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Islamic Style in Contemporary 
i\rabi\rcrutecuure 

T he essence of architecture 
with special reference to 
Islamic culture shows 
that a unique style with 
special interrelationships 
was inaugurated on a 

broad level that reflected the spiritual ex
pression of Islam and the socio-cultural 
values using the designers' ingenuity of 
the time, as illustrated by the Muslim
Arab houses of century (AD) - Cairo. 
Also, for example, the art of the muqarnas 
was developed in different materials and 
techniques. The arch, the vault and dome 
achieved great charm and majesty. The 
interior and the exterior were articulated 
by applying different treatments in diffe
rent techniques; transitional spaces were 
used, and natural lighting was carefully 
controlled and introduced. Islamic Archi
tecture incorporated geometric forms, 
lively colours, enriched and inlaid mate
rials as well as a marvel of proportions 
and aesthetic considerations. This broad 
level of style gave rise to numerous local 
vernacular styles, each of which reflected 
the specific peoples' tradition within the 
context ofIslam. 1 However, today archi
tecture often does not express the identity 
of its people, neither on the national level 
nor on the community vernacular scale. 

The current achievements are confus
ing architectural styles. This situation in
dicates the need for work towards a re
naissance for an Arab architectural style 
based on a broader level of understanding 
our socio-cultural and aesthetic require
ments of today. 
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In the majority of cases in the Islamic 
Arab World, most of the architects in
volved in design and construction are 
either western or East Asian trained, 
while in Jordan in particular, few archi
tects graduated from local universities. In 
the mid 19605, some 68% of registered 
architects were trained in Arab countries 
with very few in Jordan, while by the 
mid 19805, 54% were educated in the 
Arab world of which 27.75% studied in 
Jordan itself The percentage of students 
studying in East Europe and the USSR 
also increased from 14.5% to 18.4% over 
the same period. 2 These figures indicate 
that increasingly Arab architects are re
ceiving education that is not rooted in 
their own cultures. Currently in the 
building industry in Jordan highly qual
ified architects are commissioned, com
prehensive programmes are prepared, 
highly technical processes and best quali
ty of rich materials are generally em
ployed. Imported design concepts and 
consultants are commonly used by com
mercial organisations. In most cases these 
designs confirm the problems of available 
labour and materials and emphasise the 
need for appropriate financial, adminis
trative and managerial backing. 

Recent trends in international trade 
and product marketing, using advanced 

The "Islamic Style" in history introduced its spir
itual function as a message and created a sense of 
place. The Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem was the 
most influential building of its time and remains the 
noble sanctuary of Islam today. 



Year = 1967 

sales techniques and dealing with fashion
able artefacts, and even differing lifestyles 
with all their complexities and contradic
tions, resulted in new architectural and 
artistic styles. In the early 1970s the boom 
in world trade and the great increase in 
income due to oil revenues caused an 
equal increase in the wish to express this 
wealth and ability to be different. Some 
called it innovative, some called it mod
ernistic and some referred to it as being 
"with it"! The availability of intemational 
literature, increased education and the in
herent social developments sometimes 
rnisled the intellectual. These have influ
enced the rate of change in the socio
cultural values of our societies, their 
habits and traditions, and changed the 
personal expectations and life-style of 
many classes and groups such as the role 
of women in society. Rifat ChadiIji in an 
address to the Royal Institute of British 
Architects in London stated that "The 
role of women in administration and pro
duction has also affected the life-style of 
the society and changed the spatial rela
tionships in buildings". 3 The percentage 
of women in the total Jordanian work
force increased from about 7% in 1970 to 
25% in 1985. 4 Husband and wife shared 
household responsibilities and in the 
boundaries between the sexes social roles 
became more flexible. 

Hired help was sometimes needed to 
look after the children as the family lived 
away from grandparents. Women were 
also encouraged to seek higher incomes. 
This increase in family income resulted in 
creating demand for bigger and more 
elaborate houses. New services and facili
ties were needed to meet the new social 
and economic changes. 

The dramatic change in architectural 
attitudes following the International Style 
and the cross cultural flow of ideas 
through different information media, 

Year = 1985 

Left, top and above: Expenditure in Jordan. The 
diagrams show the increase of average expenditure 
on goods and services by 21 %, and the decreases in 
housing by 20% and clothing by 6%, between the 
years 1967-1985. Source: Statistical Yearbooks, 
1969 and 1986. 
Right, top and right: The houses of Cairo illustrate 
a succesiful expression of the socio-cultural values of 
the time. Beit Camal aI-Din al-Zahabi, Cairo, 
1637 showing the rna qa'ad or sitting loggia on the 

first floor of the house; and Beit Al Souhemi 1648-
1796, view of the courtyard towards the takh
tabush (raised seating area) with the Qa'a al
Harim above. 

caused many new or imported ideas to 
obscure the characteristics of the vernacu
lar way of life, its architecture and tech
nology. This consequently obscured a 
sound awareness of the traditional ver
nacular styles. 

Many current architectural develop
ments are disappointing and frustrating 
to the client, to society and the nation at 
large. A great number of products whose 
performance failed to either satisfy the 
needs or to suit the functions they were 
designed and built for, resulted in varying 
social, cultural and economical degrees of 
harm. These architectural enterprises 
were not undertaken in the full spirit of 
understanding the traditions of society, 
and not in accordance with its socio
cultural values. Thus, when completed 
they read as strangers and did not belong 
to the local built environment values and 
norms. ChadiIji states; "But the end re
sult is embarrassing and frustrating to 
both parties (the client and the architects), 
economically disappointing and cultural
ly a fiasco". 4 

Contemporary architecture in the 
Arab World failed to satisfy the require
ments for a better built environment. It 
may even have increased the socio
cultural differences between some groups 
turning a problem into a serious crisis. 
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Concerning commercialism in develop
ing countries, Hoffer wrote "Mass pro
duction designs and profit makers de
velopers architects were supporting com
mercial values to be an aspect that 
affected the quality produced architec
ture". He also added, "Both architects 
and clients are more or less conscious 
victims of a society in which creativity is 
only permissible if commercially 
exploitable".5 Aesthetic values were left 
aside, but subjective aestheticism 
appeared in which imported features or 
superficial insertions of some particular 
elements were borrowed from the Isla
mic architectural heritage. 

M. N aslas in 1978 wrote, "This con
ception, architects have against their will, 
become the initiators of the trivial and 
inhuman in the treatment of the physical 
environment. This belief, is the cultural 
and spiritual compliment of their econo
mic and social position".6 In the Arab 
World during the early days of oil based 
prosperity, the importation of western 



Above and right, top: In the Middle-East a drama
tic change in architectural attitudes took place in the 
1950s and 60s,jollowing the examples of the Inter
national Style. Cairo, the Hilton Hotel (fore
ground) and the T. V. Building and in Amman, 
hotels and office buildings. 

Right: Building new environments reflecting a de
sire for "modernity" and commercialism. The 
Corniche (with hotel in foreground) in Abu Dhabi. 
Below: Jeddah: the new city where buildings read 
as strangers not belonging to the built environment. 

architecturally stylised buildings was 
looked at as illustrating richness and abil
ity to spend money. This was later even 
adopted by the local architects, to show 
that they were just as able as western 
architects, and the client in tum was 
made to believe that this represented a 
desirable modernity. Regretably the new 
so called "Islamic style" in architecture 
lost its integrity and did not express the 
identity or needs of the nation or the 
community. The style that resulted has 
been described by some western archi
tects in 1980 as the "Petrol Style."7 

However, there have been some en
couraging developments as more and 
more architects become aware of their 
tradition and heritage as active forces in 
the architectural design processes. They 
see vernacular architecture as the base 
from which they can start to establish 
their contemporary identity and produce 
a style that evolves from their traditions 
and aesthetic values. They are attempting 
to provide a balance between past life 
styles and contemporary demands, and 
build on the advantages of traditional 
architecture, patterns, forms and tech
nologies. Through their efforts they help 
to confirm the importance of heritage 
continuity, in the use of traditional ele
ments in expressing the new and contem
porary meanings of their architectural 
statements. This attitude should be en
couraged to grow, re-enforced with 
study, research and the proper application 

of detail design to the required functional 
and stylistic solutions. 

Like in other Arab countries the 
situation of contemporary architecture in 
Jordan today is confusing, as if our socie
ty is unable to distinguish between good 
and bad architecture. Unquestionably the 
built environment is a complex issue -
the interaction of nature and man-made 
forms of varying configurations from the 
small houses to the massive high-rise 
buildings; from the misuse of traditional 
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architectural elements to the irrelevant 
application of ornaments; and from the 
aesthetically pleasing to the structurally 
incompetent. Thus, our society's archi
tectural achievements are either good 
buildings but badly adapted to the en
vironment, or so original in their designs 
that they disregard the tradition, culture 
and the surroundings in which they exist. 
Both cannot help in establishing an 
identity to our built environment. 

Jan Cejka described the architectural 



situation in Jordan as follows: "What has 
actually happened: with the establishment 
of the western educated elite, the prestige 
values of the society shifted. The society 
generally tends to imitate the life style and 
the value system of the upper classes, 
trusting the example they give. Thus not 
only the westem-educated elite tended to 
look down at their roots and traditions, 
but also a rather broad layer of popula
tion believed and to large extend still be
lieves in replacing traditional yet well 
functioning products by imported 
though not necessarily better performing 
models means progress ... This factor, 
the feeling of identity and belonging to 
certain place, was mostly absent in the 
so-called modem architecture of the re
cent past". 8 

A 
rchitects should not get 
lost in the process of de
sign and ignore peoples' 
spiritual needs and aspira
tions. They must work 
within the broader socio

cultural, economic and aesthetic require
ments of the society they serve. Their 
architecture should respond to the aspira
tions of today's society embodying its 
tradition and develop its approptiate in
digenous technology with which it can 
be identified and this may lead to a new 
"Islamic style". 

The renewal of an Islamic architec
tural style is a challenge that must be 
faced so that a balanced revival and com
prehension of the aesthetic values of the 
various elements of architecture and art 
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Left, top: A recent house in Amman - a loss of 
identity and integrity. Note the replica Eiffel Tow
er on the roof 
Left, above: With the design of the town of the 
New Gouma in Egypt, 1948, Hassan Fathy estab
lished a new style, based on traditional architecture 
as an expression of a contemporary identity, for 
rural dwellers. 
Above: Rifot Chadilji: monciling modem technol
ogy and needs with a culturally authentic 
architectul'e. The architect experimented in trying to 
create new styles in the Middle-East in the 1950s to 

. the 70s . 
Left: Abdel Wahid El-Wakil with his Halawa 
House in Egypt revived tradition in a poetic man
ner - a gesture that won it. a 1980 Aga Khan 
Award for Architecture. 

may be achieved. "Style" must be gener
ated through its own unique socio
cultural synthesis and essential design 
concepts in which indigenous materials, 
vernacular forms, techniques and tech
nology, tradition and functions must be 
translated. 

B. Bergdoll states that; "Violet-Ie-Duc 
praised Bourgoin for demonstrating the 
geometrical qualities of Islamic Art in the 
preface and in the review he wrote for Les 
AI1 Arabes, and noted: "That is the great 
lesson. The arts of design have their phi
losophy, one has to know how to sec 
beneath the outward forms, to analyse 
the creative principles: this is the only 
way of creating in our tum. They already 
understand this in Germany and Eng
land, where they do not think it necessary 
to forbid artists to think" . 9 Should this 
idealism, of over 100 years ago, not be 
ours now, so that to help us to achieve 
the needed revival of our architectural 
heritage and style? 

Designers have always learnt through 
copying, adopting and borrowing from 
previous examples, ideas and ideals. 
Learning from other models is helpful 
and useful as a start, however, the time 
has come for us to develop our own ideas 
and ideals, our own attitudes and style, to 



Top, above and right: A new "Islamic Style" is 
expressed in the design for a State Mosque in 
Baghdad by the Jordanian architect Rasem Badran. 
The design confirms the impOJ1ance of the continui
ty rf an heritage and its statement rf identity. 
Drawings: coul1esy of the architect. 

satisfy our own cultural life-style needs. 
There is no justification for anyone to 
spoil our inherited cultural, traditional 
and stylistic values which are as living 
and continuous as history itsel(. Desig
ners should be the trusted professionals of 
a society who could and should translate 
the society's culture and tradition through 
an aesthetically acceptable built environ
ment. That may evolve into a style 
which would satisfy the needs and re
quirements of the day and express the 
aspirations and hopes of the future. 
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