GREAT MOSQUE OF RIYADH AND OLD
CITY CENTRE REDEVELOPMENT
RIYADH, SAUDI AKABIA

• The project addresses the problem of urban space in the centre of a modern
metropolis, and is acknowledged more for its role in urban development than
for its architectural quality. Intended to revitalise the centre of Riyadh, the
programme consists of a variety of functions around a mosque, a typical pattern
in Muslim societies.
The architect has met the complex demands of a new programme on an old
site with a solution that responds to the local lifestyle, climate and physical
surroundings. The spatial character and iconography of the project provide a
sense of continuity with the historical context, and the reinterpretation of the
language of traditional Najdi architecture demonstrates a mastery of building
techniques and a deep understanding of the culture of the area.
The use of modern materials and technology, such as air conditioning, is
unobtrusive and does not detract from the quiet sense of spirituality inside
the mosque.
The sequence of open courtyards is skilful and sensitive. The architect's
success in creating a modern urban complex while still retaining the essence of
its traditional frame is a remarkable achievement. The sustained efforts and
commitment of the clients, the Arriyadh Development Authority, are especially
noteworthy, and point towards the essential role that informed clients can play
in the creation of architecture and urban environments.

• Riyadh, one oi" the fastest growing
cities in the world today, was only a
village in the Arabian province of Najd
when it became the capital of the Saud
family in 1810. Until the 1940s it
remained a small fortress town, but
since then its area has expanded 100fold and its population grown from
25,000 to over three million. The
traditional Najdi style of architecture is
characterised by simple adobe or mud
houses designed to provide insulation
against the fierce heat of summers and
bitter winds of winter. Decorative
elements are limited to crenellations,
mouldings, and elaborate finials
rendered in mud and then plastered or
whitewashed. Roofs are flat and consist
of tamarisk tree trunks plastered with
mud. This traditional style of building
was virtually wiped out by the growth
of the new city, which features a
panoply of new steel and concrete
structures built in a ubiquitous interna
tional style.
The Qasr al-Hokm District Develop
ment Programme was conceived to
revitalise the central core of the old city
of Riyadh. This programme was
carried out by the Arriyadh Develop
ment Authority (ADA), which set out to
balance new construction and the
preservation of traditional elements.
This project was conceived in two
distinct phases. In Phase I, the Riyadh
Governorate Complex and buildings
for the municipality and police were
built. Phase II, completed in 1992,

BELOW: Courtyard between mosque
and Justice Palace; entrance to
mosque as seen from courtyard

ABOVE: The exterior walls of the
prayer hall contain arcades, shops and
offices, integrating the mosque with
its urban setting; LEFT: Entrance to alAdl, a main public square in the Qasr
al-Hokm district

included the construction of the Great
Mosque and the Justice Palace, as well
as public squares, gates, towers, parts of
the old wall, public streets and some
office and commercial facilities. This
network of buildings, squares and arc
ades forms an urban complex in an
indigenous environment.
Jordanian architect Rasem Badran,
who designed the mosque, Justice
Palace and the open area and enclo
sures that form Midan al-Safah,
analysed the environmental, climatic
and cultural factors, as well as local
traditions and social patterns of
behaviour, in order to re-create the
spatial character of the Najdi architec
tural idiom without copying it. The
mosque, set within public areas, re
creates the traditional place of worship
as part of the urban fabric. Traditional
components, such as courtyards,
arcades and the prayer hall, are empha
sised, and two square minarets indicate
the qibla direction on the skyline.
ABOVE: Worshippers in the main
prayer hall; BELOW: The colonnaded
courtyard of the mosque accommo
dates the overflow of worshippers
from the main hall

There are no domes over the prayer
hall; columns on a nine-by-nine-metre
grid evoke earlier palm trunk construc
tions and support a flat roof. Openings
for natural light and ventilation are
provided above each column head, and
columnar structures and beams contain
the ventilation ducts of the air-condi
tioning units on the roof. Each unit can
be controlled individually to adjust
cooling needs according to the occu
pancy of the mosque, resulting in
reduced operating costs.
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FROM ABOVE: Architect's sketch
studying the prayer patterns, which
reflect the local spatial tradition and
the place of the mosque within the
city fabric; section
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GREAT MOSQUE OF RIYADH

LEFT TO RIGHT: Internal courtyard of
mosque; the north arcade is used by
street vendors; the courtyard fountain,
BELOW: Al-Adl square is dominated
by the two minarets of the mosque

31 lì II I
I

1

9

1 IS »

11

11

1

!

•

•

The exterior walls of the mosque
are clad in local limestone, and the
restrained use of small triangular
openings organised in patterns both
resembles traditional building practices
and helps to diminish the harsh glare
of the sun in the interior spaces.
Courtyards and open squares are
aligned towards the qibla so that they
can be used as additional prayer areas
during feast days and Fridays, when the
size of the congregation exceeds the
capacity of the main prayer hall and
courtyard. Granite seats and benches,
as well as drinking-water fountains,
have been provided for the general
public, and the area is landscaped with
palm trees to provide shade. It is a
popular place for families and children.
The massing of the buildings and
the articulation of spaces and court
yards evoke a traditional character,
even though the construction materials
and the design of the buildings are
completely modern. The project has
elicited interest from the intellectual
and academic communities, and its
underlying methodology is likely to
impress professionals. SA-R

Completed 1992
Architect: Rasem Badran
Client: Arriyadh Development Authority

ABOVE: Aerial view of the mosque
(left) and the Justice Palace (right) in
the core of the Qasr al-Hokm district;
BELOW: The sahn of the mosque
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FROM ABOVE: Site plan; elevation
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