
Introduction
This paper has been prepared to prt an
overall view of architecture in Saudi Arabia
in a factual manner rather than express
subjective opinions or views.  This will
provide the necessary background for the
expression of different views and
discussions that should take place during
the seminar proceedings.

For various reasons, the time allocated to
putting together this material has been
sharply reduced.  I therefore apologize for
a certain lack of depth and possible
omissions, but believe that the essential
issues are addressed.

The Architecture Heritage in Saudi
Arabia
In contrast to the popular belief of the
outside world, the larger number of the
people of Saudi Arabia has in the past
lived a settled life, rather than that of a
nomadic life.  Most towns and villages
were founded nearby a source of fresh
water and have thrived through history
due to the continued availability of this
natural resource.

The Arabian Peninsula is a vast expanse
of land of which Saudi Arabia covers a
major part. Thus, the wide-ranging
variance in environmental conditions and
social norms has resulted in distinct
architectural expressions of which there
are living examples of a diversified
architectural heritage.  These can generally
be grouped into four distinct areas:
I. To the West; Al Hijaz

Here the majority of the main towns and
villages are placed along the Red Sea
shores.  An exception not to be missed
here are the two Holy Cities of Makkah
and Medinah, and the mountain city of
Taif.

This part of Saudi Arabia was open to the
outside World much earlier than other
areas, through ancient caravan trading
routes, its active seaports, and the annual
pilgrimage to Makkah and Medina.

The use of coral stone, whitewash and
extensive woodwork in the form of roshans
projecting from buildings’ facades, gave
distinctive character to the architecture of
the region.

II. To the East: The Hofuf and Quatif
farm lands and the Arabian Gulf

Though examples of  vernacular
architecture still exist, fewer remain than
in the other regions.  The majority of
buildings are one to two storeys high
planned around courtyards, and
constructed with thick walls comprising a
mix of mud, load bearing stones, lime
plaster and timber roofs.

A distinctive feature of this region is the
wind towers, which were strategically
placed to catch the predominantly northern
summer breeze.

III. To the South: The highlands of Asir
and Najran and the Empty Quarter
This region enjoys a milder climate and
its major cities have developed along the
range of Tuhama mountains.

The traditional urban housing style is quite
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different from other regions in the Kingdom.
 The use of carefully cut local rocks and
stones as the main building material
enabled the construction of taller buildings
of more than four floors in certain areas.

Due to the higher level of rainfall in this
region, these dwellings were built on
relatively higher ground.  Their facades
had a layered pattern of protruding stones
to prevent rainwater from penetrating
inwards, giving them a distinctive character.

IV. The Center extending to the North:
The Najd Region

This is an area where smaller towns and
villages extended along valleys and water
sources. The local architecture was very
much influenced by the predominantly hot
and dry climatic conditions as well as the
strict socio-cultural traditions.

Dwellings were closely clustered and
separated by narrow, internal winding roads
to ensure constant shade. The houses
were generally one to two floors, built
around an open central courtyard.

Mud bricks, stone, lime plaster and timber
were the common building materials.

The Impact of Oil Wealth

It is hard to imagine similar parallels in
recent history, during which change in
resources and fortune has impacted people
within such a reduced timescale.
It was not long ago (in 1902G) that King
Abdulaziz Al Saud embarked on his quest
to unite the distant parts of Arabia, which
at the time lacked dearly in resources.  It
took the young King 30 years to complete
his dream and lay the foundation of the
present Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.
A year later, in 1933, the Kingdom granted
a group of American oil companies a
concession for oil exploration in the Eastern
Region of Saudi Arabia.   Commercial oil
development began in the early 1940's,

but it was not until the mid 1970's that oil
revenue started to transform the national
economy, touching on the everyday life of
the average Saudi.

Oil revenue has been put to good use,
favoring the Kingdom-wide development
of  medical  serv ices,  educat ion,
transportation and many other public
services.  Oil wealth however was not as
beneficial when we consider its impact on
the traditional architecture of Saudi Arabia
and the way Saudis perceived their living
space and surrounding environment.  The
incredible speed of the country's
development denied the chance for
traditional architecture to be party to the
massive change that engulfed the
surroundings of the cities and towns of
Arabia. Successful attempts to revive
traditional architecture were limited to a
few select projects.

A City Example, Riyadh

Being the capital of Saudi Arabia, the
development of Riyadh in recent years
cannot be taken as a true example of other
cities and towns with lesser demands for
growth. However, what has happened in
Riyadh does illustrate the forces and factors
that brought about this change, which are
not too dissimilar to those in other cities
in the Kingdom.

I.The growth of Riyad
Riyadh remained an intramural city until
1938 with a population not exceeding
15,000 inhabitants.  The population of
Riyadh soared beyond any expectation to
350,000 in 1970, a million and a half in
1982 and today counts over 4 million
inhabitants.
In terms of size, the city has grown from
0.9 KM2 in 1938 to over 1700 KM2 today.

II.The economic factor

The economy of the City of Riyadh was
solely dependent on the government sector

during the initial expansion of the city up
until the early eighties.  Only then did the
private sector start to play a visible role in
furthering development of the city.  This
was a major difference between Riyadh
and other cities in the Kingdom such as
Jeddah and Makkah where the private
sector traditionally played a larger role in
the economic development.

I I I .Present Architectural Trends
The people of Saudi Arabia experienced
great changes within two generations,
including changing lifestyles that were
influenced by factors from both outside
and within the Kingdom.  The traditional
construction methods and materials could
not bridge this gap nor could they be
reinterpreted to cope with the challenges
of a modern city.

This paved the way for a variety of
architectural trends to reside together in
Riyadh. The speed of growth has been
such that expediency has often taken
precedence over quality. However, areas
of controlled development helped maintain
a high quality in influential neighborhoods
such as the diplomatic quarter, Qasr Al
Hokm area, the foreign ministry housing
project and the King Abdul Aziz historic
center and numerous other examples
controlled by the government or the private
sector.
Within these areas and elsewhere, a
number of projects are worthwhile
mentioning:

The central spine in the diplomatic quarter,
representing revival of the traditional Najd
architecture by Al Beeah group.
Qasr Tuwaiq in the diplomatic quarter,
representing contemporary architecture
with strong regional routes by Omrania
and Fri Otto.

The UNDP headquarters by Abdallah
Bukhari and the Arab Health Organizations
headquarters by AbdulKareem Al Saleh,
both at the diplomatic quarter, representing
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contemporary architecture sensitive to its
regional context.

The Development Institute for Arab Cities
headquarters in the diplomatic quarters
representing high-tech architecture
tempered to fit the location by Nabil
Fanous.

The Grand Mosque and the Governorate
of Riyadh at the Qasr Al Hokm area,
representing a revival of the Najd
archi tecture by Rasem Badran.

The foreign ministry housing project in
Riyadh, representing contemporary
architecture tempered to fit the location by
Spear Plan and CRS.
The following buildings at the recently
completed King Abdul Aziz historic center:

* The museum, representing contemporary
architecture by Moriyama & Tishima.

* Darat Al Malik Abdul Aziz, representing
revival of the traditional Najd architecture
by Rasem Badran.

* The restoration work to Qasr Al Murabaa
and adjacent mud buildings and the
restoration work to King Abdul Aziz mosque
by Al Beaah group and Rasem Badran
respectively .

* King Abdul Aziz library and lecture hall
representing contemporary architecture
tempered by its regional context by
Omrania.

Ministry of foreign affairs building by Larson
that echoes a traditional fort.

Riyadh airport and mosque by SOM with
its passenger halls resembling palm-
groves.

Al Faisaliyah commercial complex and
Kingdom commercial complex by Sir
Norman Foster and Elerbe Becket /
Omrania respectively representing the

architecture of high power finance
challenging the sky line of the city of Riyadh
and forcing discussions on tradition,
culture, aspirations, etc…

Last, I wanted to share with you some
thoughts about the competitions of the
design of King Fahed National library in
Riyadh for which our entry in illustrated
here. Around Riyadh, common features
with regional landscape are rock
escarpments that frequently delineate both
sides of lush “wadis.” The library building
was conceived to echo this phenomenon.
The library is divided into two hard-shell
buildings containing the administration and
special use areas that are designed to
echo the rock escarpments placed astride
to the central stepping open-shelf reading
galleries. The latter are covered by a
lightweight structure and oriented north
south along a wadi-like-stretch-over garden
that partly runs through the building.
Though the jury did not select this building,
the pain for loosing the competition was
alleviated by our feeling of fulfillment having
gone through the exercise of making a
building “feel at home.”

Finally, I believe we are here to discuss
how to spare our cities and towns having
the examples that our colleague Habib
Debs courageously showed us yesterday,
and since all of us have a fair share of the
same back-home, I plea that we should
agree to encourage what is commonly
accepted as simply good taste architecture,
at which point we may call it names such
as nostalgia, pastiche, mimicking or define
it as traditional, indigenous, modern, post-
modern, high-tech… but who cares.
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