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INTRODUCTION
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1.2

1o3

1.4

The historic city of Muscat is one of the finest remaining Medieval
cities in the Arab world. Until recently Oman has been a closed country
and so escaped the ravages of the contemporary world. Now, however, the
impact of the twentieth century is rapidly becoming apparent. The need
for the implementation of enlightened planning policies is essential if
the vitality of the unique cultural and architectural heritage is to be
conserved and continued in a modern form in the face of rapid development0

;
\
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In June 1972 His Majesty the Sultan of Oman commissioned Makiya Associates
to act as planning consultants to undertake a comprehenisve survey of the
existing city and to draw up proposals for conservation and future develop
ment,, A master plan was developed including planning proposals and
legislative recommendations for implementation. This was presented as a
two volume report including a panel exhibition of photographs and drawings
of the city as existing and as proposed,, The following summary report is
based on that material and on the further results of several years practice
as the physical planners of the city of Muscat„

;
i

A residen t consultancy was established in 1972 and it has been able to
advise and give guidance to the Town Planning Directorate on day to day
control and implementation of the plan, including immediate feedback by
bringing awareness of local problems (and possible solutions) to both
Government and public during all planning stages.

'

The proposals can be summarised as follows:

;

they defined the status of the city in its national and economic context
they explain the role of Muscat in the development of the expanding
metropolitan region
they present Preliminary Design and Planning Proposals for the physical
extension of the city complex and its Districts
they present survey studies of the components of the city

Muscat

-

they explain and illustrate the Urban and Environmental quality of
the architectural character of the walled city with Recommendations
for its preservation and enhancement
they present Proposals for the integration of new buildings within
the fabric of the city instead of the existing unstructured growth
they define focal sites within the city wall and Districts
they include a preliminary study and suggestion for exploiting the
natural potentials of Sidab as a winter resort

-

they propose a central civic maidan as a dominant aspect of design
and planning considerations
they propose that the existing Mosques in the Districts be the social
nucleus of neighbourhood redevelopment
they show Housing Settlements in relation to Muscat and its surroundings
they emphasise the significance of creating small rural clusters in
the outskirts of the city
they present Proposals for vehicular traffic movements and car parking,
while maintaining a pedestrian character to the city and recommending
the use of a system of one-way streets rather than street widening
they locate Recreational Grounds and green areas of marked local
character and present prop osals for their integration within the city's
framework of open spaces
they recommend a planned programme for action, to follow adoption of
the Policy of Preservation and strongly urge immediate action for
strictly checking the present uncontrolled growth

The following summary of the report does not include the text of the
proposed Planning Bye-Laws nor does it include the complete text of the
Recommendations for Government Action which are available in the main two
volume report.

19th century Etching of Muscat Harbour f
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2.0

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

^

2.1

Early history reveals settlements in the south eastern region of Oman,
an area well defined by the physical barriers of the vast sand dunes
of the Empty Quarter and the sea„

'
^

The coast of Oman has always held strategic significance. Maritime
relations between the civilisations of Iraq and the Gulf are recorded
in Sumerian and Akkadian inscriptions of around 3000 BC. They refer to
the countries of Dilmon, Magan and Melokhka; Oman is probably the
present day name of Magan.

*

*
^

2.2

Oman embraced the faith of Islam in the year 630 AD; Islam is both the
spiritual base and the living force that enriches the Omani cultural
heritage0 Before Islam the Persians had dominated trade in the Arabian
Sea and controlled the ports on the coast of Oman. After the conquest
the Arabs took control. Muscat was a key port for trade with the East,
both on the overland routes to China and sea routes to India0 For nearly
a thousand years Omani sailors dominated trade in the Indian Ocean, from
East Africa to ChinaG Muscat flourished as a centre of commerce and its
inhabitants prosperedG

203

The first contact with Europeans came in 1506 with the Portuguese Admiral
Albuquerque who was intent on conequest of the Gulf. Muscat fell, was
burned and utterly destroyed. The hundred and forty years of Portugese
occupation was marked by Arab insurrections and Turkish attacks. The
forts of Jellali and Merani were completed in 1580 after the union of
Portugal and Spain0

*
*
*
*
^

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
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Portuguese dominance of the Gulf was being challenged by the British and
Dutch but it was the Arabs headed by Sultan Ibn Saif who, after a series
of campaigns, were successful after a final seige in 1650„
The Omani fleet, consisting of captured Portuguese vessels, became the most
powerful in the Arabian Sea, attacking Portuguese settlements from East
Africa to the coasts of India. Muscat controlled the passage into the Gulf
which was the source of the country's prosperity.

d
*

*

2o4

Muscat was an important international trading depot0 The goods bought
and sold included ivory from East Africa, drugs from S0 Arabia, coffee
from Mocha, pearls from the Gulf, to horses, dates, fish, livestock,
fruits and vegetables from 0mano

205

The Persians briefly overran Oman in 1737, but it was recovered by
Ahmed ibn Said in 1744 ending the "Yaruba" dynasty and beginning the
"Saiyid" dynasty. Sultan ibn Ahmed seized Muscat in 1793 dividing the
country leaving the titular imam in the interior of Oman with his capital
at Rostaq. The French, British and Dutch were competing for a foothold
in Muscat; the British succeeding in entering into political and commercial
relations with Muscat in 1798 with the arrival of the East India Company0

2 06

The threat from the Wahabi*s combined with their allies, the Qawasim,
posed a serious challenge to the Omani fleet. In 1809 they overran
districts around Muscat0 With the threat of attack by Mohamed Ali the
Viceroy of Egypt, acting for the Ottoman Sultan, they remained sufficiently
powerful in 1833 to exact tribute from Saiyyed Said the ruler of Muscat.

20 7

Said bin Sultan ruled the affairs of Muscat for nearly half a century0 He
extended his rule to Zanzibar, entered into treaties with Britain and
America and encouraged trade on a world wide scale. Muscat prospered as
never before. Foreign visitors to Muscat were welcomed and bear favourable
testimony to high cultural level of the inhabitants.

3
3
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After the death of Saiyyid Said in 1856 the fortunes of Muscat declined due
to the rivalries of his sons and the separation of Zanzibar.
2.9

For a hundred years Oman lapsed into relative obscurity, but following the
discovery of oil in 1967 and the policies of the new ruler, H.M. Sultan
Qaboos bin Said, Muscat again is looking forward to a new epoch of pros
perity.

2 09

The rapid transition of this historic city into the modern age is naturally
faced with many problems. If it is true that there is no hotter city than
Muscat, it is equally true that there are few more picturesque cities and
it would be a tragic loss if all traces of its unique architectural and
environmental character were to disappear in the name of progress.

3
3
3
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Muscat is the capital city of the Sultanate of Onan. It lies at
latitude 23038'N and longitude 59°15'E on the coast of the Gulf of
Oman at the south east corner of the Arabian peninsula.

302

The Sultanate of Oman covers a mountainous territory of about
300,000 square kilometres with a coastline of 1,700 kilometres.
The population is around 600,000 people, most of whom live and
work in the rural hinterland. A third of the population live in
the region of A1 Batina, a narrow coastal strip of cultivable land
stretching 270 km from the straits of Horrauz almost to Muscat. The
coastline around Muscat is heavily indented„ The shores are generally
steep and rocky0 The historic walled city of Muscat lies in a sheltered bay almost surrounded by dark mountains, the jagged peaks give
a dramatic background to the city and its nearby coastal villages.

3.3

The climate of Muscat is very hot and humid during the summer months
running from April to October. Differences in microclimate of
surrounding areas are due to variations in exposure to the sea
breezes0 Muscat is sheltered by the surrounding mountains which
trap and heat the air.

3.4

The new harbour at Port Qaboos at Matrah continues the maritime
tradition of Muscat. The new international airport at Seeb, about
40 km from Muscat links the region to major cities all over the
world.

3.5

The main roads link Muscat to Dubai only 400 km away and to Abu Dhabi.
Today Muscat is highly accessible to foreign visitors providing
dramatic mountain and coastal scenery, an impressive history and
a vital cultureo Visitors are well placed for excursions to nearby
picturesque and tranquil coastal fishing villages and Wadis.
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LOCATION AND GEOGRAPHY

REGIONAL
SETTLEMENT
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PHYSICAL PLANNING

4o0
Concept Definition and General Objectives
4 01

The Physical Planning of Muscat has to be viewed within the framework of
National Planning. The New Economy, boosted by the discovery of oil, will
result in higher standards of living and rapid progress in the Development
sector. These impulses will have their effect on the existing urban and
rural areas, placing heavy demands on them to accommodate the costly infra
structure, it becomes important to define the status and role of the cities
and towns. Each place thus while preserving its special identity plays a
defined part in the overall National Socio-Economic Development Framework.

4.2

The Muscat Region can be considered to extend from Muscat to the new Inter
national Airport at Sib, about 40 kilometres west. The highway between Sib
and Muscat establishes the growth axis of the region.

4.3

Matrah and its extension into Ruwi, Azaiba, Darsayt and the P.D.O. install
ations all form a part of this expanding Urban Region. This urban region
could be considered as a single metropolitan and national capital area.

4.4

The historic City of Muscat can be defined as the area within the boundaries
of the still existing ancient city wall. This part of the city of Muscat
should play a very special role in the national framework. This role could
be defined in the following ways as:
i.
ii.

A capital fo r the Sultanate of Oman.
A ceremo nial centre and a symbol of unity of the nation. Traditionally
Muscat has been the pulse of the nation with the nation's history
inextricably linked with the rise and fall of the city.

iii.

A contribut ion to the national economy and a place of attraction for
visitors.
A centre of culture of its historic value and status. Muscat's heritage
is of tremendous national value and need not be overrun by the march of
development, but further enriched by its upkeep. The lesson of other
cities all over the world has shown that the loss of character and identity
cannot be easily compensated and for this reason has to be carefully
protected.

iv.

REGIONAL
SETTLEMENT
CHARACTER
EXISTING
TRENDS:
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Development Outside
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The topographic constraints around Muscat make the cost of building and
providing infrastructure somewhat prohibitive economically in comparison
with the existing more suitable areas in the region.
Muscat should not be considered as a dormitory town for Matrah or viceversa, as it would be inconsistent with the national objectives,, Also
the resulting commuting traffic between Muscat and Matrah would create
unnecessary congestion on the coastal road detrimental to its character
and scale0
Muscat can be considered as a "cul-de-sac city" with only those functions
which are consistent with its defined national role and special traditional
character0
Thus expansion of population in the Muscat-Sib region should be channelled
to areas such as Ruwi and other potential development areas to the west
where:They would be better located in terms of daily travel to the major
employment centre - Matrah and Port Qabus.
Land is available for economic development.
It would be socially, economically and physically viable to have
concentrations of population to take away the pressure from those subareas such as the historic city of Muscat, where expansion would be
damaging to its traditional character and national role.
In order that Muscat can effectively play a national role, we do not
recommend it as the administrative capital. The government functions
associated with such a capital along with its supporting infrastructure
of government housing and services could be better distributed in the
metropolitan capital area, where it would also have ample scope to
express its own character and absorb the required population.
Apart from the above, what is also important is the form and quality of
the development in the Muscat-Sib region. The area should not be allowed
to grow as one continuous ribbon development, as is happending today
between Matrah and Ruwi. Rather, development in this region should be
in the form of urban clusters. Such clustered development would preserve
the identity of the sub-areas and through careful design evolve a
sensitive relationship between the landscape and the urban form.
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URBAN DEVELOPMENT

500

Recommendations in Relation to the Preservation and Enrichment of the Historic
City of Muscat
501

The complex of buildings which create the urban environment of the
historic city of Muscat is contained by the enclosure of the city
wallo The entire area of the walled city is about 18 hectares. This
wall is a major part of the urban character and its visual presence
needs to be enhanced. This could be achieved by creating a pedestrian
walkway along the wall articulated by small squares preferably near
the observation towers. Also this walkway would be linked to the major
pedestrian paths within the walled city.
The average gross density within the walled city is 150 persons per
hectare which is low when compared to other oriental cities such as
Damascus which has a density of 500 to 600 persons per hectare.

5.2

Muscat is a pedestrian city. The narrow streets provide shade and allow
a compact structure for the city. All points within the city are within
walking distance. This suggests that the pedestrian character should be
retained. Circulation of traffic, however, can be allowed within the city
matrix without sacrificing its pedestrian character.

5.3

In maintaining the pedestrian character of the historic city, certain
factors could be considered which would enhance the overall city environevironment. These are:
i.

Landscaping of the major paths which would help to articulate them and
make them more pleasant and comfortable to walk in. This should be inte
grated with an attitude to the street architecture and elevational
treatments.

ii.

Vistas of the mountains, forts and other prominent landmarks should be
protected and related to the overall composition of the street architect
ure, with an emphasis on its elevational characteristics.

iii.

Periodic measured work
would serve as a frame
are related as well as
where necessary. Some
report.

of the street architecture is recommended, as it
of reference to which other elements of the street
a record of the scale to be preserved and enhanced
samples of this measured work are included in the

OPEN SPACE
USE ANALYSIS
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The streets should provide for a shady walk with the heights of
buildings studied in relation to the angle of the harsh summer sun0
All existing trees should be strictly protected0
The architectural scale in the streets is human and intimate in
character0 The buildings which defined the streets are usually two
or three storeys and have an overall visual unity. This unity is
achieved by the harmonious and repetitive use of the local
architectural details - windows, doorways, plastwork, etc.
Unfortunately this unity is being increasingly disfigured by various
conflicting elements such as:
Telephone and electric poles and cables,.
Projecting air-conditioning units.
Unsuitable use of new materials such as corrugated metal and
asbestos cement sheets and concrete blocks.
Recommendations Summary
The area of the central City Plaza, which is situated at a very focal
node in the city should be initially developed to give impetus and
set a standard for the general idea of Preservation.
Other sectors within the city having development priorty would be
classified dilapidated areas lacking in architectural interest - the
squatter growths which have emerged in the city. These areas could
be redeveloped as shown in the land use proposal maps.
The Suq district must be improved and its character enhanced by
improvement of spaces and roofing along with suitable control of
advertisement.
The present intrusion of the car almost everywhere in the city should
be strictly controlled and channelled along the proposed circulation
routes in order that the pedestrian character remains dominant.
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SOCIAL VALUES
Although primarily an Arab city, Muscat has a very cosmopolitan population
including Khojas, Hindus and Baluchis0 This diversity of population gives
the city an interesting character without destroying its traditional Arab
and Islamic quality,.
The Islamic influence on the city can be clearly observed in its City
Planning and particular emphasis on privacyQ Merely in terms of statistics
there are 31 mosques in Muscat for a population of around 6,000 persons0
These are identified in the accompanying mapQ
It is important that proposals for social values and objectives are inte
grated with the physical planning goals» Also it is important that
identity of the various sectors of the city are maintained,,
Among the social goals, one of the most important is housing,, The problem
of housing has to be considered at the national level. However these
policies have to be eventually translated into physical form. In Muscat it
is suggested that the government should take the lead by preparing proto
type housing projects of a reasonable standard and at an acceptable cost0
These housing projects would be located within the framework of well
planned neighbourhood sectors which would also demonstrate examples of the
type of sector planning expected in Muscat. This sector planning should
emphasise the social and traditional values such as the mosque as the
nucleus of neighbourhood activity and identity; the pedestrian streets as
a safe play area for children; the use of courtyards and general emphasis
on privacy in the dwellings.
The housing prototypes would evolve after careful study of the influence of
the city structure on the occupants; their income levels and living habits
and should be based on a traditional form yet providing modern amenities.
A Programme of Social Services and Institutions should be included to
complement the Programme for Housing, based on people's needs and the
national objectives of raising the standard of living of the people.
Education:

Schools, Kindergarten and Religious Schools

Health: Clinics, Maternity Homes, Hospitals and Dispensaries
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Religious:

Mosques, Matims, Churches and Temples

Sports and Recreation: Playrounds and Sports Fields for all age
groups, green areas, promenades, walks and paths, camping and
picnic grounds, beaches, water sports, yacht harbour, Community
Centreso
Culturual: Liberty, Exhibition Gallery, Centre for Preservations
of Cultural Heritage and Museum, Youth Hostel, Guest Houses, Assembly
Hall, Bookshops, Clubs, etc„
Local Administration:
Others:

Offices

Police, Fire, Postal, Ambulance, etc0
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PRESERVATION OF ARCHITECTURAL HERITAGE
The scope of our preservation attitude to Muscat specifically means the
following:

i0

Preservation of Historic Monuments and their setting.

ii.

Preservation of the Architectural Heritage as expressed in Notable Build
ings which are of the distinguished Muscati character. Features of these
buildings worthy of preservation include:

'
^

a) The quality of the open,semi-open and roofed area of rooms

^

b) Proportions of the opening (windows and doors) to the elevations

^

c)

^

d) Particular details of parapets, decorative plasterwork, niches,
metalwork and stained glass.

*
*

iii0

Preservation of the general urban character of the inner city.
a)

'

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*

Materials used and traditional methods of building craftwork

This means

No demolition within the city wall can be allowed without previous
planning permission. A full record of the condition of the building
and site should be recorded and drawn prior to any deomolition.

b) The recorded plan should be the guide for rebuilding. Thus the height
of the buildings, distribution of spaces in plan, with accompanying
suitable specifications, would ensure that the new buildings, while
incorporating the added convenience of health and cooling would be in
harmony with the city complex placed under the preservation zone.
c)

Any site that is accepted for development should observe the same code
and be related to existing street architecture.

d)

Existing new buildings could be made to suit the proportions and
quality of the traditional city architecture.

CLASSIFICATION
OF BUILDINGS
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Sultan's palace
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Buildings recommended
for preservation of local
architectural character
New/recently built bldg.
of suitabl e architecture
to be retained.
New/recently built bldg.
of unsuitable architectu
ral character to be im proved.
Dilapidated bldgs.
lacking in architectural
quality to be demolished
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7.2

In the area of the traditonal Suq which is considered as an entity
involving:a) Preservation of the overall general character as well as the
pedestrian quality of the Suq

*
*

b)

*

c) Control of extension

*

d)

*
*
*
*
*
*
*
*
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Improvement of spaces and roofing

Higher standard of upkeep and control of advertisement

Outside the city walls, preservation would be interpreted as:1)

Land use control and zoning. This would regulate the scale and height
of buildings to the overall advantage of the cityscape of Muscat. In
particular the preservation of its general form, approach views and its
silhouette.

2) Preserving the names and identities of the various Mahallat (districts)
as well as their overall pedestrian character which should not be
destroyed.
3)

Noting the positions of the mosques as these give social menaing to the
neighbourhoods.

Bab Al Kabfc
Marlboro

J

Bab As Saghir
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8.1

CITY WALL AND GATES
Muscat is a walled city. The wall defines the city mainly on the west and
south: the other perimeters being defined by the sea and the rugged hills0
The total length of the wall is about 850 metres (about 2/5ths of the total
perimeter), enclosing an area of about 18 hectares.

^

The walls help to create a feeling of intimacy within the city and give it
coherence0

^
^
^

Historically they served as a protective barrier from invasion (access
being from the guarded coast or the gates) Today its protective function
has changed but its symbolic function as a historic monument remains and
should be preserved and maintained.

^

Muscat is one of the few Arab Cities whose city walls and gates are still
-existing; unlike other Arab cities such as Kuwait, whose walls were not
given the necessary attention.

^

8 2
°

Today the wall is in a generally poor condition and the visual scale has
been disturbed and obstructed by the construction of new buildings which
dominate the wall so much that at certain points the city wall appears in
scale more like a boundary wall to new houses rather than the historica
protective wall of the city.

803

Recommendations
The wall should be raised at the location s shown in the proposed plan to
give it suitable scale both in relation to its length and to the buildings
near it0
The wall should be appropriately restored and treated to prevent damage
from rising damp.
All new and existing buildings to be rebuilt or reconditioned in the future
should maintain suitable visual relationship with the city wall. This
would be achieved by keeping buildings very close to the wall low in height
with a height restriction that gradually increases as one moves away from
the wall. New buildings should also be built at right angles to the wall
and not oarallel to it. This would be necessary to maintain the wall
visually* dominant in the foreground with the buildings forming a complementary silhouette in the background.
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A pedestri an walkway along the city wall should be introduced wherever
possible0 Eventually the portions of these existing buildings which are
now in the line of the proposed walkway would be phased out when they are
rebuilt or reconditioned0

V o

On the outside of the wall all visually disturbing elements should be
removed0

vie

Along the southern side of the wall the existing unusable narrow open space
should be replaced by a Central Civic Maidan which would separate the
historic walled city visually from new development outside the city wall.
This maidan will be used for sports and parades and surrounded by Cultural
and Recreational buildings designed to harmonise with the scale of the city
wall.

^

3
$
$
#
•J
804

Bab A1 Kabir is the main gate into the walled city and is in fairly good
condition. The present opening which was in the past only used by pedest
rians is also used by vehicles entering the city. It is suggested that the
gate should be preserved and maintained. It should be redesigned on the
inner side and pedestrian entrances created.

8.5

Bab M'Thaib is in a generally poor condition. It is also too narrow for
the 2-way traffic on the road allowing only one vehicle to pass through at
a time. It is suggested that the old gate should be demolished and a new
gate constructed to suit the scale of the city wall and the proposed
circulation.

8.6

Bab A'Ssaghir is the gate leading to the Suq within the walled
suggested that the gate should be preserved and maintained; it
linked to the proposed covered arcade in the Suq and it should
linked by a pedestrian walkway through the Civic Maidan to the
Commercial Centre.

8.7

Recently a new opening in the city wall has been created in the south wall
to improve the traffic circulation. It is suggested that a new gate be
constructed to suit the scale and character of the city wall and handle
the proposed traffic.
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HISTORICAL MONUMENTS - FORTS
Two forts, Qalat Al-Mirani and Qalat Al-Jalali, stand on two rocky
promontories at either end of the Bay of Muscat0 They were built by
the Portuguese in 1568 and are a part of the history of the city0 Also
there are observation towers at several locations on the hills surroundin the citye

^
^
^

The forts and hills on which they are built are the major landmarks of
the city0 They dominate over the city visually and are an integral part
of its identity when approaching it from any direction. When approaching
from the sea, the panorama of the city with the two forts on either side
is very impressive and can be compared to the Acropolis in Athens or
Baslback in Lebanon.

^
^

Recommendations
9.2

*

*
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It is suggested that:
i0

The forts and observation towers should be properly maintained and
preserved in their settingo

ii0

The special rocky features on which the forts and towers are built
should be protected from cutting or building and small structures at
the foot of the forts should be removedQ

111

The attractive sandy neck of beach at the foot of Fort Al-Jalali could
be developed as a Recreation Area with the creation of a quay for small
boats and yachts and a ferry boat station„ This would also help to create
a lively waterfront at the eastern end of the Bay0

I V ,

Some of the more easily accessible towers could be developed into focal
points for viewing the city0
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THE COASTAL AREA
The crescent-shaped frontage of the city is about 700 metres0 This
includes the portion of the coastline between the forts within the inner
bay« The length of the actual building frontage on the shore is about
300 metres.
The average depth of the city from the sea coast is about 275 metres, Bab
Al-Kabir, the main city gate is at the point of maximum distance of 365
metres from the sea. The narrowest depth is 230 metres.
Outwards the inner bay extends northwards as two long arms of mountains
into the sea forming the larger bay of Muscat,
Inwards there is little visual penetration; the building line being
relatively continuous with mountains in the background. This line term
inates on the west at the old jetty, affording an interior view of the area
of the main City Plaza, On the east it terminates at a narrow sandy neck
over which can be seen the sea beyond. The two forts at either end of the
bay on the rocky promonotories effectively close off all views beyond.
The scale of the buildings on the coast is such that in general a unified
composition is presented. However, the New Palace is inconsistent with the
traditional scale and city silhouette.
Historically the sea-front of Muscat was very active. It is not so today
and needs to be revitalised. Excellent potentials exist and could enrich
both the sea coast and the overall city environment.
Recommendations
The relationship between the coastal open space at the foot of Fort Al-Miran
and the cluster of notable buildings in the central area of the city would
be enhanced by a central City Plaza.
The above coastal strip could be developed as a promenade deck with a small
ferry boat harbour.
All seaward views from within the city should be protected emphasising the
maritime heritage. The panorama of the "sea Acropolis" should be enhanced
by illuminating the forts at night. The new naval base introduces a third
"fort" on the western area of the bay. Associated activities of the base,
such as naval parades, could be carried out on the coastal strip adding
additional vitality to the sea coast of Muscat.
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11.1

Within the city walls are 11 mosque buildings, 1 mosque site, 1 matin
building and 2 matin sites.

11 o 2

Mosques are an integral part of the character of every Moslem city and a
major focal point of its street architecture. This is also true of Muscat.

11.3

Some of the interesting elements of their architecure are:

s*

*
*
*
*

i.

Their unpretentious and incidental location within the city framework

ii.

Their portal entranceways

iii 0

Their small courtyards

iv.

The low height of their Minarets
Recommendations

11.4
—

1*
*
-

A programme for mosque improvement should be inititated. This should be
based on a careful study in order to evolve design objectives which are
complementary to the space, scale and the local details of Islamic
architecture in Muscat.
The location of Masjid Al-Khor has historic significance; it faces the New
Palace, it is close to the sea and is a part of the City Plaza complex. It
would be advantageous to extend the mosque to suit the scale and require
ments of its focal location.
Each mosque should be studied on its own and in relation to its particular
surroundings. This study should consider
a)

3
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b)

Enhancing the surrounding area of the Mosque as well as creating an
interesting and beautiful city space such as a small pedestrian square.
Their low heights should be retained as this would contribute to the
relief of the skyline and the city space.

Empahsising the quality of decorative and functional details not the
size of the mosque.
c) Improving hygiene by inclusion of public conveniences to serve the
locality.
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THE SUQ
Traditional bazaars and Suqs have always impressed travellers to the East.
Such Suqs have always been a significant urban element of various Arab
towns and centres. Muscat has such a Suq, in fact it is similar in
character to the famous Suq of Fez and is a focal centre of action in the
city.
The Suq is compact and pedestrian in character. The shopping streets are
narrow and unpaved averaging about 105 to 2 metres in width. The narrow
ness allows them to be shaded from the sun producing an overall effect that
is both intimate in scale and environmentally comfortable.
Today this scale and environmental quality is threatened by new extensions.
These new buildings do not continue this traditonal structure and attitude.
Also the car is increasingly penetrating the pedestrian precincts of the
Suq.
There is no doubt that the traditional character of the Suq and the result
ing environmental quality is desirable. This quality should not be allowed
to be destroyed or disfigured but should be preserved and enhanced by care
ful improvement.
Recommendations
The traditional scale and character should be maintained.
Any rebuilding should be in the same character (existing width of shops
should be retained with extension allowed only in depth).
Use of materials for shutters be restricted and in accordance with
traditonal use.
The raised floor level of the shops be maintained.
Visual unity could be enchanced and environmental condition further
improved by a roof cover of suitable design allowing for lighting, vent
ilation and drainage. Advertisement signs be controlled.
Adequate public conveniences be provided at suitable locations.
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Extension of the Suq could be allowed on the north side, including
the construction of a suitably scaled opening complementing the Suq
gate (Bab A'Ssaghir) along with a two-storey shopping Arcade grouped
around a square.
Mass car parking should be discouraged because of its conflict with
the traditional bazaar (parking, however, should be allowed in small
clusters sensitively integrated with the landscaping)0
Site for a new Suq has been provided outside the city across the
proposed Civic Maidan opposite the Suq gate, Bab A'Ssaghir0 This
Suq would be separated from the old one and would have its own
identity and scale in the city complex.
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Notable Buildings

NOTABLE BUILDINGS
A group of notable buildings which include Beit Graiza, Beit Shihab
and Beit Nader are clustered together in the western end of the city
and form a natural central City Plaza. Despite their generally poor
condition, these buildings are of prominent and significant social
status - Beit Graiza is to be used as a private royal guest house Beit Shihab is the office of the Governer and Beit Nader houses the
Ministry of Communications.
In terms of location their situation is very focal, being at the node
from which movement is channelled to the Suq, the inner city, the sea
coast and the new Palace of the Sultan.
Their orientation is parallel
to the sea coast.
Recommendations
These buildings along with others of notable architectural interest in
the city complex should be preserved and placed in a National Trust.
This would involve maintenance, renovation, rebuilding, improvement of
a structural condition, or even demolishing in parts or completely.
However, the following should be preserved:
Internal space arrangement - the court, verandah and rooms0 Height proportion of windows and other openings. Architectural details and
materials in particular traditional woodwork should not be eliminated
but rather improved and redesigned in the same spirit0
A full record of the above should be registered for reference to aid
in maintenance, renovation or rebuilding.
Suitable sanitation facilities, electrification and mechanical
installation such as air conditioning, etc. could be installed so
that these buildings are fully capable of being put to new uses.
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In the light of their notable quality and appealing character, they should
be for formal usesD They could be worthy places for:
Museums of the history of Muscat, its traditional arts, crafts
and folklore
libraries

*

academic and research societies
cultural institutions
private and special receptions and guest residences
130 7
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The measured work which has been initiated (samples of which are included
in this report) shows a method for recording the existing situation,, This
record is a useful reference when repairs and changes need to be carried
out and it serves as a background study for new designs„
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Generally the traditional type of building in Muscat is two, and sometimes
three, storeyed. These buildings have a roof terrace surrounded by high
parapet walls used for sleeping during the hot and humid summer months. In
some houses part of the roof terrace is covered or partly covered by a room
or loggia. The main family dwelling area has been traditionally on the
first floor with the ground floor used generally for entry, storage and
service quarters. The high rooms are grouped around an internal central
courtyard with access to the rooms from an integral verandah surrounding
the court. In the larger houses there is also a larger service courtyard
enclosed by high walls. This plan-form has evolved from the need for
traditional internal privacy and careful adaption to suit the particular
climatic conditions„ The overall result of these open, semi-open and
roofed areas produces a unique space quality which should be preserved.

14c2

The walls are load bearing of thick stone masonry plastered and whitewashed0 The use of these bearing walls and the need to keep sun penetration
to a minimum has led to the use of high and narrow well-proportioned open
ings 0 These openings are repeated at regular intervals along the walls of
the building and are a major external feature and scale determinant of the
local traditional architecture. The tops of the buildings are terminated
by a cresting on the parapet walls. This cresting is a part of the
traditional silhouette of Muscat and should not be allowed to be replaced.

14.3

Due to the general unpretentious character of the whitewashed walls, great
attention has been given to elements such as doorways, windows and other
openings, A major feature in these openings is the excellent quality and
workmanship in woodwork, particularly doorway details and wooden grills in
windows whose excellence has been commented on by various observers in the
past. Sometimes woodwork is combined with metalwork with interesting
results.

14.4

Decorative plasterwork in arabesque pattern is frequently used over openings and internally on walls.

14,5

Niches are usually provided internally within the thick walls of the rooms.
Such niches help to give an added spaciousness to the rooms whose ceilings
will usually have an exposed framework of dried palm branches supporting
the floors and roof,
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ARCHITECTURAL CHARACTER AND DETAILS
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Fiscal and Monetary Complex

Ministry of Foreign Affairs
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Central Bank of Oman

NEW BUILDINGS
The results of recent building have been unfortunate. This need not
be so. New buildings could be designed to complement and be in harmony
with the environmental character of Muscat.
Recommendations
Existing new buildings could be altered following guidelines to suit
the local environmental character of the city. Case studies showing
the feasibility of this have been undertaken and included in the report.
Control of use in new buildings is important and should be in compliance
with the proposed Land Use Plan.
No demolition or erection of new building that would affect the
evironment should be allowed to take place with prior permission of
the authorities. Many cities of the world have recognised this and
have issued legislation to the effect.
Muscat being declared a Preservation Area, future building should be
in harmony with the existing traditional character.
Buildings presently under construction could also be specially studied
with a view to being suitably modified to suit the local character.
In addition to the general applicable recommendations all new buildings
should have the following elements controlled: Interior / plan arrange
ment / Heights of the buildings and floors / Proportion of openings and
their details / Use of materials to be in accordance with the approved
specifications and standards / Parapet details / Colour and texture /
Car parking. This should be carefully studied in the new buildings and
no garage should be allowed to open directly onto a street.

Bab a Ssaqhir
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16.1

PROPOSED CENTRAL CIVIC MAIDAN
A cent ral civic Maidan about 400 metres x 180 metres is proposed along
the south wall of the cityD This would separate the historic city
visually from the development outside the city wall, also allowing the
fine city silhouette to be observed. The Maidan would act as a trans
ition zone for the change in scale of the historic city to the new scale
of the urban clusters. The new scale could be 6 to 8 storeys to allow
for a compact and intimate city development. The architecture of these
buildings should reflect their Arabic character.
The Civic Maidan would be defined on the north by the historic city. On
the other sides it would be defined by the proposed new Suq as well as
civil, commercial and public buildings. The buildings around the Maidan
would face the historic city and the forts. Their new scale would allow
them also to have views to the sea. Conversely from the sea they would
provide a suitable background to the silhouette of old Muscat, enhancing
the visual impact of the "Sea Acropolis",

16.2

The opening up of this prestigious location and frontage would also relieve
the pressure on building within the historic city and more particularly
in the Suq. Building energy would thus be directed to an area where it
would have better opportunity for creating a new architectural scale and
setting to complement the traditional scale and character.

16.3

The Civic Maidan is also helpful to the circulation system, as it concen
trates intensive development only on one side. Car parking needs, both
for the historic city and its Suq, as well as for the new development
around the Maidan could be sensitively allowed in clusters and even under
landscaped ceremonial platforms in the Maidan at strategic locations.

16.4

The Maidan itself could be a multi-purpose Forum for functions such as
Eid congregational prayers, parades, sports and athletic events, cultural
and recreational buildings.

DISTRICTS
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IZZI DISTRICT
1 - Dakhsl
2 - Suq
3 - Waljot
4 - Al - Jufaina
5 - Al - Basra
6 - Madbaghah
7 - Bab M'Thalb
8 - A'DdalesI
9 - Al - Mudaimin
10- Al - Wadi
II - Al - Khotmah
12- Al- Boharnth
13- Al - Miyabssn
14- Al - Hinnah
15- A'Stuq Al-Hajji
16- Al • Ajam
17- A'Ttakiyah
18- A'Zzudgal
19- A'Ttowyon
20- A'Zzabadiyoh
21- Wadi Al-Kobir
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LOCAL DISTRICTS
The term districts here is used to refer to the generally haphazard growth
which has emerged outside the city walls. This mushroom growth consists
mostly of squatter shacks, built without permit, on precious land around
the historic city. Conditions in these districts are insanitary, dilap
idated and hazardous to healthy living.
The area occupied by the districts is about 45 hectares. Their axis of
growth has mainly been in three directions, restricted only by the develop
ment constraints created by the landform and the cemetries. These three
axis are: (a) along the Muscat-Sidab road; (b) along the main approach
road to Muscat and (c) towards Wadi Kabir.
Today new buildings are emerging rapidly. However, without a co-ordinated
redevelopment programme, there is no control or guidance on the architect
ural quality, use or volume of building, creating problems of privacy,
ventilation, access, congestion, etc. If the present trend continues, the
districts will soon become in much worse condition that they are in today.
Recommendations
Planned redevelopment of the districts should be undertaken in stages on
the basis of detailed plans.
Extent of city development should be clearly defined. No ribbon growth
should be allowed along the roads. Development should be concentrated in
the form of clusters.
The rural character of Wadi Kabir should be protected and development
restricted to a few rural clusters at the edge. Also in a recent report
involving study of the Muscat-Mutrah road, a recommendation of an alter
native road alignment from Riyam to Muscat has been suggested which would
go through Wadi Kabir. We feel that, although it may be feasible from a
purely engineering point of view, this road, if built, would destroy the
traditional rural character of the wadi.
Identities and names of the present districts should be retained.
The existing mosques with the addition of a small open Maidan could be
the nuclei of the development clusters.

Although few buildings of local architectural character exist, these
should be recorded and preserved.
Areas near the foothills of the mountains are suitable for development0
These sites could be used by creating interesting terraced type of
buildings integrated with the landform0
Redevelopment should be implemented in phasesQ Development priority
would be accorded to areas on the basis of the following general
principles: their relative dilapidated condition / their public need
on the basis of the proposed Land Use and Circulation Plan / least
initial displacement0
The first step should be the establishment of the Civic Maidan which
would create a nucleus of development of City Services outside the city
wall.
A major in vestment will be in the sector of housing. This should not,
however, be viewed purely in the context of Muscat alone, but within the
framework of a regional programme as mentioned earlier.
The rise of land value of the development parcels could work to the
advantage of financing the preservation of Muscat and the development
of its districts0 The population which could be allowed for Muscat and
its districts without damaging its environmental character is about
15,000 personso This population would be purely a service population
to Muscat and not a dormitory population to other centres. The rural
allotment also would thus be only a part of the Muscat city complex.
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OUTLYING AREAS

Sidab and Kalboh
18cl

The fishing village of Si1dab lies in a beautiful and dramatic setting
of sea and mountains
kilometres away from Muscat to the southQ A
dramatic view of this setting is visible when approaching Si'dab from
Muscat. Si'dab has a very fine sandy beach and the waters of the
sheltered bay are clear and tranquil. Near Si'dab and only approachable
by sea are other beautiful remote beaches including one with white sands.
Suitable building land is available which could be developed,, Outside
Si'dab to the south-east are a cluster of green oases contained by the
mountains 0
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Recommendations
Si'dab could be developed as a winter resort for sailing, fishing,
swimming and other water sports which would not damage its character
and identity,,
-

The magnificent site at the northern end of the bay is suggested for the
construction of an international guest hotel which could be used for formal
functions and meetings,, An Assembly Hall built in conjunction with the
hotel could be used for special occasions in relation to Muscat events.
A small ferry boat station and harbour for small boats could be developed
near the hotel complex. This would be a starting point for cruises and
excursions to various points of interest„

-

The traditional section of the village should be preserved and its details
recordedo
The approach view of Si'dab from Muscat should be protected,,
Available building land in Si'dab could provide for additional increase in
the proposed population of Muscat„
A service road link is proposed between Si'dab and Ruwi which would help in
reducing service traffice on the Muscat-Matrah coastal road„
A fis h, fruit and vegetable market could be located in Si'dab for serving
the Muscat area.

The possibility of developing a fish harbour in Si1 dab could be studied in
relation to the Fishing Research being carried out for the Sultanate0
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Kalboh is a small village about one kilometre north-west from Muscat and is
linked by a single roadQ Kalboh has a very interesting landscape character
with two mountainous peninsulas extending into the sea and forming a shelt
ered bayc The mountain to the east extends south-east all the way to Fort
Al-Mirani in Muscat, The slopes at the foothills of these mountains are
suitable for development0
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Recommendations
Identity of the village should be preserved not allowing it to join Muscat
in one continuous ribbon growth.
Recreational facilities and guest hotels to be suitably integrated in an
overall development programme for the village,
A small ferry boat station be developed in relation to the water front
development,
A lively town centre be created in relation to the water front development.
The slopes at the foothills mentioned above could be developed for housing
as a part of an overall development plan for Kalboh.

