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Amran 

Fernando Varanda 

Amran, located in the alluvial plains 
north of the territory of Hamdan and 
east of that of Shibam, occupies a privi
leged position as a control post of the 
routes converging from the north, west 
and east to the main link with Sana'a. Its 
position has oscillated over the centuries 
from being an outpost of Sana'a in the 
north to that of being the centre for the 
ancient and powerful confederation of 
the Hashid and Bakil tribes. 

The very name of the town itself as well 
as the wealth of pre-Islamic elements 
incorporated in later stages of construc
tion point to its old origin. Known as 
A'aran in pre-Islamic times, the town 
used to be surrounded by marsh land. 
Sometime around the second century 
B.C., a major drainage project was 
begun by a tribal leader in the Hashid 
confederation and the land was made 
suitable for agriculture. In its immediate 
vicinity can be found important pre
Islamic vestiges. 

It is a walled town with three gates in 
use: one to the east, opening to the road 
to Sana'a and also leading to points north 
and north-east; one to the south, con
necting to the Hajjah road and serving at 
the same time as an outlet for the perio
dically-flooding stream, Sayla; and one to 
the west, leading to the area of Yal 
Yazid. The hub of the old market inside 
the walls is at this gate and the market 
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extends along the bed of the stream all 
the way to the South gate which is in use 
when the Sayla is not running. In the 
market area, next to the West gate, are a 
mosque and the local administration 
building. In front of the shops the market 
has an extended colonnade, which, des
pite its crudity, betrays a concern for 
defining spaces utilising elements in
herited from a noble past. A short dis
tance away, at the north-western edge of 
the town, are a great mosque with a brick 
minaret having fine inlaid designs and an 
adjoining orchard - the only green space 
within the town walls. The walls them
selves are in stone but the bulk of con
struction in the town is of mud brick with 
stone utilised for raised foundations or 
ground floors. 

The residential part of the town is com
plex enough to create a network of 
streets and squares that define a very 
characteristic atmosphere. The houses 
often have upper floors projecting from 
the plane of the ground floor facades. 
They are usually crowned by a roof-line 
of wide, freely-shaped scallops that give a 
very peculiar physiognomy to the town, 
although they seem to be but a variation 
of the roof-lines with raised corners seen 
in mud construction in the nearby sub
urbs of Sana's and Bani Husaysh. Ala
baster in fan-lights is still abundant 
enough but many houses have replaced it 
by takhrim of usually banal standards. A 
white plastered contour around the win
dows is also common. Examples of this 
usually follow simple design with a 
peaked arch or just a mark in the place 
of the keystone, very similar to the de
signs still found in the Jewish quarter of 
Sana'a. There are concentrations of 
houses almost totally built of mud bricks, 
in which stone is used only as a raised 
foundation. They are adorned with a 
variety of ventilation and light holes, cir
cular and quadrangular, combinations 
that bring to mind similar constructions 
in and around Yarim, much further 
south. The Turkish presence is still evi
dent in stone houses with latticed pro
jecting casements (Taqa Turki as it is 
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locally known) of very sober but pleasant 
design. Wood-latticed shutters also appear 
in mud constructions, but of a type 
identical to that of the Jewish houses of 
Sana'a. The villages nearby are either built 
totally in stone (mostly dark limestone) or 
a juxtaposition of stone and mud, mud 
being used for the top floor only. 

In the last ten years the town wall has 
suffered severe dilapidation. On the 
other hand, development outside the 
walls, that started originally as a quarter 
off the West gate, has continued as a 
linear extension to the Hajjah road. In 
recent years construction has mush
roomed south of the Hajjah road, where 
several community facilities (schools and 
a health centre) and an army camp have 
been located. Apparently the army camp 
itself generated most of this new con
struction activity since housing facilities 
were needed for troops stationed there 
and their families. Stone is still used but 
concrete-frame and cement-block houses 
are now greater in number. Linear deve
lopment along the Sana'a-Saa'da road is 
less important. 

A new cement factory that opened 
south-west of Amran is expected to bring 
several thousand dwellers. It is already 
responsible for the first evident drawback 
of industrial development: pollution. The 
Secondary Cities Section of the Ministry 
of Municipalities has prepared a physical 
development plan, a document that re
flects the urgency of creating a street net
work and land use plan as a means of 
rationalising expansion and the conces
sion of building permits. The plan is 
based on a population forecast of 30,000 
people by the year 2000 (1982 estimated 
population, 9,000), and the assumption 
that Amran will be a major industrial and 
trading centre for the highlands. The plan 
takes into account the importance of pre
serving the walled town and protecting its 
integrity in relation to its environment. 
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