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A design consortium including BIG won the international design competition for a new 27.000
m2 cultural complex in Albania, consisting of a Mosque, an Islamic Centre, and a Museum of
Religious Harmony.

The capital Tirana is undergoing an urban transformation which includes the restoration and
refurbishment of existing buildings, the construction of a series of new public and private urban
structures, and the complete reconceptualization of Scanderbeg Square. This important square
is the site of the new cultural complex.
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  Albania is the crossroads of three major religions: Orthodox  Christianity; Catholicism; andIslam. With the recent completion of two  new churches, all three religions will now have newplaces of worship in  the heart of Tirana. The complex will not only serve the Muslim  communityof the city and surrounding areas, but will educate the public  about Islamic values and serve asa beacon for religious tolerance.  BIG’s winning entry was selected out of five finalists, including Spanish Architect AndreasPerea Ortega, Architecture Studio from France, Dutch SeARCH and London-based ZahaHadid.  
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  Mayor of Tirana, Edi Rama explains his choice: ”The winning proposal was chosen for its abilityto create an inviting public space flexible enough to accommodate daily users and largereligious events, while harmonically connecting with the Scanderbeg square, the city of Tiranaand its citizens across different religions. Additionally the project shines through its beautifulgarden surrounding the new Mosque and Center of Islamic Culture which symbolically featuresthe rich vegetation described in Islamic literature. Finally the team’s awareness of the economicaspects of this important development will contribute to a successful realization of this project.”  

  The buildings’ forms emerge from two intersecting axes and formal requirements: the city grid ofTirana which calls for the proper framing of the square and a coherent urban identity, andorientation of the Mosque’s main wall towards Mecca. BIG’s proposal incorporates Tirana’s gridby maintaining the street wall and eaves line, yet rotates the ground floor so both the Mosqueand the plaza face the holy city of Islam. This transformation also opens up a series ofplazas—two minor ones on the sides of the Mosque and a major plaza with a minaret infront—which are semi-covered and serve as an urban extension of the place of worship. Byturning the mosque inside out and bringing the program and qualities of the Mosque to a publicarena, the religion becomes inclusive and inviting, and the cool shaded urban space can beshared by all.
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     Bjarke Ingels explains the reasons why the project is important for his firm:" Firstly it is aprivilege to contribute to the ambitious rejuvenation of Tirana City – especially since it ishappening not by the random accumulation of singular monuments – but rather in accordancewith a careful and considerate holistic master plan. Secondly and perhaps most importantly–religious tolerance is one of our greatest challenges today– politically, culturally and evenurbanistically. With the construction of the New Mosque of Tirana, The Islamic Center and TheMuseum of Religious Harmony – Tirana will reestablish the equilibrium by adding a mosque tothe newly completed Orthodox and Catholic Cathedrals – making Tirana an example for the restof the world as a global capital of religious harmony”.  
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  The mosque can accommodate up to 1,000 people performing their daily prayers. Through theunique layout of courtyards and public space, the mosque can also expand to accommodatelarger groups of 5,000 on Fridays and up to 10,000 on special holy days. The facade with themultitude of rational, rectangular windows finds its inspiration in Islamic mashrabiya screens,which provide shading and privacy while still allowing views out. The light qualities of themosque will change dramatically throughout the day as the light washes across the curvedfacades.  
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     Thomas Christoffersen, Partner-in-Charge, BIG adds: “The alignment towards Mecca solves thedilemma inherent in the master plan – in its triangular layout the mosque was somehow tuggedin the corner – now it sits at the end of the plaza – framed by its two neighbors. The resultantarchitecture evokes the curved domes and arches of traditional Islamic architecture – for boththe mosque itself and the semi-domed spaces around it”.The design also includes The Quran Gardens containing all of the plants mentioned in theQuran in the same amount as the number of times they appear in the holy scripture.  
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  Project details:  Project: “A Mosque for All” New Mosque, Islamic Cultural Center, and Museum of ReligiousHarmonyType: Invited CompetitionClient: Municipality of Tirana, Albanian Muslim CommunityCollaborators: Martha Schwartz Landscape, Buro Happold , Speirs & Major, Lutzenberger &Lutzenberger, and Global Cultural Asset ManagementSize: 27000 m2Location: Tirana, AlbaniaStatus: 1st PrizeDate: May 2nd 2011Partner-in-Charge: Bjarke Ingels, Thomas ChristoffersenProject Leader: Leon RostProject Team: Marcella Martinez, Se Yoon Park, Alessandro Ronfini, Daniel Kidd, Julian NinLiang, Erick Kristanto, Ho Kyung Lee  
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