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A small crowd had already begun gathering at the G street entrance of the National Building Museum (NBM) by 6 pm.  Women in their beautiful gowns and men in their black tie suits, many without winter coats, hushed and spoke softly as they wore out the cool temperatures for the next hour or so. When the door opened at 7 p.m. the excitement grew as people surged in a disciplined manner through the main entrance. No security or checking of any sort was at hand, and the guests were simply asked to collect their passes that specified their table numbers. As we collected our tickets we were ushered to the cocktail area, which was adjacent to the large space that had been set aside for the dinner and award ceremony. The grand hall, with extremely high ceilings and eight tall pillars (the tallest anywhere in the world) is just over 100 yards in length. The setting for the dinner and the award ceremony was magnificent with each round table adorned with beautiful flowers and elegant cutlery. One could sense this was going to be a grand ceremony from the lavishness of the setting.

One of the first persons I introduced myself to turned out to be none other than the architect who designed the Ismaili Center in Burnaby, Mr. Bruno Freschi. His base is now in Washington D.C. He was surprised I recognized his name and I said he had been mentioned in Prince Karim’s speech at the opening of the Jamat Khana in 1985, so how could he ever be forgotten. I discussed the building with him and how fortunate I had been on a recent visit to Vancouver to get a comprehensive guide to the Jamat Khana. He told me how wonderful and a memorable experience it had been to design the Jamat Khana and how much he enjoyed working for Hazar Imam. He mentioned that he had run into Mawlana Hazar Imam a few years ago in Chicago at an architectural gathering, and wished that he would be able to meet him again on the night of the Scully award. That wish of Mr. Freschi was fulfilled as he indicated to me in a telephone call on January 31 (upon my return to Ottawa) that he met Hazar Imam at the award ceremony. The work that he did in designing the Jamat Khana was deeply appreciated by the Imam who considered it amongst his favorite buildings.

Just before taking a leave from Mr. Freschi two things happened:  I was able to pose for a picture with him and we found ourselves in the presence of Mr. Fumihiko Maki,  the Japanese architect who is designing the (Aga Khan) Islamic Museum in Toronto and also the offices of the Aga Khan Development Network on prestigious Sussex Drive in Ottawa. What a coincident that two great architects responsible for designing major buildings for the Imamat in the New World would meet each other for the first time at an award ceremony recognizing Hazar Imam..
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Going around I met a reporter, originally from Pakistan, with the Voice of America who had an opportunity of being present for an interview with Hazar Imam that afternoon. She said the interview went very smoothly and it would be broadcast on the network, and a transcript would be made available on the web site (I haven’t seen it as yet).

Hazar Imam arrived at the cocktail reception area at around 7:15 pm. For the next 45 minutes he mingled with the crowd, both Ismailis and non-Ismailis. There was a cluster of Jamati members in the vicinity of Hazar Imam but everyone was orderly and did not inhibit his movement in any manner as far as I could see.

At 8 pm we were asked to sit at our dinner tables. I was on table 29. We were 12 Ismailis and it was a little congested. The salad plate was already set and we began our meals. Hazar Imam was fortunately visible to me throughout the next couple of hours.  He was seated next to Carolyn Brody, the Chair of the NBM. James Wolfensohn, the World Bank President (WBM) and Vincent Scully himself were seated on the same table.

The program commenced with a welcome address by David Schwarz, a founding Chairman of the Scully Prize. 

Carolyn Brody then provided a background about the building we were gathered in and talked about the museum. She then invited Charles Correa to give his tribute to Hazar Imam. 

(9:15 pm) - Correa.

He provided the context under which the award program was initiated. He explained that what the Aga Khan Awards did was unique in the sense it dealt with issues. It looked at buildings and asked fundamental questions. Giving a gold award to someone for his/her architectural contributions was far simpler than judging buildings. He remarked that Hazar Imam had one fundamental attribute that made him a remarkable person: the ability to understand the integrity of the process and product - that they were one. During his experience on the steering committee he said that while he and his colleagues muffed in meeting rooms, the presence of Hazar Imam brought much value and sense in their discussions. He cited his colleague Ismail Seralgedin who had said that there was only one person you would never play poker with and that was Hazar Imam.

At 9:25 pm a ten-minutes documentary produced by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture was shown.

9:35 pm Mr. Wolfensohn
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At 9:35 Mr. Wolfensohn came on the stage and gave one of the most remarkable tributes to Mawlana Hazar Imam. He spoke without any notes whatsoever and what he said literally came from his heart. He said his comments were going to focus not on the architectural contribution but more so on the humanistic nature of the Imam’s work.  In his 10 years as WBP he said he had come across many individuals who were passionate or visionary, but not someone like Hazar Imam who had both aspects integrated into his personality. Hazar Imam was an icon of thought and philosophy and both these aspects were exemplified through action. What he had accomplished since founding the Aga Khan Development Network some 30 years ago was simply amazing. From pre-school to the Aga Khan University (which was rapidly expanding to other parts of the world) and the new University of Central Asia he had expanded his activities to all areas of the world. He had never met anyone to take up on a vision and implement it the way Hazar Imam did it and for that we should salute him. He said that he wished he had the same ability at the World Bank to work with so many different individuals who were experts in their own right and make the final decisions on his own. Only Hazar Imam was in a position to do this.

He alluded to the fact that Hazar Imam was a Holy Man and was loved by Ismailis whom he led. He represented the very best in Islam, which offered a great value system including faith and morality. 
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He cited how Hazar Imam was able to support diverse causes and projects. When Yo Yo Ma approached him with a project pertaining to the Silk Roads Musical Initiative, Wolfensohn told Yo Yo Ma would bring it to light to Hazar Imam. Yo Yo Ma was not convinced that anything would come to fruition, but Hazar Imam supported the idea leading it to the Silk Roads Festival. 

He concluded, “You are a fantastic guy”. 

He said that Correa and himself had paid tributes to Hazar Imam and now it was the turn of the musicians to pay him a tribute too. When he went back to take his seat, Hazar Imam stood up and they hugged each other. It was a very emotional moment and it showed his respect and warmth for Hazar Imam. 

A 15 minutes performance by Homayun Shaikh on the Rubab and Mohammed Essa on the Tabla captivated the audience. A large screen brought close up and magnified scenes of the two performers.

9:50 pm

Ms. Brody then called up Hazar Imam to accept the Vincent Scully prize. This was a truly joyous occasion for all of us. She indicated that Hazar Imam in accepting the prize had decided to match the $25,000 award with an equal amount to make a 50k scholarship available to students from the developing world to pursue Architecture at MIT, Harvard or Yale.
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Hazar Imam began his acceptance speech with a very softly spoken “Bismillahi Rahmanir Rahim”. At the start of his acceptance speech he acknowledged the tributes that had been offered to him by Correa and Wolfensohn. He heartily offered praise to both Correa and Wolfensohn. He mentioned how Wolfensohn’s leadership at the World Bank had changed the perception of the Bank and the IMF around the world.  He welcomed Mr. Wolfensohn’s initiative to involve faith-based bodies to bolster development and provide solutions to address problems confronting the 3rd world.

He paid his compliments to Vincent Scully for his accomplishments and added that he regretted that professor Scully had spent his entire life at Yale.  “I am a Harvard Man,” added Mawla.

Mawlana Hazar Imam emphasized that architecture was not just about building, but was a means of improving the quality of life of people. "At its best, it should mirror the plurality of cultural traditions and the diverse needs of communities, both urban and rural, while at the same time employing modern technologies and techniques that can fulfill desirable aspirations for the future," he said.

In his acceptance speech, he mentioned dozens of individuals who had contributed in various forms to the Aga Khan Awards for Architecture (AKAA). In a sense his acceptance of the award was a tribute to everyone - from the steering committee, the Master Jury, to the on-site reviewers of the award nominees. He cited dozens of individuals, both alive and dead. 

It was a memorable event as the evening concluded with the departure of Hazar Imam at around 10:25 pm.
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All the tables were occupied. I believe there was a crowd of around 400 - equally divided between Ismailis and non-Ismailis.

An interesting thing about events such as this, especially something organized under the auspices of great institutions such as National Building Museum and the Smithsonian is that there is an exchange of ideas and thought between the visitors and the fantastic individuals who work for these institutions. We, and eventually our children, become their life-long friends and partners and this is something that is greatly valued and cherished by them. I continue to be updated regularly about their events and special programs as a result of my participation in a function just over two years ago. 

The memories of this event will last a lifetime for those who were present at the gala award ceremony, and I sincerely hope that all those who attended will continue to support these great institutions and museums and also learn for what they have to offer. The museums in Washington D.C are unique and I would strongly recommend that visitors to Washington not pass that city in haste. The Mall in its 10-12 long block across from the Capitol is home to the finest Smithsonian museums and other galleries such as the National Art Galley (NAG).  Amongst the museums that I visited were the National Museum of the American Indian, which is a wonderful new building next to the Space Museum, the NAG, the Textiles Museum (in Georgetown, a couple of miles from downtown), the Arthur Sackler and Freer Galleries (which I may say are an absolute delight to be in, as they have a very calming and soothing effect) and the Museum of African art - adjacent to the Freer and Sackler Galleries. There were at least 3 exhibitions pertaining to Islam while I was there. They finish on February 5, 2005 and for those in Washington I must recommend Palace and Mosque at the NAG, Chinese and Iraqi ceramics, Islamic Metalwork and Islamic Art all at the Sackler/Freer galleries. And if you can get hold of the annual magazine called Asiatica, now in its second year, published by Sackler/Freer grab it. It is oversized and absolutely beautifully illustrated. The admin office might just part with them if they have extra copies.

* * *
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