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CONTEMPORARY ARCHITECTURE
IN JORDAN
In the first of two reports on Jordan, Udo Kultermann gives a background
to the modern architecture of the country, and describes the designs of some of its
leading architects during the 1970s and 1980s.

C

ontemporary architecture in
Jordan is characterized by the
attempts of both Jordanian
and foreign architects to reestablish Jordanian tradition in a present
day manner. Jordan is less wealthy than
some of its neighbours on the Arabian
peninsula and is experiencing more
gradual and.moderate development which
will, one hopes, survive the fluctuations
of the 'stop and go' economic situation. I
Background
Jordan is a small country bordering on
Israel to the west, Syria to the north and
Iraq and Saudi Arabia to the east. It is
located between the desert on the East and
the Mediterranean coast on the West and
occupies an area of 95,396 square kilometres (37,700 square miles). More than
three quarters of its population of 2.8
million live in urban areas.
The historic roots of contemporary
architecture in Jordan can be traced back
to the earliest settlement in the region,
when Jordan was the homeland of the
Samaritans, the Israelites and the
Palestinians. The Jordan valley saw many
civilizations pass through its territory,
among them the Caananites, Egyptians
and Babylonians. Around 1000 B.C.
when Amman was founded as Rabath
Ammon the capital of the Ammonites,
King David moved his capital from
Hebron to Jerusalem, which is geographically very close to Amman.
Occupied by the Babylonians in 578
B.C. and later by the Persians and
Alexander the Great, Amman was
invaded around 284 B.C. by Ptolemy II
Philadelphos of Egypt and given the name
Philadelphia. 2
Before Jordan became a part of the
Roman province of Syria in 64 B.C., the
city of Philadelphia was ruled by the
Nabataeans from Arabia. One of the last
strongholds of the Nabataeans was Petra
in the south ofJordan. Philadelphia, Petra
and Jerash became typical Roman cities,
and their ruins, the Acropolis and the
Roman theatre in Amman as well as the
city ofJerash, which was excavated in the
1920s, are still visible today. In fact,Jerash
is considered to be one of the most

beautifully preserved cities of the GraecoRoman civilization.
Subsequently, Amman became an Early
Christian and Byzantine city occupied by
the Persians in 614 A.D. In 635 A.D. it
came under Muslim rule and under the
Omayyad caliphs it flourished, but when
the Abbasides took over, the capital was
transferred to Baghdad, and Amman and
its environment declined rapidly. The
Ottoman Empire ruled Jordan from the
sixteenth century to 1916. Powerful
buildings from the Islamic period such as
the Palace in Mshatta of744 and the wellpreserved Palace and Bath of Quasayr
Amra of c. 712-715, stand out in quality
and perfection of architectural style.
In the second half of the nineteenth
century a Circassian community took
refuge in theJordan valley, which was then
still under the rule of the Ottoman Turks.
The Hashemite Sherif of Hejdaz, in cooperation with the British Colonel T. E.
Lawrence, drove the Turks out of the
country during the events of World War
I. In 1922 Abdullah, the son of the Sherif
ofHedaz, was made the ruler of the semiautonomous Amirate of Transjordan, but
Amman, the capital of the state, remained
under British Administration until 1946,
the same year the country ofJordan was
established as the Hashemite Kingdom of
Jordan and Abdullah became the head of
state. The present ruler, King Hussain Ibn
Talal, a grandson of King Abdullah, was
inaugurated in 1952.
The city of Amman, in which most of
the contemporary Jordanian architecture
is concentrated, had a population of
between 3,000 and 5,000 in 1922; by
1938 it had grown to 20,000 and by 1954
to 60,000. Part of this increase was due
to the influx of Arab refugees following
the war with Israel in 1948, which
doubled the population of the city in a
fortnight. After a second influx of
immigrants from the occupied territories
of the West Bank in 1967, it reached
520,000. The present population IS
estimated at over 800,000.
Recent Architecture
Contemporary architecture in Jordan is
dominated by large projects by foreign

architects, including large-scale engineering structures, and by the work of Arab
architects, who attempt to renew the
traditional Arab architecture. Large-scale
projects in Jordan include the new
US$230 million Queen Alia International
Airport south of Amman; the US$430
million potash production plant along the
south-eastern shore of the Dead Sea; the
US$325 million chemical fertilizer plant
in Aqaba, the King Talal Dam and the
Maqarin Dam.
In the framework of technical aid from
Yugoslavia to Jordan a town-planning
solution for the centre of Amman was
worked out in 1968/1969 by Aleksander
Djokic and Dusan Trpkovic, and in 1979
the Swiss architect Alfred Roth planned
the New Town of Abu Nuseir, 12
kilometres north of Amman, for 35,000
inhabitants.
Architecturally more significant are the
projects for the Royal Court in Amman
by the Italian architect Paolo Portoghesi
and Yarmouk University by the Japanese
architect Kenzo Tange, both projects of
international importance and both related
to the regional and cultural structure of
the country.
In his project for the Royal Court in
Amman (designed from 1973-1975),
Paolo Portoghesi programmatically
created a design in which the essence of
the country is identified with its tradition.
The complex includes the government
centre, dining halls, festival halls, administration facilities and the residence for the
king and his family, as well as a guest
palace. Portoghesi's concept attempts to
articulate the old Islamic dichotomy of the
oasis in the desert, which, in Portoghesi's
opinion, is the basis of Arab architecture:
"The character of Islamic architecture
(especially interior spaces) may in general
be explained as an antithesis to the desert.
The clarity of form, the rich geometric
articulation, the refreshing colours, the
use of water and plants, and the general
sense of comfort ... The project is simultaneously new and old, and expresses the
historical position of the Hashemite
Kingdom of Jordan ."3
Portoghesi relates his project to the
state ofJordan: "To identify the Jordanian
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Model and plan oj Paolo Portoghesi's Royal Court, Amman. (The project has not been built.)
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architectural tradition, reference must be
made on the one hand to an architecture
rich in plastic and light/dark effects, which
represents a liberal and fantastic version
of Roman and Greek buildings, on the
other to proto-Islamic architecture which
has in the Dome of the Rock its basic
monument, and in the series of desert
castles a most original manifestation. In
both cases, continuity with the classical
tradition is a decisive factor."·
Several elements in Portoghesi's design
for the Royal Court in Amman directly
resemble historic monuments from the
Jordanian past: the barrel vaulted
coverings of the Royal Court apartments
are related to the Omayyad Castle ofEIAmra and the triangular motif of the
King's offices to the decorations of the
Mshatta Castle. Specifically, he has interrelated open and enclosed parts of the
complex as well as the landscaping which
are re-evocations of old Arab gardens in
a contemporary form.
Other foreign contributions to contemporary architecture in Jordan include
the new geographic centre in Amman, by
Roger Taillibert and the Mausoleum
Mosque for the late Queen Alia ofJordan
by the British firm Halcrow Group
Architectural Practice. On a hilly site,
Taillibert's building follows the French
tradition of modern architecture in its
linear elegance but it makes no attempt
to relate to the local tradition ofJordanian
architecture. Halcrow's Mausoleum
Mosque was completed in 1980 and is
programmatically Islamic in its formal
vocabulary. The sequence of blue domes,
the slender minaret and the historic use
of traditional motifs create an
environment of questionable authenticity
yet spectacular beauty .
Yarmouk University, near Irbid and
about 100 kilometres north of Amman
near the Syrian border, was designed by
Kenzo Tange, with the Jordanian architect
Jafar Tukan. The master-plan competition
held in 1976 was awarded to Kenzo
Tange and Jafar Tukan. Their plan was
for a large campus according to the
principles of Islam. Nijem concluded in
his presentation: "The main principles to
be derived from the Koran and adopted
in architectural design are simplicity,
moderate social life, equity in public life,
privacy, respecting religious ceremonies
and proper maintenance. These Islamic
principles are only examples, and many
more could be extracted through concentrated research work undertaken by
specialists with a knowledge ofjurisprudence. The additional technical and
architectural criteria applied in the
preparation of the Yarmouk University
Master-Plan were in harmony with the
local environment, culture, customs,
climate and needs. These important

The Mausoleum Mosque, Amman, designed

by Halcrow Group Architectural Practice.
concepts and embodiments of Islamic
thought will lead to integration between
the University and the community."5
Despite the questionable need for a
master-plan idea on a growing campus,
Yarmouk University, with its 2,600 acres,
is one of the largest and most advanced
campus plans in the world. From the
outset, the Japanese firm Kenzo Tange
and Urtec collaborated with Jafar Tukan
and engineer Raif Nijem, who significantly determined the local integration of
the master-plan into the landscape and
regional cultural traditions. Raif Nijem
also designed the mosque of the university
in 1981 which no longer, as in the Islamic
past, occupies the central position in the
campus. The designer explained this
departure from tradition at the Aga Khan
seminar in Amman: "Some of the discussants mentioned that the mosque
should be the focus of the university. In
the past the mosque was indeed the
central focus, but only arts and sciences
were taught there, and today we have
many technological subjects. How could
the ·m osque facilitate this teaching, including the requisite laboratories, workshops
and computers? The mosque and the
cultural centre should be located far from
the centre of the university, but at the
same time should be integrated with the
community so that it can serve the students,
faculty and the community as well."6
Jordan University in Amman is older
than the campus in Yarmouk. A plan (not
fully implemented) by the architect
Atta1a:h Doany is intended to combine
the existing Royal Scientific Society and
Staff housing with facilities for a projected
number of 5,000 students. Earlier
buildings within the campus in Amman
by Attalah Doany are the School of Arts
(1964); the Geology Building and the
entrance gates (1965); the School of
Islamic Studies, the Auditorium and
the School of Commerce (1968); and
the Medical School and Hospital
(1973).7
Doany's mosque on the Jordan
University campus (1968-1980) can be
compared with the mosque of Yarmouk

University by Raif Nijem, which was
begun in 1981. Both follow the traditional dome covered round central space
and adjacent minaret. The mosque of
Jordan University is a programmatic
traditional building conceived in the spirit
of Islam. While Doany's mosque expresses this spirit with a bold adaptation
of reinforced concrete, Raif Nijem's
mosque in Yarmouk adapts a more complicated form by intersecting octogonal
levels in the articulation of the main space.
Both buildings are, however, closely
related to the old Ottoman mosques. 8
The two most important practising
Arab architects in Jordan today are Jafar
Tukan and Rasem Badran. Both have
achieved an international reputation and
established an architectural (fuvre of
significant independence. Jafar Tukan
received his Bachelor of Architectural
Engineering in 1960 from the American
University in Beirut. In the following
years he worked in the Ministry of Public
Works in Amman, engaged in the design
of auditorium buildings and rest houses.
Several of these projects were rest houses
for tourism in Petra and Jerash, which
were designed in collaboration with the
American firm The Architects Collaborative. From 1961-1968 Tukan worked
with another group of architects in the
firm Dar Al Handasah Consulting
Engineers. In this position he expanded
his activities to Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and
the United Arab Emirates. Among his
projects for Dar Al Handasah was the
town planning scheme for Al Karamah in
the Jordan Valley. Tukan was in private
practice in Lebanon between 1968 and
1973 at which time he began an association with George R. Rais that was soon
ended by the events of the war in
Lebanon. Jafar Tukan has now established
his own firm in Amman which has commissions in several Arab states, and his
growing reputation culminated in the
collaboration with Kenzo Tange for
Yarmouk University.
Among the completed buildings by
Jafar Tukan are the Riqqa Housing in
Kuwait (1973); an apartment building and
residences in Amman (1976); projects for
the Memorial Mausoleum for the late
Queen Alia ofJordan in Amman; and two
bank buildings in Amman. In 1980 Tukan
was also involved in the design of the
master plan for Najah University in
Nablus on the West Bank of Jordan for
both its present and new campus. A large
project by Tukan is the expansion to the
Haya Arts Centre in Amman where he
will add to the existing structures of the
arts and crafts studio, the theatre and the
library, a workshop, gymnasium, games
rooms and offices. A projected extension
to the Arts Centre will contain a lecture
hall and storage areas for the children's
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traffic school, a museum, a commercial
building, and a theatre. The Arts Centre,
which is in the context of the Haya
Centre near the King Hussain Estate in
Amman, is modelled after the ancient
desert palaces such as the one in El-Amra,
but scaled down to a size for children.
Originally designed by an Iranian architect in 1977, Tukan was limited to
additions of the original scheme. The
project was not, in fact, implemented.
Over the last two decades the architecture of Jafar Tukan has developed its
own identity and highlights the growth
of independent contemporary Arab
architecture. His numerous works, also in
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates, and specifically his prototype
for a kindergarten in various cities, have
created a standard upon which the
architecture in these countries can grow.
The second important Jordanian
architect is Rasem Badran, who, since
returning from his studies in West
Germany, has come to be regarded as the
equal of any of his peers in any other part
of the world 9 Born in Jerusalem in
1945, Rasem Badran went to West
Germany for his architectural studies,
graduating from the Technische
Hochschule in Darmstadt in 1970 with a
dissertation on the reconstruction of a
bazaar street in Kuwait. While still in
West Germany he participated in international competitions and won the first
prize in a national competition for a lowcost housing scheme with prefabricated
systems, and a first prize in an architectural competition to design a housing
estate in Goldstein near Frankfurt. He also
participated in studies for a mobile theatre
in collaboration with the composers
Karlheinz Stockhausen and Maurizio
Kagel.
After the establishment of his own firm
in Amman, Badran contributed extensively to the new architecture of his
country. Since 1980 he has been a partner
in the architectural office Shubailat
Badran Kilani, Architects and Consulting
Engineers. Participating in competitions
as a free-lance architect and practising in
government offices he has been instrumental in creating an exciting contemporary version of Islamic architecture.
Bilal Hammad, a young colleague of
Badran, commented: "He is one of the
best of the new generation of architects
in the Arab world and should be put on
the same standing as Rifat Chadirji. He
has tried to make use of the traditional
architecture of the area. Perhaps the most
significant thing about his work is that he
is the first architect to create a current of
arguments and discussions about architecture, to throw people into pro-Badran
and anti-Badran camps."IO
The traditional Arab architecture is at

the core of Rasem Badran's new concept
and in spite of his studies and competition
successes in West Germany, he is more
interested in Arab cities and villages than
in any other type of settlement. A journalist from Amman wrote about him:
"To Rasem Badran, the Arab village is the
core theme of Amman. He tried incorporating the village concept into his later
houses. The old Arab village atmosphere
is clearly apparent in the irregular outer
contours of his designs: the multiple
levels, the narrow twisting pathways to
the entrances, the internal patios, the
garden ingrowths, and' above all, the
closed-outer/airy-inner concept." 11
Beyond the houses and housing estates
in which these principles of old Arab
architecture reappeared, Badran was
commissioned to build a large number of
other buildings in Jordan, including a
factory for pharmaceutical products in
Nau'r. He also put forward a design for
the King Abdullah Mosque in Amman
(1979). In comparison with the mosques
of Attalah Doany in Amman of
1968-1980 and Raif Nijem in Yarmouk
of 1981-1983, Badran's mosque shows a
much greater sense of originality despite
the fact that he also bases his scheme on
the traditional Ottoman mosque with its
central dome and adjacent minaret.
However, his integration of the mosque
into the urban fabric as well as his use of
a new internalized spatial concept is an
innovative contribution to the future
development of Arab architecture. This
same innovative element is visible in a
new project for a large commercial centre
in Amman. Also here the continuous
character of the urban fabric is at the
centre of the architect's consideration;
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transcending the earlier definition of
individual buildings as monuments.
Of greatest significance for the
development of contemporary Jordanian
architecture are the two houses Badran
built in the period 1974-1981; both are
symbols for a mature Arab architecture
of our time. In the Villa Madi (19741980) Badran created a house on a
beautiful site outside the centre of
Amman. The pyramidal structure of the
house, which borrows from the
topography of the site, has five bedrooms
and two interior garden courtyards,
allowing for maximum privacy. For
additional privacy, an inner unit for the
parents, consisting of a bedroom and
adjacent kitchen, is separated from the
larger inner totality of the house. This
type of privacy is comparable to a small
villa in the context of a larger villa.
The use of white limestone as the
building material is required and enforced
by the general building code of the city
of Amman. The Villa Handhal (19751977) is also located on top of a hill on
the outskirts of Amman, and here also, the
goal of the architect was to express the
local site in architectural terms. Similarly,
the interior organization of rooms follows
the old Arab principles of creating zones
of complete privacy, but within this there
is allowance for great flexibility in regard
to the exterior spaces. Windows and
doors are therefore of little importance;
instead the cubic forms of the walls and
enclosed spaces receive a new dimension.
Diagonal lines of movement in the articulation of the exterior thus correspond
Two views of Rasem Badmn's House
Handal, Amman.

MIMAR 39

14

REGIONAL REPORT
with the interior organization, which. is
based on a sequence of integrated half
storeys. The house has four bedrooms
located in a separate area of the house
giving these private spaces an independent
existence.
In recent years Rasem Badran has
expanded his activities beyond the
borders of Jordan. He has worked on
projects for an officers' club, as well as
houses in Abu Dhabi in the United Arab
Emirates and for the Ali Bin Abi Taled
Mosque in Doha, Quatar Y
Badran's most important project is the
Abo Ghueillah Housing project in
Amman. Designed in 1979, it is a basically new concept of contemporary Arab
housing in harmony with the old Islamic
tradition. A cluster of houses is here
combined into a comprehensive unit,
interconnecting building and street and
open and enclosed spaces. The old idea of
the neighbourhood as the nucleus of the
city is articulated in a new and independent form. While each individual unit has
its own identity, it contributes towards
the whole, as was the case in all old Arab
cities. The architectural and urbanistic
importance of this concept cannot be
overestimated, as it touches on the very
essence of the Islamic way of life. A
second housing scheme for the cement
factory personnel built in Fuhais was
completed in 1982. The comprehensive
'continuous architecture' of the old
Islamic tradit'ion has been re-established
in a contemporary articulation. 13
Besides these two leading architects,
there are a number of others engaged
in major national projects as well as
individual works. Among these are
Attalah Doany, Raif Nijem, Waddah
El-Abidi, Talaat Kawalit and Bilal
Hammad, each contributing in his
own way to the renewal of Jordanian
architecture.
Over the last two decades Attalah
Doany has been mainly engaged in the
construction of new buildings for Jordan
University in Amman, among them the
Mosque (1968-1980); the Central Library
(1969); the Language Centre (1970); the
Biology Building (1972); the Medical
School and Hospital (1973) and the
School of Agriculture (1974). The
majority of these buildings follow the
local use of limestone, required by the
building codes of Amman. However, the
entrance gates and the mosque are
exceptions to this rule.
Raif Nijem is working on the
construction of buildings for Yarmouk
University. His earlier works include
buildings for Jordan University in
Amman, such as the SSO-bed hospital
(1971); and the Islamic Charity Association Hospital with 325 beds (1970-1981).
Within the context of Yarmouk
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Sketch of Rasem Badran's Abu Ghueillah Housing (1979).

University Raif Nijem built the
University Mosque, which was begun in
1981.
The architect Waddah El-Abidi, born
in Safad in 1944, came to Amman in
1948, studied architecture in Alexandria,
Egypt, and in France and thereafter
worked for the government in Amman.
Since 1974, when he began his private
practice, Abidi has built residences as well
as government structures in line with the
traditional conditions of Islamic culture.
Among his numerous realizations are
private villas on the outskirts of Amman,
such as the S. Oudeh Residence (1980);
the Anani Residence and the Sharouni
Residence (1982); and office and
apartment buildings including the
Shelbayeh Apartments in Amman (1976).
One of Abidi's most recent works is the
Abu El-Ragheb Commerical Centre in
Amman.
One of the major recent buildings in
Jordan is the new Jordanian Parliament
Building by the architect Talaat Kawalit,
which was completed in 1980. Designed
in two phases, the first phase of this
monumental polygonal structure has a
total floor area of 3,000 square metres

containing offices and committee meeting
halls. The second phase has a total floor
area of 10,000 square metres and contains
the central assembly hall, the library and
other public facilities. In addition to the
assembly hall, which has a seating
capacity for 150 representatives, there is
a gallery for 1,000 visitors.
The architect Bilal Hammad, born in
1952 in Nablus, studied in Alexandria and
established his own firm, team 2, in 1977
in Amman and has since been successful
in the construction of private residences,
such as the Mish'al Residence (1980); the
Saleh Residence (1983); and apartment
buildings like the AI-Rib at Housing
(1982) and the Hijjawi Apartment
Building (1983).
The Al-Ribat Housing (1982-1983) is
part of a contemporary tradition which
especially reflects the vitality and the high
level ofJordanian architecture today. Dr.
Jan Cejka, formerly ofJordan University
wrote about Hammad's housing project:
"In his design the architect created a semiprivate space, framed on two sides by
staggered attached houses and at the
remaining corner by an apartment structure. The rich masses and the complex,

I.
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Above: Waddah El-Abidi's S. Oudeh
Villa, Amman (1980).
Right: Bilal Hammad's Al-Ribat Housing,
Amman (1982-83).
Far right: Two views of Bilal Hammad's
Al-Ribat Housing (1982-83).

multi-level plans of the individual
apartments give the group a pleasant scale,
reminiscent of a village."15
The idea was to build on the edge of the
3,850 square metre site, enclosing a
landscaped courtyard for communal and
recreational purposes, that has a defensive
castle-like look from the outside. The archiect claims that this recalls "the gates of
Jerusalem, where we enter an arched gate,
leading us from the outside to the court and
then to the different units; all separated from
the underground garages." 16
The emphasis on housing was recently
made a major part of the strategy of the
National Planning Council in Amman.
Sarah Searight accurately describes this in
her article 'Amman Boom in Office,
Hotel Buildings Recedes': "Under the
present five-year-plan, which runs until
1985, the main emphasis is on low-cost
housing." 17 This realistic approach to
low-cost housing, which goes hand in
hand with the goals of the leading
architects in Jordan, has brought very
successful results. The relationship
between foreign and local architects has
achieved a harmonious balance, especially
in the case of the design and construction
ofYarmouk University with the inclusion

of the French-Lebanese consortium Sojex,
Chinese groups, and the English firm
Halcrow Fox Architectural Practice in
partnership with the Jordan associate
Jouzy and Partners.
The fact that it is possible to educate
young Jordanian architects at Jordan
University and Yarmouk University, by
both local and foreign faculty, also opens
up new perspectives. The emphasis on
major buildings, such as the two
universities and the National Assembly,
in which the national identity is
expressed, as well as the growing
emphasis on housing and the restructuring of the urban fabric in line with
the Arab traditional city concept, has
made the architecture of this small
country a model for the Arab world.
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The peaks of time

They touch the skies. They rest their heads
in the clouds. They stand proud. They are
timeless.
Up in the northern regions of Pakistan,
are eight of the world's ten highest
peaks. And winding through this
glorious and once-forbidden terrain is
the Karakoram Highway. It reaches a
height of 16,000 feet at the Khunjerab
Pass and goes on to the Xinjiang
Province of China.
Along the way are the glaciers, the
fortresses, the orchards, the streams, the

petroglyphs-magnificent sights that stretch
out as far as the eye can see.
From 72 destinations across four
continents, Pakistan International flies
you to the land of these timeless
mountains of glory.

