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Religious Projects
The Quiet Decade
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Had this catalogue been written 20 to 
30 years ago, this following chapter on 
religious architecture—primarily the 
mosque—would have been its most promi-
nent. It is surprising that this is no longer 
the case. After all, various political and 
social values based on interpretations of 
Islam have become increasingly assertive in 
defining public life in the region since then.
 During the 1970s and 1980s, most of 
the region’s primary architects actively 
engaged in exploring new directions for 
mosque architecture, attempting to address 
the dichotomy that has existed between 
modern global identities and ones anchored 
in conceptions of the past. In addition to 
architects from the region and from the Is-
lamic world, architects from Europe, North 
America, and Japan also participated in this 
exploration. This was supported both by 
direct commissions and by competitions, 
primarily government-sponsored ones. 
The region’s governments emerged as main 
patrons of mosque architecture as they 
worked on solidifying their Islamic creden-
tials during a time of considerable political 
upheaval and rising religious tendencies, 
most dramatically marked by the establish-
ment of the Islamic Republic of Iran in 1979.
 The prominence of mosque architecture 
in connection to issues of identity in the 
region is not surprising. The mosque after 
all is the quintessential Muslim space and 
the most direct expression of a Muslim 
identity. Moreover, the region’s connection 

to Islam is particularly intimate considering 
that it is where Islam was born and where 
its three holiest cities—Mecca, Medina, and 
Jerusalem—are located.
 The experimentation in mosque architec-
ture that took place at that time yielded in-
teresting and also diverse results. A number 
of architects initially worked on developing 
modernist interpretations of mosque archi-
tecture that understated connections with 
historical prototypes. In doing so, they were 
establishing methodological ties—at vari-
ous levels of consciousness, effectiveness, 
and closeness—with twentieth-century 
Modern masters such as Le Corbusier, Alvar 
Aalto, and Eliel and Eero Saarinen. All had 
created greatly admired church designs 
that incorporated abstract, spiritual, and 
meditative forms and spaces rather than 
ones that looked into the past for guidance. 
Notable examples of mosque architecture 
during that period include Jafar Tukan’s 
1973 Aysha Bakkar Mosque in Beirut and 
Rasem Badran’s 1979 entry for the King 
Abdullah Mosque competition in Amman.
 A rather different approach was devel-
oped by Iraqi architect Mohamed Makiya, 
who promoted toned-down historicist 
vocabularies that stripped historical 
prototypes of their ornament, but tried 
to capture their essential forms and lines. 
This is clearly expressed in his Kuwait State 
Mosque, completed in 1986. Also, Rasem 
Badran gradually moved away from the 
modernist experiments of his early career 
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to develop vocabularies that are more 
deeply rooted in historical prototypes, 
particularly local vernacular traditions. This 
is most evident in his Great Mosque of Ri-
yadh, completed in 1992, which drew upon 
the austere unadorned traditional architec-
ture of the central Arabian region of Najd.
 During this same period, a more direct 
historicist approach that embraced a con-
scious eclecticism was being developed by 
Egyptian architect Abdel Wahed El-Wakeel, 
particularly in the series of mosques he 
designed during the 1980s in the Saudi 
Arabian cities of Jeddah and Medina. 
El-Wakeel’s work initially emphasized the 
influence of Hasan Fathy, thus also draw-
ing upon the vernacular architecture of the 
Egyptian countryside. However, he pro-
ceeded to develop a vocabulary that skill-
fully brought together a variety of historical 
Muslim imperial architectural traditions 
such as those of the Mamluks, Safavids, and 
Ottomans.
 At that same time, a few internation-
ally acclaimed architects participated in 
exploring new vocabularies for mosque 
architecture in a manner that aimed at rec-
onciling elements from the past with a late 
twentieth-century visual aesthetic, a quest 
that was in vogue at that time because of 
the predominance of Postmodernism. Most 
notable among these was Robert Venturi, 
who, in his submission for the 1982 Bagh-
dad State Competition, developed a number 
of insightful formal as well as symbolic 
interpretations of historical prototypes. 
This competition, which Iraqi architect 
Rifat Chadirji helped organize, was one of 
the region’s most significant architectural 
events of the 1980s, and brought together a 
number of established architects from both 
inside and outside the region. In addition 
to Venturi, these included Makiya, Badran, 
Ricardo Bofill from Spain, and Minoru 
Takeyama (d. 1986), who was among 
Japan’s more prominent architects at that 
time.
 In contrast to this considerable experi-
mentation with religious architecture in 
the 1970s and 1980s, mosque designs are 
generally absent from the portfolios of the 
younger generation of architects practicing 

in the region today. If they have designed 
religious buildings, these buildings are not 
among their more experimental or explor-
atory work. As mentioned in this mono-
graph’s introductory essay, the concern 
with architecture and identity during the 
1970s and 1980s subsided during the 1990s. 
By the advent of the new millennium, it was 
almost completely replaced by an emphasis 
on positioning the region’s architectural 
production within global currents rather 
than promoting a culturally and historically 
specific identity. For the time being at least, 
it is as if architecture in the region (and 
elsewhere) is not considered among the 
tools that may be effectively used to define 
cultural specificity—in contrast to clothing, 
food, literature, or even the media. Instead, 
it is treated more as a global visual form 
of expression that is culturally almost as 
neutral as the automobile or the computer.
 Still, mosques are being built in consider-
able numbers in the region, and the large-
scale projects featured in this catalogue 
usually include mosques or prayer areas. 
These religious spaces, however, seem to 
be conceived more as functional structures 
that accommodate religious rites rather 
than deliberate architectural expressions of 
identity, as was the case a generation ago. 
In this context, it is interesting to note that 
the Shaykh Zayed Mosque in Abu Dhabi 
City, the largest to be recently completed 
in the region, fails to stand out as a dis-
tinguished work of architecture. The idea 
of developing this mosque was conceived 
as far back as the 1980s, but construction 
was not initiated until the late 1990s, and 
it was officially inaugurated in 2007. The 
enormous, lavishly decorated structure is 
essentially an architectural pastiche that 
combines North African, Mamluk, and 
Mughal architectural features in a collage 
of oversimplified forms and details. It does 
not approach the design quality found in 
various other cultural, commercial, and 
urban projects recently completed or cur-
rently taking place in Abu Dhabi.
 It is against this background that the 
four projects of this chapter should be 
considered. Of these, only the King Hus-
sein Mosque in Amman continues along 
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the path of strongly asserting a historically 
based identity for the mosque. It does so 
within the context of a clearly articulated 
architectural methodology, one linked to 
the work of El-Wakeel.
 The three other projects, however, 
express more nuanced relationships to 
the past. Their designs are not confined to 
vocabularies taken from the Islamic world’s 
historical architecture. Also, while they may 
not be intended as avant-garde works that 
connect to current international archi-
tectural trends, they draw upon architec-
tural directions that have strong roots in 
twentieth-century modern architecture.
 In the case of the Yasser Arafat Mauso-
leum, Jafar Tukan continues along the path 
he began exploring with the Aysha Bakkar 
Mosque, which aims at rethinking mosque 
architecture within a modern framework. 
The emphasis is therefore on creating a 
spiritual contemplative space rather than 
connecting to notions of the past. This is 
achieved by using unadorned masses that 
are asymmetrically situated in an open 
space. The landscaping includes clearly 
modern features, including a reflecting pool 
and a gently sloping mound. The only archi-
tectural elements that indicate a connection 
to the past are bands of Arabic calligraphy 
and a minaret. Even the minaret is a simple 
abstract vertical form and does not refer to 
any specific historical examples.
 The remaining two projects are by the 
Damascus-based Syrian-Palestinian archi-
tect Wael Samhouri. He is among the few 
devoting considerable intellectual energy to 
contemporary religious architecture. Sam-
houri does make clear references to the past 
in his work, but redefines those references 

within the context of clearly modern and 
also contemporary architectural directions 
and features. These range from Brutalism to 
visual vocabularies inspired by the graphics 
of computer-aided design programs.
 Accordingly, in his unbuilt Prayer 
Pavilion, allusions to the past are made to 
the traditional muqarnas (or honeycomb) 
vaulting system and to the minarets of 
the ninth-century grand Abbasid mosques 
of Samarra. However, these references 
are highly abstracted and play a relatively 
minor role in defining the project’s overall 
visual character. If anything, it is computer 
graphics, particularly three-dimensional 
wireframe drawings, that seem to have 
strongly influenced the project’s visual out-
put. The final effect that Samhouri strives 
for is that of an abstract spiritual prayer 
space set against the vast expanses of sea 
and sky.
 Samhouri’s Shaykh Badr al-Din complex 
in Damascus also includes references to 
architectural features from the past. This is 
evident in the treatment of courtyards and 
window openings. With the exception of 
two highly abstracted domes and a mina-
ret located at the side of the complex, the 
project is a highly expressive structure that 
relates more to the architectural Brutalist 
movement than to any specific architectural 
vocabularies from the past.
 Religious architecture may or may not 
appear again as a defining building type for 
the region’s architecture as it did a genera-
tion ago. But for the time being, such a 
role, along with that of expressing a local or 
regional cultural specificity, seems to have 
been set aside.
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Musalla (prayer 
pavilion), 
location not yet 
determined

Designed by Syrian-Palestinian architect Wael Samhouri of 
Wael Samhouri, Architect.

Design completed in 2005, but project remains unbuilt.

This prayer pavilion project is the outcome 
of a design odyssey that Wael Samhouri 
intermittently carried out over a period of 
more than 20 years. It has been conceived 
with a number of water surfaces in the 
region in mind, including the Syrian coast, 
the Dead Sea, and the Gulf. The project, 
however, has not yet been realized. It is 
a solemn and austere, yet spiritual and 
highly symbolic, project that provides a 
bold redefinition of the architecture of the 
Muslim space of worship. It aims at creating 
a universal and abstract spiritual space. It 
incorporates forms that are unambiguously 
contemporary, but that find inspiration in 
premodern elements belonging to various 
architectural traditions from the Islamic 
World.
 The pavilion is based on the repetition 
of a basic square module, with a column in 
its center. This repetitive arrangement of 
columns along an orthogonal grid is very 
common in the mosques of early Islamic ar-
chitecture, known as “hypostyle” mosques. 
The column that Samhouri develops for 
this musalla, however, takes on an unusual 
form. It undergoes a seven-step process of 
geometric transformation through which it 
“expands” from its bottom base of about  
55 cm to become a “roof” that covers the 
whole module from which it springs. The 
column accordingly consists of seven 
squares in each section, with each square 
section placed within the outline of the 
section above it and rotated 45 degrees on 
center from it. Each section also is articu-
lated by pyramidal protrusions that take 
their inspiration from the muqarnas cells 
(also known as stalactite or honeycomb 
cells) of Islamic architecture. They are used 
in a variety of formal compositions and may 

cover a whole space or merely articulate an 
architectural element, such as a frieze. Sam-
houri in fact refers to the musalla’s columns 
as muqarnas columns.
 The musalla is to be built of exposed con-
crete, which contributes to the structure’s 
solemn feel. Also, as if taking a clue from 
computer-aided design programs, some of 
the columns are completely sheathed in 
concrete, but others are fully or partially 
constructed of a stainless steel wire-skele-
ton. This combination creates a transitional 
effect from the completely transparent 
wire-frame column to the solid mass.
 In plan, the pavilion has as its main  
part a rectangular area consisting of  
21 × 5 modules, with the side facing the 
direction of Mecca, known as the qibla side, 
being the longer one. This rectangular area 
consists of a men’s prayer area measuring  
13 × 5 modules that is separated from a  
5 × 5 module women’s prayer area and by 
a 3 × 3 module court. A second rectangu-
lar area, which measures 3 × 8 modules, 
is arranged perpendicularly to the main 
rectangular area and is aligned along with 
its courtyard.
 Two free-standing elements are added to 
these two rectangular areas. The first is the 
mihrab, which marks the direction of Mecca 
and is located in front of the qibla side. 
The second is a minaret that provides an 
angular interpretation of the famous spiral 
minarets of the two massive ninth-century 
Abbasid congregational mosques of Sa-
marra in Iraq. Both the mihrab and minaret 
are located along a single axis aligned with 
the direction of Mecca.
 A set of fire torches lights up the pavilion 
at night. These are located on cubic bases 
in the water surrounding the pavilion, with 
each cube aligned with a row of columns. 
The use of fire torches is intended to pro-
vide a contrast between the two elements of 
fire and water. 



Figures 3.1.1–3.1.4. This yet unbuilt musalla to be located in the 
water presents a bold redefinition of the architecture of the 
Muslim prayer space. Its design aims at creating a highly abstract 
and universal spiritual space characterized by a reinterpretation 
of elements from the architectural heritage of the Islamic world 
into an austere and solemn modernist composition.
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King Hussein 
Mosque, 
Amman, Jordan

Designed by Egyptian-born British architect Khaled Azzam.
Completed in 2006.

The King Hussein Mosque was built to com-
memorate Jordan’s late king, who died in 
1999 after a long reign that extended over 
four and a half decades. It is Jordan’s new 
official state mosque.
 The 8,000 m2 mosque can accommodate 
more than 5,000 worshippers in its indoor 
and outdoor prayer areas and is Jordan’s 
largest. It was consciously intended as an 
architectural landmark in Amman, thus 
providing a visual anchor in a city undergo-
ing extensive and continuous architectural 
and urban transformations. The mosque 
complex occupies the highest plateau in a 
hilly area located along the city’s western 
edges, overlooking the newly completed 
70-hectare King Hussein Park. To the west, 
it forms what its architect, Khaled Az-
zam, identifies as a “spiritual axis” with 
the city of Jerusalem, the lights of which 
may be seen at night. The surrounding area 
otherwise is a low-density, affluent resi-
dential district in which the mosque is the 
dominant element. The mosque presents 
a large, solid, fortlike form articulated by 
four corner minarets, giving the impression 
of watch towers. Combined with the sur-
rounding small-scale residences, it provides 
for a memorable effect.
 The mosque occupies a square area of 
about 70 × 70 m. Azzam, who is director 
of the Prince’s School of Traditional Arts, 
which is part of the Prince of Wales’ Insti-
tute of Architecture in Britain, describes 
it as a series of complementary spaces 
connected by a large courtyard. Its main 
approach is through a set of arches and 
vaulted arcades forming an outside prayer 
area that the architect also conceived as a 
public civic space. A main iwan (a vaulted 
space common in numerous traditions of 
Islamic architecture that is enclosed from 
three sides and open to a courtyard from 
the fourth) leads from the courtyard to the 
main prayer area. This area occupies about 
2,000 m2, has a vaulted ceiling 10 m high, 
and can accommodate 2,500 worshippers. 
A two-wing, 350 m2 prayer hall for women 

with a capacity for 350 worshippers is lo-
cated on the second floor. Various facilities, 
including offices, lecture halls, and a library, 
are located on the first floor.
 The mosque’s architecture shows influ-
ences of the approach developed primar-
ily during the 1980s by the London-based 
Egyptian architect Abdel Wahed El-Wakeel. 
El-Wakeel’s work exhibited an eclectic and 
literal borrowing of different elements from 
various traditions of the premodern Islamic 
architectural heritage, with an emphasis on 
those of Egypt. The resulting eclecticism 
nonetheless is brought together into a uni-
fied harmonious whole through techniques 
that include the application of whitewash 
and the rescaling of borrowed elements. 
Azzam, who had worked with El-Wakeel, 
provides connections with this approach. In 
the case of this mosque, the arrangement 
of the four minarets and their architectural 
features establish a clear connection with 
the eleventh-century Fatimid mosque of 
al-Hakim in Cairo. Moreover, a number of 
the mosque’s architectural details belong 
to Cairene Mamluk traditions from the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Azzam 
consequently is one of the few architects 
working in the region who have continued 
to emphasize formal connections to the 
premodern Islamic architectural heritage 
and have rejected the various contempo-
rary trends that have come to characterize 
much of the region’s architecture since the 
mid-1990s.
 From the late 1980s until the inaugura-
tion of this mosque, the King Abdullah 
I Mosque in Amman’s ῾Abdali area had 
served as Jordan’s official state mosque. 
Before that, the Husayni Mosque, located 
in downtown Amman, had taken on that 
role. The Husayni Mosque was constructed 
in the 1920s, but is located on the remains 
of a mosque dating back to the early Islamic 
period.
 Pope Benedict XVI visited the mosque 
during his tour of the Holy Land in 2009. 
This was his second visit to a mosque as 
pope. The first was in 2006, to the seven-
teenth-century Ottoman mosque of Sultan 
Ahmad (Blue Mosque) in Istanbul. 



Figures 3.2.1–3.2.4. The King Hussein Mosque 
sits atop a hill overlooking the western 
edges of Amman. The large square structure 
with its four corner minarets makes direct 
references to the Islamic world’s premodern 
architectural heritage, particularly that of 
medieval Cairo.
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Yasser Arafat 
Mausoleum, 
Ramallah, 
Palestinian 
Authority

Designed by Jordanian architect Jafar Tukan of the 
Consolidated Consultants for Engineering and 
Environment–Jafar Tukan Architects, with Omar Zein 
and Shadi Abdusalam.

Completed in 2007. The mausoleum was inaugurated on 
November 10, 2007, on the eve of the third anniversary 
of Arafat’s death.

The mausoleum of Palestinian leader Yaser 
Arafat, the chairman of the Palestinian Lib-
eration Organization and the first president 
of the Palestinian Authority, is located in 
the same compound in the West Bank city 
of Ramallah in which the Israeli authorities 
confined him during the last years before 
his death in 2004.
 The 6,550 m2 irregular site includes a 
burial chamber and a prayer pavilion, both 
set within an open landscaped setting. The 
complex is accessed by a ramp with a low in-
cline that begins at the southeastern corner 
of the site and widens as it leads up to the 
burial chamber.
 In designing the burial chamber, Jafar 
Tukan emphasized openness. The cham-
ber therefore takes on a cubic form that 
is “filled with light” and placed on a low 
pedestal in a reflecting pool. The pedestal 
is smaller in area than the chamber itself, 
thus further emphasizing it as a floating 
object in the pool. Each side of the cubic 
chamber measures 11 m, a reference to the 
date of Arafat’s death, November 11. Also, 
each of its facades has a large glazed open-
ing, with the solid areas sheathed on both 

exterior and interior by Jerusalem stone. 
A calligraphic band encircles its top part 
and includes a eulogy about Arafat written 
by Palestinian poet Mahmud Darwish (d. 
2008). In this context, it is worth noting 
that Jafar Tukan comes from a family that 
produced two of the twentieth century’s 
most prominent Palestinian national poets, 
his father, Ibrahim Tukan (d. 1941), and his 
aunt, Fadwa Tukan (d. 2003).
 A path that begins in front of the burial 
chamber, where the ramp leading from the 
site entrance ends, runs from the northeast 
to the southwest. It divides the site into 
two more or less equal parts and provides 
access to the prayer pavilion, which is lo-
cated to the south of the path. The rectan-
gular prayer pavilion is treated as a simple 
meditative space. As with the burial cham-
ber, it also is sheathed in Jerusalem stone, 
and a calligraphic frieze wraps around its 
top. The calligraphic frieze, however, here 
features Quranic inscriptions. Both the 
burial chamber and the prayer area are 
aligned with the qibla, or the direction of 
Mecca, toward the southeast, and a berm 
surrounds the qibla side of the prayer pavil-
ion. A slender, free-standing minaret with a 
square section and a calligraphic frieze that 
wraps around its top is located to the west 
of the prayer area.
 The built-up areas of the complex add 
up to 1,100 m2, and its costs amounted to 
about $1.75 million. 



Figures 3.3.1–3.3.6. The mausoleum complex of the 
Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat consists of a cubic burial 
chamber and a prayer hall with a slender free-standing 
minaret, all sheathed in Jerusalem stone. The structures of 
the complex, which are oriented toward Mecca, are placed 
within an open landscaped setting.
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Madrasa and 
Mosque of 
Shaykh Badr 
al-Din al-Hasani, 
Damascus, Syria

Designed by Syrian-Palestinian architect Wael Samhouri of 
Wael Samhouri, Architect.

Completed in 2000.

This complex houses an institution of 
higher education for religious scholars and 
preachers, and also incorporates the tomb 
of Shaykh Badr al-Din al-Hasani (d. 1935), 
a renowned Damascene Muslim scholar. 
Its main benefactor is the late Abd al-Hadi 
al-Dubs, who paid for most of its construc-
tion and also set up an endowment for its 
upkeep. Al-Dubs had emigrated after World 
War II from Syria to Japan, where he built a 
considerable business fortune.
 The 10,000 m2, nine-story madrasa (in-
stitution of religious learning) and mosque 
complex occupies an imposing position at 
the southern edge of the historical core 
of Damascus, one of the world’s oldest 
continuously inhabited cities, at a loca-
tion where residential areas meet the city’s 
ancient expansive Bab al-Saghir Cemetery.
 The project design had to satisfy complex 
programmatic requirements that include 
lecture halls, a dormitory, dining facili-
ties, and administrative offices, as well as a 
mosque and the tombs of the Shaykh, his 
daughter, and his son, Taj al-Din (d. 1943). 
Taj al-Din was a well-known political figure 
whom the French had appointed prime 
minister and later president of Syria when 
the country was under French Mandate. 
In accommodating this combination of 

functions, the project provides continuity 
with the historical madrasas, of which great 
examples were built in cities such as Cairo 
and Damascus, particularly during the rule 
of the medieval Mamluk dynasty (1250–
1517). The mosque takes up the northern 
part of the complex, along with a free-
standing minaret. As it is directed toward 
Mecca, the mass of the mosque breaks away 
from the orthogonal grid that organizes the 
rest of the complex.
 Wael Samhouri maintains in this de-
sign the element of the courtyard, which 
is integral to the traditional madrasa, but 
uses a series of interlocking courts rather 
than a single dominant one. He also makes 
subtle references to Mamluk features, as 
in the treatment of window openings, 
which incorporates abstract interpretations 
of traditional mashrabiyyah latticework 
screens. Otherwise, he presents the design 
within the context of a modernist vocabu-
lary, which through its strongly expressive 
geometric forms makes allusions to the 
architecture of the Brutalist movement of 
the 1950s to the 1970s.
 The original design did not include any 
arches and specified a board-marked con-
crete building. Samhouri, however, had to 
redesign the building’s rectangular openings 
as arched ones and to sheath it in stone to 
accommodate the preferences of the build-
ing’s stakeholders. 



Figures 3.4.1–3.4.5. The sizable Madrasa and 
Mosque of Shaykh al-Hasani is located at the 
southern edge of the historical core of Damas-
cus, one of the world’s oldest continuously 
inhabited cities. The complex incorporates a 
duality of architectural and planning features 
that are grounded in modern architectural 
vocabularies but also make references to 
historical traditions, particularly that of the 
medieval Mamluk dynasty.


