only fo
recall the early mosque architecture, the
Indian, the Ottoman and the Sub-Saharan
African or Indonesian architectures to
realise the truth of this statement. In China
or in Japan or India before Isiam, there is
no such diversity. Only Islamic cutlure, by
its geographical dimensions from the
eastern South seas to the Atlantic, by its
political dominance over a thousand
years on the ceniral lands of the old

world, by its multiplicity of races and lan-
guages Semitic, Indo-European and
Turco-Altaic - and fianlly, by its aniconic
spirit possesses this variety of forms.

This is diversity as the legitimate offs-
pring of its centrality. Sometimes this
diversity of forms is interpreted as proof
that Muslim culture lay superficially over
the surviving aboriginal strata of regional
cultures. This argument originates in the
situation noted above.

During the last three centuries, the West
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Bases for the Variety in Muslim Arhci-
tecutre: Summary of a Conceptual

The views that will be presented in this
article were first delineated in an informal
talk during the international Symposium
on lIslamic Architecture and Urbanism
held in 1980 at Dammam. They are the
expression of an extensive search to find
an appropriate defintion for the concept
of Islamic architecture. This search began
with an examination of the Islamic
monuments themselves and the historical
environment in which they were created.
Seeking a unified architectural expres-
sion of time and space in those diverse
forms and not finding it, | arrived at the
conclusion that the fundemental
assumption of @ homogeneity and unity in
Islamic architectue was faulty. This illusory
concept of unity of forms was the creation
of Western scholars, the so-called orien-
talist tradition. It was based on the pre-
mise that Islamic culture necessarily had
to give birth to artifacts with a consan-
guine formalism which inherently
expressed a universally accepted Islamic
world view disciplined by the religion.
And we, Muslims, not because we found it
in our history but because it had the status
of being pronounced by Westerners, tried
very hard to confirm its veracity, by doing
so we forgot that it expresses not a uni-
versalism, but a parochialism.

| believe that the assumption that
Islamic architecture possesses a stylistic
unity is basically in error. This is not
because this view arose from the self-
centered orientalist tradition, nor that its
ideological background is responsible for
its simplistic approach, but, more impor-
tant, that it is deficient in methodological
insight.

In all our discussions and studies, we
have neglected to examine two concepts
which are taken as given: The definition of
culture and the main structure of the his-
toriography of the world. Both are of Wes-
tern origin. Both are West-centered, and
not universal.

If we were to write a world history today,
without the influence of Western historio-
graphy, the emphasis would, undoub-
tedly, be on the vast central lands of the
old world. These are the lands of Islam.

Approach.

Thus, European history until the eighteenth
century would appear as a peripheral
historical phenomenon. In my view, this
perspective would be perfectly legitimate
and correct. | realise that a statement
such as this may be greeted with incre-
dulity, even by Muslims. That this is so,
however, is readily demonstrable. The
specific case of Islamic history and
Islamic culture is the outcome of its geo-
graphical position and its temporal
dimensions: in its vast extent it is conti-
guous with all other culture areas lying at
the fringes of the old world. As a matter of
fact, until the eighteenth century, only the
Islamic world had a central position in
historical space and time. All others, Far
Eastern, Indian, European and AFrican
were peripheral culture areas of lesser
magnitude in comparison with Islamic
culture; they were cul-de-sacs with rather
homogeneous cultures. This should not be
regarded as value judgement, but rather
as a factual observation.

The dissemination of cultures by the
migration of ideas and artifacts has of
course always been across many bor-
ders: Central Asia and India were familiar
with the Greeks; Rome was no longer
stranger to Eastern religions; the silk road
conveyed Far Eastern objects and tech-
nigues to the West. Yet by its sheer exis-
tance since the Seventh Century, by its
physical continuity from the Far East to the
Atlantic, lIslamic culture was the only
central culture in direct relationship and
contact with these areas. The peculiar
geographical situations of Islamic has
often been remarked; it is superfluous to
dwell overlong on it. The Arabs were
fighting in Turkestan and Southern France,
and besieging Constantinople in the
early eighth century. The Haijj itself was a
major source of universal knowledge,
Muslim commerce from the Mediterra-
nean to the China sea and Central Asian
over land roads constituted another. This
was not scholarly knowledge, but an
existential one. In the dissemination of this
awareness, the nomadic element of the
Muslim societies played a key-role. It is
unfortunate that the historical implica-
tions of this geographical situation - with
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* Friday Mosque at Kano, an example of
the typical clay mosques of the Savanna
lands. (15th century).

the exception of its lore - has never been
properly explored.

Because of its direct and continuous
contacts with all the civilised world of the
Eurasian landmass, Islamic culture is truly
the only mediating and ceniral one. This
simple but grandiloquent historical cir-
cumstance should be carefully analysed
and its implications properly evaluated. It
is not my intention, here, to elaborate on
the content of such an approach. | would
like only to emphasise the effects this
produced on the character of Islamic
architecture, produced within a suppo-
sedly unified area.

In fact, the definition of the contempo-
rary concept of culture, which was
created within a specific period of Wes-
tern intellectual history, is of little or no
help to us in defining Islam as a culture
area. | doubt whether the phenomenon of
cultural originality or specific character
of a culture areaq, in its unifying and
diversitying elements, and in its relo-
tionship to political history, has ever been
studied and analysed in its totality.

A concomitant of the western stand-
point - it may also be termed imperialistic
-is that the development of world art and
architecture has also been a victim of
over-simplification. This was perhaps due
to the fact that the growth and develop-
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EDITORIAL:

Bibliotheca Alexandrina Project....
and the Language of Architectural Criticism

Dr Abdelbaki Ibrahim

Bibliotheca Alexandrina project is still raising a lot of criticism and discussion
among architects in Egypt. Criticism, here, is not meant to be opposition as some
understand it, but it is the objective criticism in its technical sense. However some
people have used a langauge which Is strange to the scientific style. When
someone criticizes the design rather than the objective of the project, we find one of
the jurors replying, “'| hope that we work together in Egypt to fulfil the aim without
discord or dispute so that we may not allow the malevolent, the malicious, and the
deniers in our homeland the chance to give the contributing quarters and indivi-
duals in various countries of the world an impression that we are disagreed over the
project implementation, which may result in its setback or desistance from contri-
bution, without which the Library of Alexandria shall not come to light'. Thus goes
the reply without broaching the technical and designing aspects of the project as
enumerated by the critic, as if the question is a library or no library, despite the fact
that the public at large are agreed upon the importance of the project and the
necessity to implement it in Alexandria. If this is indicative of something, it indicates
weakness in the language of criticism because of lack in the critical practice. ‘Alam
al-Bena’ has repeatedly called upon all Arab architects for practicing architectural
criticism of the important projects. However, no one responded to such call
although architectural criticism is the prime mover of the architectural intellectual
movement. I is also the basis of intellectual conflict which engenders scientific
progress as is the case with the literary criticism which has got its schools, compila-
tions, and celebrities. Architectural dialogue is yet under way within the narrowest
bounds between a small number of architects. Nevertheless such dialogue has not
found the proper climate for acting upon the architectural movement prevailing in
the Arab world. So criticism is still taken too sensitively as if it were a sort of destruc-
tion.

Once again, we come back to the criticism levelled at the winning project. Some
have submitted their thought in writing furnished with the objective evidences which
discuss the functional aspects of the project and reveal its administrative financial,
technical, and executive, as well as the practical and safety problems facing such
a huge project, despite the fact that it obeys the rules of measurement and
appraisal drawn up by the jury and based on the search for symbolism which the
jury represented in the sun disc or the circular shape of the bay opposite the site.
Thus, the circular shape became the basis of selection, which was evident in the
projects of both the first and second winners. Some say that such basis of selection,
although it is the jury's due, it has completely ignored the functional aspects of the
building, as laid down in the rules of competition. Furthermore, it has ignored the
economical aspects, whether in construction, maintenance and operation or in the
finanical and technical potentialities availble in a poor country. And here comes
up the national aspect of the project which is designed by a foreign architect and
built with imported materials, as also imported manpower, and of course imported
maintenance. And such was the basis of appraisal with the Egyptian architect who
did not object to the shape or to symbolism in the same measure as his objection to
what he incurred of administrative, safety, and executive problems. It does not imply
objection to the result of the award to the same extent as its being a view on the
appraisal method. If it is systematically and professionally inadmissible to raise
objections against the descisions of the Jury, it is permissble however to discuss them
both scientifically and intellectually. The question raised in this context is "Why is the
Western architect entitled to write whatever he wants to say in his books and
magazines, while the Arab architect is not so entitled to do the same when the
competition is on his own ground?”
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