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JafarTukan 
Undoubtedly the most established figure on 
the Jordanian architectural scene is JaJar 
Tukan, who runs a thriving practice in Am
man, producing work that is characterised by 
a certain sophisticated simplicity. Tukan has 
also designed a considerable number oj build
ings in Lebanon, Kuwait, The United Arab 
Emirates and Saudi Arabia. Born in Jeru
salem in 1938, the son oj Ibrahim Tukan, an 
esteemed Palestinian poet, Tukan went to 
school at the Al-Najah National College in 

MIMAR: You have designed a con
siderable number of buildings since your 
return to Amman in 1976. At that time 
the city was embarking on the building 
boom which we are still witnessing .to
day. What did you conceive the prob
lems to be then and how did you de
velop a strategy for your work? 
Tukan: What was fairly obvious to me 
on my return to Amman was that there 
had been a complete stagnation with re
spect to the development and detailing of 
constructional techniques. I also sensed a 
general lack of sensitivity towards build
ing materials, which were being used in 
a way that contradicted with the charac
teristics of the material itself Another 
problem was the fact that buildings, in a 
spatial sense, were being conceived 
merely as a simple partitioning of 
rooms. The whole approach seemed to 
be two dimensional and the problem 
was exacerbated by the normal flaws 
that we see around us where forms, 
volumes and openings are totally arbit
rary. I felt that it was not difficult to 
direct one's energies towards the sensible 
integration of the various aspects of 
architectural production. Not difficult in 
the sense that there were no really re
markable buildings you had to compete 
with, apart from some old examples 
which were totally unknown to all ex
cept a few very interested parties. 
MIMAR: Would it be fair to assume 
that your strategy was therefore based 
on a certain sensitivity towards materials 
and building techniques rather than on 
any particular architectural ideology? 
Tukan: Well, through practising in the 
Arab World for many years, I feel that 
there is a total absence of architectural 
awareness in its most basic definition. 
The traditional architecture of the past in 
the Arab World, as elsewhere, was done 
intuitively, without ideology and with
out abstract theories. The later 
architecture is based on the confusion of 
a multitude of theories and ideologies 
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Nablus until the joined the American Uni
versity in Beil'ut in 1955. Soon after he 
graduated in 1960, Tukan joined the design 
team at the Ministry oj Public Works in 
Jordan, moving one year later to Beirut where 
he lived and worked until the outbreak oj the 
Lebanese civil war. The architect then re
turned to Jordan to set up his present practice. 
Tukan was interviewed in Amman by 
MIMAR's conespondent Akram Abu Ham
dan, a practising Jordanian architect himself. 

derived from what the Arab architects 
heard and read about during and after 
their university education. 

I felt under the circumstances, a 
solemn obligation towards starting from 
base, attempting to participate in the de
velopment of a public awareness in basic 
architecture. I feel basic architecture is 
not yet understood in our part of the 
world. I could not get myself to indulge 
in the abstraction while the direct and 
physical aspect is not yet understood. I 
believe that a better contribution to the 
development of architectural awareness 
is to build architecture rather than talk or 
write about it. All people see and experi
ence a building but very few people read 
about it. I also believe that the shock 
could be temporarily effective but the 
awareness gap cannot be bridged by 
temporary measures , it must develop 
gradually from a solid base. Therefore I 
tend, in my design approach, to achieve 
results that are hopefully direct, func
tional and possible to construct easily 
within the available material and labour 
constraints, this being automatically re
flected in the handling of the material 
and the detail. I insist always on explor
ing a new horizon, a new concept, a new 
approach to handling the material or the 
detail, in harmony with my belief in 
constant but gradual development or 
architectural awareness. 
MIMAR: Talking about gradual de
velopment: looking back at the 
architecture that developed in Amman in 



the 1940"s and 1950's due to the success
'ful absorption of the International Style 
while still retaining traditional building 
m ethods, I feel you chose to tum away 
from this development and instead de
:rived your inspiration from 19th century 
Mediterranean residential architecture. 
How significant do you feel your 
approach has been and how did it come 
about? 
Tukan: Although this happened in a 
conscious way, it was not necessarily a 
deliberate move. I just tried to follow 
my intuitive feeling about the use of the 
building material. This is something 
which I developed through my earlier 
years of practice by contact with older 
architects who were basically concerned 
with dealing with material through ex
.pressing some organic character. It 
seems that the older architecture has re
sponded more favourably and more 
sympathetically to the nature of the 
material than .the pseudo-contemporary 
architecture of the 1940's and 1950's, 
which was a purely formal interpretation 
of the International Style rather than an 
actual rational development. It was an 
architecture without a backbone and 
without a deeper understanding of basic 
traditional concepts. 

" the pseudo-
contemporary architecture 
of the 1950's ... was 
without a backbone and 
without a deeper 
understanding of basic 
traditional concepts." 

MIMAR: Since you have a special in
terest in building materials do you see 
the use of stone and the development of 
its detailing in some of your recent 
buildings as part of the exploration of 
new horizons or did you employ it 
simply because the authorities demand 
the use of stone? How do you feel about 
these restrictions? 
Tukan: Before coming to Amman I had 
very little contact with stone as a build
ing material, especially as most of the 
buildings I was involved in were de
signed for the Gulf region w here build
ing materials were predominantly con
crete and glass. Yet I felt that stone, 
which is a fantastic material here, and 

one that has given Amman its uniformi
ty and character, could certainly be tre
ated more sensitively in the way it is 
dressed, pointed and generally put 
together. But what is more important is 
that once you develop the concept of the 
detailing process, then you can deal with 
every material's own characteristics and 

"I felt that stone ... has 
given Amman its 
uniformity and character. 
In places like the Jordan 
Valley it would be 
unthinkable to build in 
anything else. " 

merits. Of course, the eventual simpli
fication of details stems from a better 
control of one's knowledge of construc
tional methods and costs. Looking back 
at the earlier details we used to make at 
this office in comparison to what we are 
producing now, one finds that we have 
gone through a continuing process of 
simplification of details so as to achieve 
maximum results with the least possible 
complication. 

Regarding the restrictions on the use 
of particular building material, I have no 
worries about it, for although it could 
limit one's imagination in an abstract 
s~nse, architects generally work within a 
set of restrictions, be it building regula
tions, site conditions, climatic conditions 
or be it the restriction of building mate
rials. In places like the Jordan Valley, for 
instance, and as apparent from some of 
the photographs one sees of Mali, where 
mud is the prevailing building material, 
it would be unthinkable to build in any
thing else. I also think that unlimited 
freedom of choice would open doors in 
an uncontrolled way to all sorts of tex
tures and colours and I believe with the 
present standard of architectural practice 
it would not be wise to venture into the 
realms of colour and texture without 
some form of control. 
MIMAR: On the subject of the present 
standard of architectural practice, one 
cannot help but notice that Jordan and 
the prosperous Middle East in general 
have been the scene for the display of a 
variety of architectural languages which 
are often confused and uncultivated. 
What steps do you think one can take to 
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inspire a change in this direction? 
Tukan: First of all I would like to point 
out that with the speedy growth of the 
building industry in this region, there 
simply has not been enough time for the 
architecture of the region to digest the 
architectural process and cope with the 
building boom. A definite increasing 
awareness of what not to do will hope
fully eventually develop into knowing 
what to do. This can only come through 
architectural education and training. 
More emphasis should be put on practic
al application of building techniques and 
the importance of the relationship be
tween such techniques and pure design. 
MIMAR: Perhaps the largest project 
you were ever involved with is Yar
mouk University which you did in con
junction with Kenzo. Tange. Were there 
any particular problems associated with 
working with a large international firm 
such as this, as often foreign firms have 
little insight into local culture and condi
tions? 
Tukan: Actually the problem in this 
case did not stem from the fact that the 
project was done with a foreign firm but 
from the sheer complexity of the project 
itself and the general set of conditions 
which surrounded it. Most large projects 
in our part of the world suffer from the 
lack of sufficient pre-planning. In a pro
ject like Yarmouk, if one was to persue a 
traditional approach, particularly regard-

"A definite increasing 
awareness of what not to 
do will hopefully 
eventually develop into 
knowing what to do. This 
can only come through 
architectural education and 
training. " 

ing the quality of open spaces, the sheer 
size of the project and the time in which 
it had to be realised would have been 
contradictory with such an approach. 
The time element involved in both the 
design and the construction process im
posed a system of growth that is similar 
to a beehive of identical units. The speed 
and the regularity of construction should 
match the regularity of the programme 
in order for it to be developed over hun
dreds of years in bits and pieces, a de-



JafarTukan 

Project Data 

A house on three levels: living rooms, studio, 
three bedrooms and a guest suite. 

Owner: Mr. & Mrs. Rizk. 
Completion: 1980 
Total area: 870 square metres. 
Contractor: Sadik Hanna. 
Materials: Lowlstone. 

This is one of Tukan's earliest houses in 
Amman. The projection of the masses 
emphasises the various rooms within the 
house. An important feature in this villa, 
which occupies a comer site, are the 
arched recessed windows incorporating 
planters. The client and his artist wife, 
who gave Tukan a free hand, have com
plimented the concept of the house 
through their treatment of the interior 
which is both dramatic and boldly ori
ginaL Taken as a whole, this villa is 
perhaps the most successful of Tukan's 
residential architecture. 

Villa Rizk, Amman 
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Above: The rear of the villa. The upstairs hedrooms 
have recessed windows protected .fiwl1 the 5/./1/ and 
planters which add wlollr and corltrast with the hard 
stone swfaces. 
L~ft: The villa viewedfi'om the street. 

Below, left: The fonnal living 1'00111 decorated hy 
the owners mixes European.fimlitllre with orierztal 
rugs andfabrics. 
Below, fa,. l~ft: The dining mom viewedfi'om tile 
entrance with a living area to the l~ft. 



Mubarak House, Amman 

Project Data 

A fi ve bedroom house on three levels. The 
ground and first }loors are visually 
connected by an atrium with derestorey 
windows. 

Owner: Mr. & Mrs. Sami Mubarak. 
Completion: 1983 
Total area: 870 square metres. 
Contractor: Sami Mubarak. 
Materials: Mainly local stone. 

The house is in a 'tight urban site. This 
spacious house is introverted and in plan 
is arranged around a central core. The 
four comer masses and its axial symmet
ry result in the visual quality which 
makes the house stand out in its crowded 
environment. This house is effective for 
its play of forms and simple detailing. 

Right: The simple and dramatic detailing of a 
window with its grillwork punctuates the massing 
of the exterior to give the building a human scale. 
Below: The house viewed Fom the street. The 
main entrance is the l~ft on the side of the house. 

velopment which has in itself the mak
ing of an atmosphere. 
MIMAR: You mentioned the lack of 
sufficient pre-planning on large projects: 
are you not faced with the same problem 
on smaller projects and if so, how do 
you deal with it? 
Tukan: Again, there are really two con
tradictory issues here. I think giving time 
to a design problem of any nature fol
lows a curve. There is a point of opti
mum time beyond which the improve
ment grows smaller and below which 
the time is not sufficient to develop a 
good scheme. However, in many cases 
even the minimum time is not available, 
so it becomes a race with one's exposure 
to similar problems in the past and a 
quicker response to these problems to 
help you. 
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The way we have set the office now, 
allows me personally to allocate most of 
my time to developing concepts and 
ideas while the actual development of the 
work can proceed with less interference 
from myself In the early days it was 
great to be able to develop one's design 
ideas and spend time on the refinement 
of the details manually and personally, 
like a watchmaker. But that is a luxury 
which seems to be disappearing, unless, 
of course, one decides to limit his activ
ity to one or two projects per year, 
which is however not feasible under the 
pressure of today' s expenses and running 
costs. Besides it will not be fair to the 
profession - if one can contribute then 
he must not limit himself to a very small 
number of projects or isolate himself 
from the buzz of the market. 
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JafarTukan 

Chronology 

1960 B.A.£. American Universi
ty of Beirut. 

1960-1961 Joined the Ministry of Pub
lic Works, Government of 
Jordan, as a Design Archi
tect in the building design 
section. His work included 
prototype school auditor
iums, touristic rest-houses in 
Petra and Jerash, and Head
quarters of Police Office 
building in Amman. 

1961-1968 Joined "Dar AI Handassah, 
Consulting Engineers" as a 
Design Architect at the 



head office in Beirut, Leba
non. He was responsible 
for office and apartment 
buildings, hotels, auditor
iums, embassies, commer
cial centres and government 
buildings. He had a varied 
experience in Design for the 
Arab countries: Kuwait, 
Saudi Arabia, Jordan and 
Lebanon. 

1968-1973 Private practice based in 
Beirut, Lebanan: work co
vered office and residential 
buildings in Lebanon, 
Kuwait and the United 
Arab Emirates, and a hous-

Salfiti House, Amman 

ing scheme of 2,330 low
cost houses m Rigga, 
Kuwait. 

1973-1976 Formed "Rais & Tukan, 
Architects" with head office 
in Beirut. Work on govern
ment projects in UA.E. 
and Saudi Arabia, including 
schools, sports centres, 
offices, and municipal 
buildings. Work also m
cluded private projects 
covering housing, office 
buildings, commercial cen
tres, hotels, and industrial 
buildings. 

1976- "Rais & Tukan, Archi-
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Project Data 

A house on two levels, with living spaces and 
a bedroom on the ground floor and three 
bedl'Ooms on the upper level. 

Owner: Mr. & Mrs. [ssam Saljiti. 
Completion: 1982 
Total area: 643 square metres. 
Contl'actor: Sadik Hanna. 
Materials: Local stone. 

One of Tukan's later works, one which 
he feels "expresses more awareness of 
the Amman architectural flavour", is on 
a relatively large site - a rarity in the 
city. The house is strongly geometrical 
and its massing, though more relaxed 
than most of the architect's work 
(perhaps influenced by the site), is typical 
of Tukan's designs. 

L€fi: Two large arches with their intricate ironwork 
look onto the poolfrom the living area. 
Below: The detailing oJthe stone wall and window 
openings are consistent with other huildings designed 
by Tukan. 

tects", was taken over by 
Tukan, it became "Jafar 
Tukan and Partners Archi
tects and Engineers", and 
expanded to cover a wide 
spectrum of technical skills. 

In 1977 Tukan became 
partner in "Al Istishar
iyoun". 

He is an associate of the 
Lebanese Order of En
gmeers and Architects; 
Jordanian Syndicate of En
gineers and Architects; and 
Kuwait Society of En
gineers. 



Malhas Apartments, Amman 

Project Data 

A Jour storey building with three bedroom 
flats, a penthouse and parkingfocilities. 

Owner: Mr. Mahmood Malhas. 
Completion: 1981 
Total area: 2,500 square metres. 
Constmction manager: Usama Mikdadi. 
Constmction: reinJorced concrete skeleton 

with travertine marble cladding. 

Below: Geneml view oj the apal1ment building. 

Typicalfloor plan 

h 

The three main floors of the building 
each consists of two three bedroom flats 
and a luxurious penthouse. 

The main perculiarity of this building 
is that it was required to have a penth
ouse villa for the owner with a private 
entrance lobby and lift, a complete 
separation of the entrances between him 
and the other tenants. One of the most 
successful apartment buildings in Am
man, the treatment of the openings and 
the simple geometry of the plan empha
sises the sheer weight of the block. 

J 

U 1 -' 4 5111 
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Commercial Centre~ 

Project Data 

A shopping mall, offices, restaurant and 
parking on Jive levels for 600 cars. 

Owner: Amman Development Authority. 
Completion: 1983 
Total area: 30,000 square metres. 
Contractor: United GI'OUp. 
Constmction:folly precast prestressed faiiface 

concrete. The shops and offices are folly 
airconditioned. 

Right: The Commercial Centre on a steeply sloping 
site uses al'Ched window openings to give it "local 
character". 
Below: The intel'iol' covered coul'tyal'd, although a 
source ~fheat gain and loss, provides a pleasant 
environl11entfol' the building's usel'S. 



\.mman 

The building is situated between two 
streets with a 15 metre level difference 
and the upper street is very steep. The 
shops and offices overlook an internal 
courtyard atrium which provides a 
pleasant space for relaxation, as well as 
lighting for the inner offices. 

Aysha Bakkar Mosque, Beirut 

Project Dam 

Community mosque and centre. 
Owner: The people of the Aysha Bakkar 

Quarter ofBeirnt. 
Completion: 1971 
Area: 1,200 square metres. 
Contractor: Koder Saab. 

An extremely tight urban site on a very 
busy comer of a congested Beirut quar
ter imposed the free form of the plan and 
roof of the Mosque which had to house 
the largest possible number of believers. 
The plan followed the crooked shape of 
the site and the concealed windows 
allowed a lot of light in while cutting 
out the noise and distraction of the ex
terior. The departure from the tradition
al mosque vocabulary was an attempt to 
create a contemporary building which 
retains the basic characteristics and 
atmosphere of a place of worship. 

The main prayer hall is divided for 
men and women. The Imam's apart
ment and office is on the mezzanine. The 
first basement has a multi-purpose com
munity centre and the second basement a 
religious library. 
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Abo~e: The exterior of the mosque with its 
slender and tall minaret. 
Below: 711e entmnce ~iewed FOn! the interior. 



JalarTukan 

Project Data 

The Centre consists of a fish market, a 
vegetable market, community jacilities, and 
a shopping mall. 

Owner: Dubai Municipality. 
Completion: 1983 
Area: 4,500 square metres. 
Contractor: Al Futaim Construction Co. 
Construction: faiiface, painted concrete, 

circulation area covered in a steel space 
frame deck. The whole complex is 
airconditioned. 

The design provides typical repetitIve 
units that can be used in different con
figurations. There is ample parking 
space (outdoor), restaurants and snack 
bars. The shopping mall with its bouti
ques occasionally opens up into small 
piazzas. The community facilities in
clude a bank, medical unit, the municipal 
office and police station. 

The design was conceived to be repe
ated in similar centres on different sites. 

Right above: The main entmncc to the Shopping 
Centre. 
Right: The main cmtml hall, covered with a steel 
space frame, is used as a meeting point. 

Shopping Centre, Dubai 
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Above: A typical internal walkway between rows 
of shops. 
Left: A typical corner shop unit on the ground floOl'. 
Left, below: The projecting sun screens are both a 
climatic and visual device. 



JafarTukan 

Project Data 

The school is a prototype which consists of 
four main classroom wings and an 
administration wing. 

Owner: United Arab Emirates Government. 
Completion: 1976 
Area: 3, (X)() square metres. 

The project was designed in association 
with George Rias. 

Each school classroom wing has 
three classrooms around a large multi
purpose room, and has its own patio. 
There are four wings in ali, with two 
wings sharing boys and girls toilet facili
ties. The administration wing has recep
tion, waiting, directors ' and teachers' 
rooms. 

The scheme was initially conceived to 
have no air-conditioned therefore very 
efficient insulation and ventilation tech
niques were employed. Double walls 
and double roofs were introduced. Bad
gil' a traditional ventilation technique in 
the area was modified to suit the design. 
Maintenance free materials were essen
tial, so fairfaced concrete and fairfaced 
blocks were utilised for the construction. 

Air-conditioned later upon owner's 
demand, it is a typical design which has 
been repeated over twenty times so far 
so it had to be adaptable to different sites. 

Right, top: The prototype Kindergarten with its 
had gil'S 01' windcatchers. 
Right, centre: A multi-purpose space which is used 
for group activities, exhibitions, etc. 
Right, below: A typical classroom. The pal1ition can 
he opened to create an even larger multi-:fimctional 
central space. 
Below: A closer view of the classroo,msgrouped 
around a large multi-purpose space. 

Kindergarten School, U AE 
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Riyadh Centre, Amman 

Project Data 

An eleven storey office building project with 
basement car parking. 

Owner: Fayek Abu Khadra 
Completion: expected'1984 
Area: 11,000 square metres 
Contractor: Raja Halazon, Civil 

Construction Company. 

The site is on two parallel streets with 
about fourteen millimetres difference in 
level between them; therefore the build-

ing has two entrances one from the up
per level and one from the lower. 

The factory-made facade is an answer 
to speed precision requirements. The 
glass facade is an attempt to scale down 
the building and reduce the impact of its 
size on the smaller neighbouring build
ings, but perhaps in terms of energy effi-· 
cient design this building suffers even 
though the glass has been selected for it, 
thermal properties. 

Below: A general view of the model for the build 
ing showing the difference in street levels. 
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Akram Abu Hamdan, a 
graduate ji-om Al'Chitectural 
Association, London, was 
head of Al'Chitectural Section 
at Royal Scientific Society, 
Amman ji-om 1979 to 1982. 
Cun-ently in private practice, 
he also lectures at the 
University ofJordan, til 


