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Architecture
and Place

Elie Haddad

President of the Association
of Arab Architects

This issue of Al Mimar al Arabi is focused on the question
of architecture in its relation to place, in the context of
the Arab world. The concept of ‘place’ leaves the door
wide open to a number of interpretations and has been
debated at length, but we thought this was an oppor-
tune time to put this issue back on the table, at a time
when a number of cities around the Arab World are wit-
nessing developments at an unprecedented scale, and
at a time when the question of local identity seems to
be foreshadowed by the desire to reach a ‘cosmopoli-
tan’ stature equal to cities in the West. Much of our local
heritage is disappearing in the process, and with it long-
held practices in building that have proven their value in
mediating harsh climates, and at a time when sustain-
ability has become a major concern around the globe.
In discussing the concept of place, we can recall
the important contribution of the Norwegian theoreti-
cian Christian Norberg Schulz, who undertook the task
of interpreting the philosophy of phenomenology in
relation to architecture, starting with Genius Loci, and
later with The Concept of Dwelling. In his study of ‘place’,
Norberg-Schulz proceeded from the macro level of the
settlement to that of the individual house, passing by
the intermediary ‘modes’: urban space and institution,
and organized around two poles: identification and ori-
entation. In his approach, he reaffirmed the continuity
of the architectural spectrum, which extends from the
individual house to the urban setting, to the wider land-
scape, and the importance of relating the architectural
building to its context, in the full sense of the term.
There is also a certain rapport between the theme
promoted by this issue of Al Mimar al Arabi and the
concept of ‘critical regionalism’ that was first outlined
by Alexandre Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, and later taken
up by Kenneth Frampton. From the slightly distinct
positions of Tzonis/Lefaivre and Frampton, a certain
understanding of ‘critical regionalism’ emerged which
is principally centered on the desirable synthesis of the

universal and the local, the attention to context and the
specificity of place, without a lapse into pre-determined
‘formal’ recipes or abstract principles.

In turn, William Curtis addressed the question of
Modernity in relation to particular cultures and con-
texts, and specifically in relation to the Arab world, in his
article that we reproduce here in its original language,
as well as in its translation to Arabic. For Curtis, the
‘dilemma’ has been for several of the emergent nations
of the Middle East and North Africa, to find an appropri-
ate synthesis between the search for identity and the
influences exerted by an international style drawing on
technological advances and innovation. The challenge
that was addressed in various ways by local and interna-
tional architects was to absorb some of the lessons of
Modernism while addressing the specificity of climate,
culture and traditions, without falling into some type
of kitsch. Curtis illustrated his survey with a number of
important projects by architects like Rifat Chadirji, Gor-
don Bunshaft, and Jorn Utzon.

We believe that this difficult yet appropriate
synthesis is the best way to move forward, amidst the
proliferation of trends, most of which pay no attention
to the question of ‘context’, dismissing cultural

and climatic issues, all for the glory of unwarranted
gymnastics. In following this new approach to design
in this region, we can again draw on the lessons of the
Spanish and Portuguese architects, starting in the
1960’s until today, who in general, while being open

to new techniques and methods of construction,
displayed a great sensitivity to the context in which
they were building.

Architecture, in the end, is an essential
component of the question of identity,
which cannot be reduced to a romantic
revival ofthe notion of‘heritage’,and which
would eventually lead to a simplistic and
superficial re-production of its historical
forms.
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Modernity

And Tradition

Twentieth Century Architecture In North Africa,

The Near And Middle East

WILLIAM J.R. CURTIS

From French Le Corbusier to
Egyptian Hassan Fathy to Danish
Jorn Utzon: Throughout the 20th
century internationally recognized
architects have developed a wide
range of architectural idioms

for Arab societies in an effort at
reconciling local cultures, national
histories and international

modernisation.

© William J.R. Curtis

‘This is the paradox: how to become modern and return
to sources; how to revive an old, dormant civilization
and take part in universal civilization’.

Paul Ricoeur'

In a period of rapid and sometimes violent change it is
valuable to stand back from contemporary events and
recall that societies and their architectures respond to
long range wave motions beneath the surface of history.
Architectural problems and solutions defined in one gen-
eration can take on diverse forms in a later one. Several
of the issues which preoccupy designers in the regions
under review have been crystallized in earlier works,
some of them dating from the first half of the 20th cen-
tury. Among the recurrent obsessions one could include
the need to define local cultures while belonging to an
international world and the related desire to integrate
versions of national pasts with expressions appropriate
to the present. There are no set formulae for handling
such questions which are only too often deflected
through the lens of colonial or post colonial definitions
of nations, territories and histories, and through con-
trasting ideals of modernisation. The panorama of the
so called ‘Arab world’ (an unfortunate oversimplification
for a mosaic of peoples, beliefs and histories stretching
from Morocco to the Arabian Gulf) reveals contrasting
attitudes all the way from those who have advocated a
return to mythical roots through an evocation of peas-
ant vernaculars, to those who have openly embraced
the examples of international modernism while adjust-
ing these to context, climate, culture and collective
memory.

THE OTTOMAN HERITAGE
The early history of modern architecture itself included
patterns of dissemination in which core principles dis-
covered in classic works of the 1920s were gradually
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reinterpreted in different countries far from the points
of origin. One has only to think of cases as varied as
Finland, Mexico and Japan in the 1930s to realise that
simplistic notions of an ‘International Style’ do not do
justice to the range of these transformations, sometimes
fusing generic modern spatial and structural concepts
such as the ‘free plan’ or the structural skeleton with
types transformed from different traditions. To refer
to these developments in terms of ‘regionalism’ would
be highly misleading since the intention was anything
but provincial and exclusively local. Rather the over-
all aim was to combine the supposed ‘universalism’ of
modernism with a deep reading of different societies,
their past history and contemporary aspirations. Then
of course there were issues of climate and geography.
The defining works of Alvar Aalto in the 1930s fused
together the climatic wisdom of Nordic vernaculars with
a language enriched by abstract art and the inheritance
of the modern movement. Those of Junzo Sakakura cross
bred the modern structural skeleton with the timber
frames and spaces of Japanese traditional examples.
The early works of the Brasilian architects Lucio Costa
and Oscar Niemeyer reinterpreted Le Corbusier’s princi-
ple of the free plan in biomorphic forms distilling both
the Brasilian Baroque and the sinuous contours of their
native tropical landscape: a metaphorical language sup-
posedly invoking concepts of national identity.?

With North Africa, the Near and Middle East, the sit-
uation in the same period was of course different since
most of these regions were still under the colonial control

Erich Mendelsohn (Germany),
Hadassah Medical Center,
Jerusalem, British

Mandate Palestine, 1939
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of European powers. This was the case with Morocco (a
French Protectorate since 1907), Algeria (considered by
the French state to be part of national territory), Libya
(an Iltalian colony since being taken from the Ottoman
rule in 1911) and Egypt, nominally independent but in
fact heavily influenced by Britain. With the break up of
the Ottoman Empire immediately after the First World
War, entire areas of the Levant and the Arabian penin-
sular were delivered into the hands of Western victors
in the conflict who proceeded to carve out territories,
draw frontiers and define their respective zones of
interest. This was the period of the foundation of the
League of Nations, the emergence of Arab national-
ism and the creation of new nations such as Iraq and
Saudi Arabia (both formalised in 1932). Inevitably mod-
ernisation was strongly influenced by international
commercial and political interests but so were concepts
of history and national identity. Thus the diverse regions
and religions of Iraq were unified in a state emphasis-
ing Mesopotamian roots as way to minimise possible
conflicts between Sunni and Shia Muslims while also
creating a place for Kurds. Throughout the 1920s
frontiers were in a state of flux as conflicts affected
borders. ‘La Grande Syrie’ made a brief appearance
before being sectored by France and Britain. Further
south, British Mandate Palestine was established while
the project for a Jewish homeland alongside the existing
Arab populations was advanced. Needless to say the
lines drawn on maps often cut across previous territo-
rial, tribal, ethnic and religious distinctions, rendering
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the whole question of later, post-colonial nation build-
ing (not to mention the recent fragmentation of nation
states) infinitely complex.

In the 1930s a watered-down version of the International
Style was exported around the coasts of the Mediterra-
nean, its white cubic forms taking on the character of a
restrained urban vernacular in places as far apart as Ath-
ens, Tangiers and Barcelona. The city of Tel Aviv expanded
rapidly and provided opportunities to build for Jewish
architects from Germany and Eastern Europe, even
being referred to as ‘Bauhaus-on-Sea’. In reaction to the
rise of Nazism in his native Germany, Erich Mendelsohn
moved to Britain then Palestine where he adjusted his
expressive architectural language to the different geog-
raphy and climate in a series of remarkable buildings
combining stone exterior cladding with well lit interiors.
Mendelsohn reinterpreted basic historical types such
as the courtyard and the portico but in a modern form.
The Haddassah Hospital on Mount Scopus just outside
Jerusalem (1934-39) was conceived as a series of long
low horizontal bands hugging the landscape above the
River Jordan and took on the character of a geological
outcrop. Clad in local honey coloured stone, the building
was full of echoes of the Jerusalem historical context,
but was nonetheless based upon a skeletal structure,
and its interiors opened up into transparent layers of
space. It was neither an International Style building nor
a historicist pastiche of Oriental motifs. The Haddas-
sah made its services available to Jew and Arab alike
and Mendelsohn himself embraced a utopian ideal in
favour of the unity of Semitic peoples, and the fusion of
western science with eastern revelation. The entrance
portico to the Haddassah Hospital was marked by
three abstracted cupolas hovering above a circular
pool beneath, a symbolic expression perhaps of Men-
delsohn’s commitment to the three great books of
monotheism, the Old Testament, the New Testament
and the Koran.?

The case of French occupied North Africa offers
a range of architectural positions all the way from an
Orientalist eclecticism reducing tradition to obvious
historical quotations (as in the Moroccan, Algerian and
Tunisian Pavilions of the Exposition Coloniale in Paris
of 1931), to the modernist interventions of Le Corbusier
such as the Villa at Carthage of 1928, a Domino skele-
ton transformed into a shading parasol and terraces.
His grandiose urban visions for Algiers in the 1930s,
included a snaking viaduct as a land form sculpture
and skyscraper proposals incorporating ‘sun breaker’

screens or loggias known as brise-soleil. These adjust-
ments of his vocabulary were in part inspired by
traditional climatic devices such as Arab mashrabiye
screens or Roman claustras, but they also corresponded
to a shift in emphasis in Le Corbusier’s world view (and
in other areas of modernism) towards an architecture
seeking harmony between machinism and ‘nature’. In
1942 he designed a remarkable scheme for an ‘Agri-
culturist’s Estate’ at Cherchell in Algeria, an enclave of
shaded courtyards woven together by palm gardens
and water channels, a labyrinth of solids and voids. Le
Corbusier transformed the vaulted Monol house type
from his vocabulary into an ensemble of vaulted spaces
on masonry piers in local materials in a way that recalled
both his sketches of North African rural vernacular archi-
tecture and those of Roman ruins. The abstraction of
Le Corbusier’s unrealised Cherchell project (known only
through sketches) permitted the forms to evoke sev-
eral traditions simultaneously (Arab, Berber, Classical)
while making no direct historical references. Le Corbus-
ier claimed that he was here building in harmony with
climate, landscape and tradition, adding that this was
his answer to a superficial and folkloric regionalism
as he was returning to archetypal forms of the Mediter-
ranean world.*

Although Le Corbusier did not build his scheme for
Cherchell, the thinking behind it resurfaced in a series
of post war housing schemes by him and others which
were in effect transformations of traditional urban
settlements into a modern language. His own project
for Rog and Rob Holiday Housing (1949) on the slopes
above the Coéte d’Azur suggested an abstraction of a
Provencal hill town and found responses in Algeria, nota-
bly in the Djena-el-Hasan Low Cost Housing (1959) just
outside Algiers by Roland Simounet. This was designed
to receive crisis immigration from the countryside to the
city, and restated the social spaces of the rural mud ver-
nacular of the Sahara as well as those of the bidonville
slums, but in a modern form and system of construction.
A similar anthropological approach had been adopted
by ATBAT Afrique (with input from Michel Ecochard,
George Candilis and Shadrach Woods) when designing
the ‘Nid d’Abeilles (Bees’s Nest) Housing for the district
of Carriéres Centrales Housing on the edge of Casa-
blanca in 1951-3. In this instance the architects cross
bred certain principles of Le Corbusier’s Unité housing
with a reading of traditional collective dwellings such as
the fortified ksour south of the Atlas, but in a language of
reinforced concrete which established shaded terraces
and walkways in the air. The preoccupation with sub-Sa-
haran settlements as a general inspiration for housing
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Postcard Of The Moroccan Pavilion At The Paris Colonial Exhibition, 1931
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Le Corbusier (France), Sketch For Skyscraper With Brise-Soleil, Algeria,
1939-41, Fondation Le Corbusier
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Le Corbusier (France), Sketch For Cherchell Agriculturalist Estate, Algeria,
1942 Fondation Le Corbusier
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establishing transitional spaces and a sense of place,
would become widespread in the 1950s even in northern
Europe; one thinks of the Dutch architect Aldo Van Eyck
and his interest in ‘labyrinthine clarity’, of the polemics
of Team Ten against merely functionalist, diagrammatic
housing slabs, and of Jern Utzon’s various schemes for
courtyard housing which in fact drew inspiration from
sources as varied as Berber dwellings in Morocco, Chi-
nese courtyard houses and Danish farms.®

These examples extended the international modern
movement while adjusting it to particular places, cli-
mates and societies. But there were more traditionalist
ways of interpreting historical urban and rural types.
The French architect Fernand Pouillon favoured stone
construction over concrete in his numerous housing
schemes whether in and around Paris, or in Algiers.

Provencal in his roots but pan-Mediterranean in his
sensibility he perceived architecture as a transfor-
mation of basic types, some of them stretching back
to Antiquity. His gigantic low cost housing scheme
above Algiers known as Climat de France (1954-6)
was arranged around a vast collective courtyard with
shaded walkways and giant piers around its perimeter,
as if a colossal Roman Forum had been rendered hab-
itable. In effect this was the antidote to the urbanism
of Le Corbusier’s free standing Unité slabs. Pouillon
favoured masonry for reasons of cost but also because
he felt reinforced concrete inappropriate in a hot cli-
mate. The Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy was also
highly critical of imported modern architecture on

the grounds that it was ill suited to the climate, land-
scape, culture and limited economic means of his
own country. He reinvestigated traditional techniques
of construction in mud brick and rammed earth and
encouraged the poor to build for themselves. In the late
1940s he developed an entire village called New Gourna
on the west bank of the Nile opposite Luxor in which
he explored an architectural grammar of thick walls,
vaults and domes in mud for the whole range of secu-
lar and sacred building types from courtyard house to
mosque. Fathy’s arguments in favour of what is today
called ‘sustainability’ were accompanied by an ideo
logical search for the Ancient roots of Egyptian culture
in the Nile valley civilisations that long preceded both
Arab and Islamic periods. In this version of Pharaonism
the peasant was idealised as the true bearer of Egyp-
tian identity rooted in the soil, while the mud hut was
regarded as the origin of later architectures, domestic,
sacred and monumental.®

The political situation in the twenty years after
the Second World War was momentous where North
Africa, the Near and Middle East were concerned: the
creation of Israel in 1948 and the exodus of numerous
Palestinians to Jordan and Lebanon; the officer’s Rev-
olution in Cairo with the emergence of Nasser and the
short lived United Arab Republic with Syria; the Alge-
rian war and the independence of Algeria, Tunisia and
Morocco from France; the independence of Libya; the
Suez crisis and the diminution of British and French
influence; the emergence of Baathist socialist ideology
as a secular but authoritarian ideology in Iraq and Syria;
the economic emergence of the Gulf States and Saudi

Hassan Fathy (Egypt), New Gourna, Egypt, 1948
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Rifat Chadirji (Iraq), Sketch From Brick Project, 1972
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Arabia with the world demand for oil; and of course
the shifting lines of the Cold War between the United
States and the Soviet Union. So far as the masses
were concerned this was also a period of rapid tech-
nological modernisation and of urbanisation with the
attendant architectural opportunities and problems.
When one today contemplates the destroyed and frac-
tured society of Iraq it is hard to imagine that in the
mid 1950s the country was awash with oil money and
that the King Faisal Il invited several of the worlds lead-
ing modern architects - including Frank Lloyd Wright,
Alvar Aalto, Walter Gropius and Le Corbusier - to design
major institutional and monumental projects for Bagh-
dad to celebrate its emergence on a world stage.”

The most extravagant of these was Wright’s urban
and landscape proposal linking together an opera
house, cultural centre and university by means of tri-
angular geometry and long axes which would also have
incorporated an island in the Tigris which the architect
renamed ‘Edena’. Wright’s buildings were mainly cir-
cular in form and were ornamented with fussy details
such as golden arches which gave the whole thing
the feeling of a science fiction version of the Arabian
Nights. He insisted upon including a one hundred metre
high statue of Harun al Rashid, the fifth Fatimid Caliph
of Baghdad in the 8th century. This was to be coated
in gilded reflecting metal and would have stood on a
spiral base supposedly evoking the ascending spiral
minaret of the ancient mosque at Samarra. The axis
crossing the opera house was aligned with Mecca. As it
was, King Faisal was overthrown in 1958 and the project
was cancelled, which may be just as well for Wright’s
reputation, since the whole thing risked turning into a
Hollywood version of Orientalist kitsch. As it was, the
university was carried out by Gropius in a more sedate
style but without much inspiration. The scenario of
instant beautification by imported architectural stars
for oil rich nations would repeat itself several times over
(including in the recent past), often with the same risk of
sensationalism combined with cultural caricature.

ROOTS
In the post colonial situation of newly created or newly
independent states there was a pressing need to estab-
lish identifiable national symbols, sometimes by evoking
past golden ages. One of the roles of monumental archi-
tecture is to idealize state power, sometimes by making
appeals to divine authority or at least the realm of the
sacred. Past monuments themselves may be written
into a national mythology as foundation documents for
regimes seeking the sanction of origins. The Mausoleum

Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (United States), National Commercial

Bank, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, 1983
B3z o iboll (5l Ll (Baxzall Slpdall) Jysse AT jiiysl os0ssS
i i 1IAF 395 call dag sl dSLasll

of King Mohammed V in Rabat was built between 1961
and 1969 to enshrine the Monarch who led the country
to independence in 1956. The site of the Mausoleum has
huge symbolic importance since it stands to one end of
the huge but never completed Mosque initiated by the
Almohad Sultan Abu Yusuf Yaqub al-Mansur at the end
of the 12th century with its monolithic Tower of Hassan
visible from the sea. It was on this mosque platform
among the unfinished cylindrical columns that Moham-
med V led the first Friday Prayer after Independence
in 1956. By placing his Mausoleum on this site the King
established a symbolic link legitimising his reign through
links to a past imperium and of course through the reit-
eration of his role and status within the history of Islam.
As for the architecture of the Mausoleum itself it was a
rather dry assemblage of sanctioned medieval sources
with the obligatory green roof and marble details car-
ried out with skilful craftsmanship. In effect this frozen
historical style became the official one of the Moroccan
state in its institutional architecture.

At issue here were questions of communication. If
the architect followed international models too closely
there was the risk that the abstract language would not
be understood by the populace, apart from the interna-
tionally minded elite. If the architect relied too closely
upon local and traditional models there was the risk of
a provincial and formulaic repetition of fatigued histori-
cal forms, and a reduction to clichéd images. Dilemmas
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of this kind confronted post-colonial societies in many
other areas than just architecture as they also had to
do with the formulation of national ideals and mythol-
ogies, as well as the distortions of the past which are
inevitably involved in the construction of official ide-
ologies and narratives. Clifford Geertz put the matter
succinctly in an essay distinguishing what he called
‘Essentialism and Epochalism’ in the foundation of
new nations: ‘Nationalist ideologies built out of sym-
bolic forms drawn from local traditions - which are,
that is, essentialist - tend like vernaculars, to be psy-
chologically immediate but socially isolating; built
out of forms implicated in the general movement of
contemporary history - that is epochalist - they tend,
like lingua francas, to be socially de-provincializing,
but psychologically forced’® In other words, a person
speaking onlya native language might have access to
centuries of imagery and allusion internally, but would
be cut off from most of the world. A person speaking
English in the same country might communicate glob-
ally but skim the surface of indigenous meanings and
history. The architecture of the so called developing
world faced similar problems in its struggle to reconcile
the local and the international.

If one charts architectural developments in the
1960s and 1970s in the countries under consideration,
one discovers a range of positions for dealing with such
dilemmas. These affected not only architectural lan-
guage and imagery but also the choice of technologies
and materials. The French architect André Ravereau
took a position akin to that of Hassan Fathy and in his
various buildings for sites in sub-Saharan Africa, trans-
formed local ways for constructing out of mud to deal
with modern programmes such as that for the Medi-
cal Centre in Mopti, Mali of 1970. Ravereau undertook
detailed studies of the vernaculars of the Mzab region
in central Algeria, translating time worn principles for
dealing with shading, social space, construction and
the passage of air, into his own vocabulary.® By contrast
in the same period, the Iraqi architect Rifat Chadirji was
committed to an architecture both modern and cos-
mopolitan, yet also regionally sensitive. For him it was a
question of synthesising the liberating aspects of inter-
national modernism with the elemental values that he
sensed in the traditions of brick architecture in Iraq
running back through the severity of the early mosques
to the Mesopotamian sites of the ancient world. In
his buildings and projects of this period he developed
a vocabulary of primary volumes and shaded open-
ings that evoked past forms without copying them.
He stated that he hoped that his experiments might

provide ‘the raw materials for new concepts, and thus
leave a milestone on the road towards a regionalised
international architecture’™®

With the explosion of oil wealth in the countries
around the Gulf in the 1960s and 1970s the more com-
mon approach was a direct importation of foreign
models and technologies in buildings that might be
dressed up a little with horse shoe arches or applied
ornament to provide a little instant tradition. Needed
was a return to first principles in the search for an
authentic regionalism combining the best of old and
new, of the local and the universal. In the oil rich states
the matter was further complicated by the fact that
there were relatively few urban or monumental histor-
ical examples as several of these societies tended to
be nomadic. Even so there were inventive solutions by
both native and foreign architects. The Hajj Airport Ter-
minal near Jeddah, Saudi Arabia of 1980 by Skidmore

Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (United States), Hajj Terminal,
Kingabdul Aziz International Airport, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, 1981
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Owings and Merrill employed high tech tents and a
repetitive steel module of supports to define an open
but shaded communal space for pilgrims from all over
the world on their way to Mecca. The tents were made
from Teflon fabric which combined great strength and
durability with shade and insulation against solar radia-
tion in basically a desert environment. Beyond practical
requirements of structure, servicing and circulation, this
solution provided a structure rich in symbolic associa-
tions yet on the cutting edge of technology.”

Some building types are more international than
others and it might be thought that the skyscraper was
basically a rootless invention, rather like an aircraft or an
automobile. Even so, there have been several attempts
over the years to make the tall building respond to dif-
ferences of climate and culture, including of course Le
Corbusier’s skyscraper proposals for Algiers from the
1930s and early 1940s with their lattices of shading log-
gias and brise-soleil. The National Commercial Bank in
Jeddah (1978-83) designed by Gordon Bunshaft of Skid-
more, Owings and Merrill cross-bred the international
type with principles for dealing with a very hot climate
that was sometimes dry, sometimes humid, and prone
to sandstorms. The Bank was placed on a triangular plan
with an attached lift tower and glazing recessed in giant
openings to guarantee shade and to reduce heat gain. In
section the tower was organised as a series of interlock-
ing stacks of offices grouped around a central void rising
the entire height of the building. This syphoned off warm
air and reduced the need for air conditioning consider-
ably. On the exterior this arrangement was expressed as
a series of huge shaded openings with planted terraces,
like oases in the air. Bunshaft thus translated some of
the environmental principles of traditional wind towers
into an up to the minute skyscraper linked electroni-
cally to the world of banking and commerce. A prestige
building, the National Commercial Bank took on a sobre,
monumental quality, rising above the old medina like an
ancient watchtower next to the Red Sea.”

New regimes which emerged in the 1970s such as those
of Hafez al-Assad in Syria and Saddam Hussein in Iraq
required monumental expressions of centralized power.
The Shaab Presidential Palace outside Damascus was
built on a grand scale according to the designs of the
Japanese architect Kenzo Tange in 1975-8 and included
a vast processional concourse, expensive materials
such as white marble, oversized rooms and subliminal
references to Islamic architectural elements such as the
mugarnas. But where the state in Morocco was directly

Gordon Bunshaft And Skidmore, Owings & Merrill (United States),
Sketch Of National Commercial Bank, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia, 1977
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implicated in Islam, those of the Baathist regimes of
Syria and Iraq were secular. The dictatorial government
of Saddam Hussein developed a cult of personality
around the leader with obvious references to past Arab
heroes, while the heavy handed Presidential Palace in
Baghdad (destroyed in the American ‘shock and awe’
missile attacks of 2003) made laborious efforts at refer-
ring to Pre-Islamic, even Babylonian sources, if not the
reed huts from which it was thought that that monu-
mental architecture had developed through mimesis
in the ancient river valley civilizations of the Tigris and
Euphrates. Despite the emergence of increasingly
Pan-Islamic sentiments in the 1980s it was never clear
what architectural form these should take. By a curious
irony, Mosques from the Red Sea to Indonesia tended
to follow a standardized, export formula of domes and
minarets based on the late styles of Ottomans, the for-
mer imperial rulers of Arab lands.

Probing and inventive explorations of modern mon-
umentality were rare in these circumstances but among
these one would certainly count the National Assem-
bly Building in Kuwait designed by Jern Utzon in 1972.
Kuwait acquired independence in 1961 and the architect
had the demanding task of establishing an appropriate
image for the state and of giving shape to a government
system combining regal, tribal, oligarchic and bureau-
cratic elements. The architect defined the layout as a

vast entrance portico leading to a long central spine
which in turn led to the main assembly chamber or to
state office distributed on two levels. In effect the plan
was like the abstraction of a traditional Middle East-
ern city traversed by a suq or covered market, with
cellular units that could be added at will. The main
ceremonial areas were covered by over-sailing curved
roofs made from reinforced concrete, loosely recalling
tents, although seen from a distance across the water
the main portico triggered associations with a dhow,
the national symbol of Kuweit. The structure was con-
ceived as a precast system in concrete with tapered
but hollowed columns supporting the roof. Utzon
made much of ‘the purity of Islamic structure’ but his
handling of light, curved sculptural forms and shaded
parasols recalled the Parliament Building in Chandigarh
by Le Corbusier.

Architecture idealizes institutions and Utzon
intended to evoke tribal memories of the princely tent
of the elders: ‘this hall which provides shade for the
public meetings could perhaps be considered symbolic
of the protection a ruler extends to his people. There is
an Arab saying: ‘When a ruler dies, his shadow is lost’®
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia
(1979-84), was designed by another Danish architect,
Henning Larsen. In reaction against the glitziness of
the early petroleum boom, the Saudi government was
in search of a restrained yet eloquent monumental-
ity. Among the other competition entries was one by
Arata Isozaki with a spiralling tower, rejected immedi-
taly as it recalled an Iraqgi example, the minaret of the
ancient mosque in Samarra. Larsen had a deeper grasp
of the political and the international ambitions of the
Saudi government. His proposal for the Ministry com-
bined recognisable imagery with subtle allusions to
both Arabic and pan-Islamic traditions. The exterior
resembled a sobre citadel with brown stone facing,
an image evoking the Mizmak Fortress in Riyadh, one
of the foundation stones of the Saudi regime, while
the symmetrical fagade and grand entrance implied a
gateway to the nation. The interiors were flooded with
light, their vertical interior streets, limpid white walls,
polished marble and fountains suggesting some mod-
ern version of the traditional architecture of Andalusia
or North Africa. But the space was modern: the soffit
over the central hall was detailed so that it seemed to
float in light. The tall openings and lamps suspended on
wires hinted at typical features of a mosque. The effect
was theatrical but what stopped the whole thing from
collapsing into a post modern version of the Arabian
nights were the underlying geometry, the control of
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Jorn Utzon (Denmark), Kuwait National Assembly Building, 1972/1982 1aAr/1avr oSl Hladsdl o (s Leiadl) Oeidsl 092

axes, and an abstract order blending reversals of figure
and ground, mass and space. Larsen’s building blended
together the geometry of Mogul tombs, the spatial
lessons of Kahn and Le Corbusier, and the classical dis-
cipline of Danish forbears such as the Police Academy
in Copenhagen of around 1920. This was ‘eclecticism’ in
the real sense of the word: a fusion of diverse sources.
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs addressed both the
national identity and pride of the clients, and their
aspiration towards an international role in Islam. Larsen
here combined modernity and tradition, the interna-
tional and the local, in an institutional interpretation.™
This brief historical sketch covers nearly half
a century of projects responsive to culture, climate,
landscape and tradition. While the architectural para-
digms may change, it is striking how the same issues
keep coming up in different forms: the need to recon-
cile abstraction and representation, present and past,
craft and industry, country and city, the local and the
general. The architects discussed in this historical sur-
vey responded to their times and extended their own
researches, while trying to give shape to often con-
tradictory social and political conditions. Inevitably
colonial and post-colonial structures of power and ide-
ology influenced their reading of the situation and their
results. Along the way they left valuable signposts for
the future, although with the contemporary upheavals
and conflicts affecting the regions under consideration,
architecture is for the moment remote from most peo-

ple’s minds. At one extreme are expressions of almost
grotesque luxury, at another the massive destruction
of lives and architectural patrimony. National iden-
tities and frontiers are once again in flux and it is
uncertain what will replace them. At times it seems
as if ‘modernity’ has been kidnapped by the forces of
a globalisation which has little place for critical cul-
tural reflection, and as if ‘tradition’ has been kidnapped
by fundamentalisms that posit fictional and fixed
conceptions of the past.

But traditions, even notions of identity, are not
static, they are constantly being re-formulated and
transformed in dynamic ways. It remains to be seen
what future architectural syntheses will be made,
but in the meantime there is a string of valuable 20th
century buildings which hold out enduring lessons.

* This article was published in the book: Arab Contemporary,
Architecture and Identity. Editors Michel Juul Holm and Mette
Marie Kallehauge. Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Denmark,
2014. p 148 ff; and is being reprinted here by permission of the
author.

WILLIAM J.R. CURTIS

is a historian and critic of architecture and a painter and
photographer. His best known book is Modern Architecture
since 1900.

Notes

1. Paul Ricoeur, ‘Universal Civilization and National Cultures’ (1961), History and
Truth, Evanston, Northwestern University Press, 1965, p 277

2. For dissemination of modern architecture in the 1930s see William J.R. Curtis,
Modern Architecture Since 1900, 3rd ed., Phaidon Press, London, 1996, especially
Chaper 21 ‘International, National, Regional: the Diversity of a Modern Tradition),
p. 371ff.

3. For Mendelsohn’s remarkable utopian vision of Semitic unity for the Eastern
Mediterranean and for his reference to the Old Testament, the New Testament
and the Koran, see his text Palestine and the World of Tomorrow Jerusalem, 1940.
See also Ita Heinze-Greenberg ‘Erich Mendelsohn in Palestine, the Search for
Architectural Roots’in Erich Mendelsohn in Palestine, Technion, Haifa, 1987, exhibition
catalogue. It is crucial not to distort Mendelsohn’s intentions and achievements
via present day ideologies and political boundaries.

4. See Le Corbusier, Ouevre complete 1938-46, ed. Girsberger, Zurich, 1946 p 116 ff for
the Cherchell project. On p. 123 Le Corbusier writes: ‘En batissant moderne, on a
trouvé 'accord avec le paysage, le climat et la tradition.

See Richard Klein and Jolelle Pijaudier-Cabot, Roland Simounet & ['oeuvre,
Architecture 1951-1986, Paris, 2000; for flavour of Team Ten thinking see Alison and
Peter Smithson, Team Ten Primer, MIT, Cambridge, Mass 1968. Forintegrated analysis
of the fortified mud ksour which influenced architects in this period, see Curtis,
‘Type and Variation: Berber Colletive Dwellings of the North West Sahara;, in Oleg
Grabar, ed, Mugarnas, vol 1, Yale University Press, 1983. The same study considers
the overlapping identities and historical overlays of the region: Berber, Arab,
Islamic, Sub-Saharan, Roman etc

5. ForAlgiers housing see Stéphane Gruet, Catherine Sayen and Jean- Loup Marfaing,
Fernand Pouillon; Humanité et grandeusr d’un habitat pour tous, Centre Méridio
nal de I'Architecture et de la Ville, Toulouse, 2013. For Fathy’s philosophy see Hassan
Fathy, Architecture for the Poor, an Experiment in Rural Egypt, Chicago, 1973.

6. See Mina Marefat, ‘Wright’s Baghdad, Anthony Alofsin ed., Frank Lloyd Wright,
Europe and Beyond, UC Berkeley, 1999, pp. 184-263

7. Cliford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures, New York, 1973, p 243 f.

8. See André Ravereau, Le M’zab, une legon d’architecture, Marseilles, 1981.

9. See Rifat Chadirji, Concepts and Influences, Towards a Regionalized International
Architecture, London, 1986, p 519

10. See William J.R. Curtis, ‘Towards an Authentic Regionalism), Mimar, Concept Media,
Singapore, January, 1986

1. For National Commercial Bank, see Curtis, Modern Architecture Since 1900, p 644,
Chapter 34 entitled ‘The Universal and the Local: Landscape, Climate and Culture’
The author prepared a detailed Reportort on this building for the Aga Kahn Award
for Architecture in Spring 1986 but surprisingly this remarkable work never received
the Award.

12. Jorn Utzon, ‘A House for Work and Decisions, Kuwait National Assembly Complex;,
in Denys Lasdun ed., Architecture in an Age of Skepticism, Heinemann, 1984, p
222 f; see also William J.R. Curtis, ‘Monumentality, Modernity and the Meaning of
Institutions, A Reflection on Authenticity’, in Paul Bentel ed, Harvard Architectural
Review, 1984; and Richard Weston, Utzon - Inspiration, Vision, Ar- chitecture, Edition
Blondal, 2002.

13. For Ministry of Foreign Affairs by Larsen see Curtis, Modern Architecture Since 1900,
p. 633; the author prepared a detailed Report for the Aga Kahn Award for Archi
tecture in spring 1986. When the Ministry and Louis Kahn’s magisterial Assembly in
Dhaka were both rejected the author wrote a critique entitled ‘Third World Fashions
which the West Holds Dear’, Architectural Record, April, 1987. The building eventually
received the Award in 1989, see AKAA publication Architecture for Islamic Societies
Today, London, 1994. For Obituary of Larsen and further discussion of MOFA, see
Curtis, Arkitekten, September, 2013.

Henning Larsen Architects (Denmark), Ministry Of Foreign Affairs,
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, 1984. Photos © Richard Bryant
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The Terraces

Brih, Lebanon | Elie Abs

DESCRIPTION

Nestled at 840 meters above sea, The Terraces merges
seamlessly with the olive groves of Brih, a village that
witnessed desolation during the Lebanese war. Inspired
by the villagers’ identity which is deeply rooted in their
land, the villa is interlocked with its site, mimicking the
silence of the valleys. From the meandering road at the
bottom of the hill, the visitor identifies the horizontal
white monolith as another series of terraces. Respect-
ing the collective memory, the intervention offers a road
shortcut to the villagers and adopts the difference in
level and the adjacent water channel as its sole barri-
ers. Reminiscent of the relationship of the villagers with
nature, the spaces are tucked between two gardens,
blurring any boundaries between inside and outside.
Achieving separation through connection, the U-shape
configuration wraps around a central courtyard. On
the edge, the pool grasps the panoramic view of the
majestic mountains, breathing the summer breeze.
The kitchen, datum of the composition, offers layers of
porosity and filters the circulation of the dwellers, in ref-
erence to the local culture. On both sides of the kitchen,
a two-story private wing in the back and a public wing
in the front hover over the landscape, framing instances
and pictures of the terrain below. Through a playful
network of stairs, pathways, and patios, the visitor dis-
covers the guest bedrooms, completely concealed in
one of the terraces. The volume, honest in its plasticity,
invests in the local know-how, adopting local stone for
the terraces which contrasts with the Mediterranean
white stucco. Humbled by its context, the villaacts as an
architectural articulation of what was before and what
is yet to become.

THEORETICAL STATEMENT

We perceive building in harmony with a particular con-
text as unveiling layers of meanings of what preceded
and what is yet to follow. In other words, we define
meaningful architecture as that which communicates
the specificity of the place by generating a calibrated
balance between historical continuity and contem-
porary living. Then, it becomes evident the need
to question the relationship between “situs” or situa-
tion, the artificial or intervention, and what remains
in between. Pondering on this symbiotic relationship,
we rekindled literature meanings to understand the
specific definition of the word “topography”, or that
where “architecture” takes “place”.

Speculating upon the definition of “topos-graphie”,
we acknowledged that the site transcends all tangi-
ble elements to be defined by natural, artificial, and
cultural features. The latter are qualities of a situation,
and by nature, situations condition architecture. Thus,
by understanding the similarity between topographies
and situations, we identified the relationship between
topography and architecture, and therefore the art
of place-making. This combinatorial thinking came
to light, defining how we perceive architecture as a
response to Topos.

To complement our philosophy towards specificity,
we take inspiration from vernacular architecture, which
illustrates the first intuitive reaction man presented
towards his topography. In each situation, our ancestors
were very specific in their response, generating site-
responsive solutions for global problems. Through traces
in the land, we can clearly identify the memory of the
place and of the people that once occupied it. Hence,
specificity becomes the nexus that groups the different
conditions which govern our architecture.

In our architectural method, we seek to awaken the
intuitive and innate architectural response, achiev-
ing site-responsive answers, leading towards a holistic
architecture, in tune with its context, its place, and its
topography. Simple yet complex, sensitive yet resilient,
specific yet relative, our projects demonstrate a continu-
ous approach to creating a balance between the general
and the specific, the contemporary and the regional. To
put it simply, we try to create an architectural entity, that
if taken from its site and put in another location, would
simply not make any sense.
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BIOGRAPHY
In 1997, Elie Abs graduated with a Bachelor of Architecture
from the Lebanese American University (LAU). By 2000, Abs
obtained a post professional master's degree in architecture
and urbanism from the Architectural Association in London
(AA) and joined the international firm of KPF in London.

In 2007, Abs co-founded "Accent Design Group’, a spe-
cialized architecture and interior design firm in Beirut as
the Managing Partner and Principal Architect. By 2021, Abs
expanded into the UAE, landing Accent DG a second branch in
Dubai. The firm protracted its services into markets in the gulf
(KSA), Europe (Spain), and other parts of Asia (Jordan, Leba-
non and Thailand).

Notable mentions of award-winning projects published
and exhibited internationally include: Winner of the "Archi-
tecture - Housing" category of the DNA Paris Design Awards
(2023), Winner of the "Architecture - Residential" category
of the Identity Design Awards (2022), shortlisted for the CID
Awards (2022), shortlisted for the "Arab Architect Awards”
(2022), winner of "WAN Awards" — residential category (2071),
first prize for "Allee Des Arts" mixed-use project (2013), two
nominations for the Agha Khan Award (2017 & 2018).

In parallel to his practice, Abs joined the School of Archi-
tecture & Design at LAU as Adjunct Faculty between the years
of 2074 and 2021 where he taught and participated in the
final year studio.
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Wafra Living

Jabriya, Kuwait | AGi architects

DESCRIPTION
Wafra Living‘s design by AGi architects proposes an
innovative housing organization in Kuwait, a new type of
multi-family living as a social response to housing needs
in the country. The design is guided by the requirements
contemporary life while balancing traditional norms,
and reintroduces urban life to the building level.

Wafra Living is designed as a high-rise building
set back from the street, with an L-shaped building
defining the street edge. It is conceived to maximize
privacy within the community, whilst providing ample

With the pandemic, typologies like this one have taken on
a renewed interest as they offer a variety of ‘communal’
and public space and how crucial itis to our well-being as
a society. Wafra Living is socially driven, environmentally
responsive and behavior-conscious. This development
has set an example of how to approach urban issues
and redefining areas; thereby becoming a catalyst for
the city's future growth.

sl slezall FOF

THEORETICAL STATEMENT

The theoretical position of AGi architects regarding
architecture and its relation to the context and cul-
ture in the Arab World led us to carry out an ambitious
research project that explored the lifestyle of Kuwaiti
society, with the aim of finding alternative approaches
to housing in Kuwait that are sustainably driven, cultur-
ally rooted and responsive to future change.

The result of that research was ‘The Multiplex Tipol-
ogy. Living in Kuwait's Hybrid Houses’, book co-authored
by Joaquin Pérez-Goicoechea, Principal and Found-
ing Partner of AGi architects, with researchers Sharifa
Alshalfan and Sarah Alfraih, published by DOM publish-
ers at the end of 2022.

Our work starts from a simultaneous global and
local vision. From this interest and context, the research

-4
]

natural light and usable indoor and outdoor common
spaces. Cuts have been made on the ground floors
of the front building to provide better views for the
tower apartments.

The complex combines at different levels domestic

project has approached, studied and analysed contem-
porary housing in Kuwait. Thanks to this, we have been
able to glimpse opportunities and trends characteristic
of the current residential architecture of the city.

We detected the emergence of the multiplex typol-

and collective scales that are both private and pub-
lic. The architecture defines the edge of the block and
creates a series of open spaces within the plot for the
community, with various uses. The building cantilevers
off the ground to draw street life into the building. The
ground floor level opens up to the neighborhood with
accessible retail facilities on the street level, integrat-
ing into the urban fabric, and links up to a high square
through an inclined, stepped garden.

The project is composed of 16 types of living typol-
ogies -ranging from two bedroom to four-bedroom
duplex- distributed across five cores to cater to a variety
of tenants. The project public amenities include multiple
gardens, gyms, pools, kids playing areas, squash court,
public terraces and community multi-purpose space.

A “High Square” is created. It acts as a large-scale,
private communal area for all tenants that includes var-
ious landscaped pockets, pools, and access to the gym
to enjoy leisure activities in a more private setting.

The building envelope provides a safe environment
for the inhabitants, protecting them from the hustle
and bustle of the street. From this level, one can see an
aluminum mesh: a double skin that climbs the internal
facade containing the emergency routes, and conceals
the various service spaces that do not relate to the pub-
lic. Behind the lattice are the five cores, which connect
the residential floors.

Passive design techniques and innovative materials
are used to maximize thermal insulation and minimize
light consumption, also enhancing ventilation of the
building, avoiding the “heat-island” effect that occurs in
this type of urban development.

ogy, a domestic format that has organically emerged
in Kuwait in which several related families co-live, a
reconnection of the current home with the traditional
lifestyles of Kuwait. This model may embrace positively
the changing realities of Kuwaiti people; improving
future ways of living, working and resting, from a more
sustainable point of view.

On the other hand, our collective housing projects
such as Wind Tower was the result of this exhaustive
analysis on urban reflections of Kuwait society and their
spaces of living, and represents one of approaches of
our design firm in this sense, which was later followed by
other developments such as Wafra Living.

They provided public and communal areas and
amenities by reintroducing urban life to the building
level while also preserving privacy. AGi architects’ main
aim was not to impose a hew way of living completely
detached from Kuwaiti society, but rather a transfor-
mation from the past that is translated into a vertical
neighborhood.

We have developed a huge number of ideas around
the patio, and the sprawl urban design typologies during
the last decade. We have worked for long time with pri-
vate clients to create innovative houses that could held
their desires for representation and a comfortable and
private life. Transforming all this knowledge into multi
story building exercise was a challenge. So we started
creating the community, the common areas, and how
these should be public use areas but maintain a sense
of privacy.
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BIOGRAPHY
The international design firm AGi architects was founded
by two architects educated at Harvard University, Joaquin
Pérez-Goicoechea and Nasser B. Abulhasan.

With a prominent international character and a multi-
disciplinary focus, AGi architects offers a professional service
emphasizing quality, creativity and exclusive design. AGi has
a vision to create environments that create a lasting value for
clients through distinctive and imaginative solutions. At pres-
ent, the studio has offices in Kuwait and Madrid, with a team
comprised of more than 50 professionals.

The studio’s architecture is based on four founding pil-
lars: innovation, an inherent life component, ecological and
social interventions and research. AGi architects provides
comprehensive services in architecture, interior design and
urban planning.

AGi architects has been recognized with more than 40
international awards such as: Lafarge Holcim Awards, WAF
Awards, Middle East Architect Awards, MIPIM Architectural
Review, Identity Design Awards and Cityscape Awards, as
well as the recognition of Mies van der Rohe -"European Union
Contemporary Architecture Prize™ and Aga Khan Award for
Architecture, amongst others.
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Hills Residence

“HILLS” is a commercial and residential building of 6000
m?located on a plot with considerable potential: expo-
sure to an urban green space bordering a major road axis
with a high vehicular and pedestrian flow which con-
nects the center of Tunis to its northern suburbs.

The volumetry of the project will emanate from a
genesis directly linked to the assets of the site and the
urban planning constraints. On one hand, the sunshine
was decisive. On the other, the two existing neighbor-
ing buildings have guided us towards a choice of urban
adaptation by a juxtaposed mass on the north side and
a cascading setback on the west side. In order to affirm
the cascade movement beyond a simple punctual inter-
vention, another subtraction was projected at the angle
of the project from which we obtained the second cas-
cade of wide terraces, which maximizes the surfaces of
the apartments that benefit from the view of the main
road and not of the neighboring buildings. In addition,
this choice gives an attractive appearance to the overall
project, thus becoming a remarkable constituent of the
urban landscape. The brand image of the building stems
directly from these architectural choices, in particular
the name “HILLS”.

The resulting monolithic mass was then decom-
posed by a subtraction which reveals part of the
corridors becoming glazed walkways from which a light
supply for the common spaces in addition to a view of
the urban panorama. This same subtraction accom-
panied by a slight extrusion on the east side made it
possible to intuitively signal the entrance without orna-
ments or specific decorative elements.

At first sight, the geometry is exalted. More than a
game, rigor is a bias. Specifically, a uniform structural
framework of 3.40 m over the entire project breaks
down the interior spaces while also reflecting on the
facades. Different and repetitive modules result. Each is
characterized by a transparency/opacity ratio, which we
know is directly linked to the level of intimacy.

Interior and exterior are in studied symbiosis: the
treatment of the facades is a direct consequence of use,
between extraversion and introversion, between rev-
elation and discretion. The play in question, decidedly
deeper than simply geometric, is exalted by a composi-
tion of materials. The alchemy consists of opaque walls,

wood-look HPL walls, and perforated trellises according
to the same geometric rhythm while enhancing the pri-
vacy of the terraces.

All in harmony, the interiors are distinguished by
an immaculate whiteness, a refined assertion evident
down to the smallest detail. Walls, joinery, kitchens, and
false ceilings concretize the desire to sublimate interior
spaces by accentuating the light.

The art of building is an essential condition for there
to be an art of living. We aspire precisely to the fulfill-
ment of users in the space. In addition to technical and
functional solutions, comfort and aesthetics are central
to the design process. All the details fit into a subtle and
elegant whole, through a fluid language that is faithful to
all of the conceptual intentions united.

We believe that the environment in which we live has a
profound impact on every architect, and it is impossible
to fully disengage from heritage even when specializing
in contemporary architecture. Arab architectural heri-
tage possesses enduring concepts that remain relevant
in our time, some of which can be embraced while oth-
ers require development and adaptation to meet the
needs of our era.

Despite the progression of our societies, they largely
retain their traditional values, particularly emphasizing
privacy as a fundamental element in Arab architecture,
especially within residential structures. In our proj-
ects, we strive to preserve this notion through various

approaches that harmonize with user requirements.
We also incorporate geometric patterns with modern
materials and techniques, including "mashrabiya,” which
stands as a pivotal design element in Arab architecture,
as it has demonstrated remarkable efficiency in creat-
ing comfortable interior spaces despite external heat.
Revived and reimagined in more effective models, this
traditional and architectural environmental component
has been seamlessly integrated into numerous con-
temporary projects, employing advanced technological
solutions that adhere to its original concept.

Despite the extensive use of "mashrabiya,’ particularly
for sun protection, the Arab countries’ climate exhibits
regional variations during winter, rendering absolute reli-

ance on these features inadequate for user comfort and
sustainability. Natural solar energy, however, represents
a resource also utilized for heating spaces in winter.
The employment of innovative methods and diverse
technologies has enabled us to achieve unprecedented
flexibility. For instance, incorporating movable elements
in facades allows seamless adaptation to user require-
ments, whether opening up spaces or ensuring privacy
as needed. In this context, the use of low-emissivity glass,
renowned for its excellent thermal insulation properties,
stands as one of the key modern materials, facilitat-
ing the introduction of natural light into even the most
scorching environments while providing effortless means
of enclosure when desired.

Arab architecture has also been distinguished by
its focus on exploiting natural light for its pronounced
visual impact on spatial elements and positive psycho-
logical influence. Comprising various elements such
as "mashrabiya,’ colored glass, and diverse architec-
tural details, this interplay of light and shadow creates
a rhythmic dance across floors and walls, varying
throughout the day based on weather conditions. This
enduring concept remains valid across eras and serves
as a pivotal influencer in our modern works, creatively
presented in contemporary forms, sizes, and materials.

As for modern construction technologies, materials,
and methods, flexibility emerges as their most signifi-
cant contribution. Today, most contemporary structures
are no longer rigid, particularly concerning facade treat-
ment and interior partitioning. This evolution offers
greater freedom and a plethora of options to tailor build-
ings to climatic changes or even users' whims. Spaces
can now effortlessly transition from enclosed to open,
from dim to luminous, and from being connected to the
outside world to achieving complete isolation.

These conclusions reflect the evolution of contem-
porary Arab architecture and its profound impact on
our designs, material choices, and modern technological
applications. The Arab architectural heritage remains an
ever-inspiring source that enables us to create distinc-
tive and evolving structures, embodying our deep-rooted
connection to history while embracing a forward-looking
stance for the future.
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BIOGRAPHY
Bilel Khemakhem is a Tunisian architect, born in

1984. He was immersed in the world of creativity
from an early age as his father is an architect. He
built his education and experience on a rich aca-
demic background and constant exchange with his
father's agency. He graduated in 2009, and decided
in 2011 to set up his firm “ARK-architecture”

His work is characterized by modernity, trans-
parency, and the great exploitation of natural
light and solar energy. His projects have been
published in many local and international maga-
zines and digital platforms and in universities of
architecture, including recently RICE University in
the United States of America. He delivered lectures
in Tunisian architecture universities and on Arab
platforms, and was nominated for the Arab Archi-
tects Awards “AAA2018”, “Journées Architecturales
de Carthage 2019 “Archdaily Building of The Year
Awards 2021 and 2023” and recently, Mies Van Der
Rohe Awards 2024.
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Al Mishrag.Mosque

Al-Khobar, KSA | Afniah (Abdullah Boshlibi)

DESCRIPTION
This mosque was built to serve the neighborhood of
Al-Mowasat Hospital in the city of Al-Khobar, in the King-
dom of Saudi Arabia, as well as to serve the passers-by
on Al-Mowasat Hospital Road. The idea of this mosque
posed areal challenge, as we had to convey the authentic
Arab cultural heritage in a modern way, and where it was
necessary to consolidate the trend of modern architec-
ture by dealing with Arabic calligraphy and employing it
in an innovative artistic way, with a tremendous momen-
tum for detailed architectural elements. The mosque
can accommodate more than 450 worshippers, where
the ground floor measures 21 x 12 meters for men, while
the mezzanine floor is used by women with an area of 12
x 7 meters. The architectural elements were organized to
reflect the Islamic identity and glorify the divine mean-
ing of the sacred names of God, with the interior walls
decorated with Quranic verses, in conjunction with illu-
minated crystal cubes engraved with the names of God
Almighty to add beauty and elegance to the prayer hall.
While the niches, decorated with beautiful Arabic script,
emphasize a visual connection between the ground and
middle floors. As for the name of the mosque “Al-Mish-
raq” it is derived from the local cultural heritage, which
refers to the place where the worshipers sit after the
dawn prayer while waiting for the sunrise.

THEORETICAL STATEMENT

Simplifying architecture as an art is a spatial phenom-
enon within which man exists. Man as a living being
who changes through time moves within the internal
and external architectural space, reflecting his values
and emotions and stores within this space his cultural
meanings associated with these values and emotions.
However, at the same time he responds strongly to the
surrounding natural environment and shapes it accord-
ing to available technique and materials. Therefore,
Afniah team consider architecture a changing phe-
nomenon and that the constant / variable is man and
technology.

When we established the firm, the first question we
asked ourselves was: What sort of architecture we are
supposed to offer? How should we approach society
in a plausible manner as to convey our concepts? We
knew that the concept of "social architecture” is one
that can realize the connection between people and
their urban environments, and that these environments
enable them to transfer their values and perceptions of
the world. For this, we thought of an empirical concept
that we called "open-ended local architecture” as a
guideline for our empirical philosophy, which we aspire
to achieve through design practices in our studios.
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BIOGRAPHY
Abdullah Boshlibi is the General Manager of Afniah. He holds
an Master of Science in Architecture from Imam Abdu-

rrahman Bin Faisal University, Dammam, KSA (2019) and a
Bachelor of Building Engineering from Dammam University
in (2008). He is a member of Saudi Council of Engineers, as
well as Special Lecturer hosted by Saudi Council of Engineers,
and occasional lecturer at IAU University. Boshlibi has over
ten years of experience in the field of architecture and project
management.

Boshlibi assumed the role of CEO of Afniah consultants
Co. since 2071, managing a variety of building types in design
and construction supervision. He has supervised mobilization
plans for many projects and taken the role of chief designer
for multiple complex projects. His relevant experience includes
Najran Urban Development and the Holy City of Madinah
Urban Development in the last 3 years. Boshlibi managed
supervision and design review of multi-million healthcare
projects such as Al Muwasat hospital expansion in Dammam,
Al Muwasat New Hospital in Madinah, Al Muwasat Housing
Design review in Yanbu, along with Housing projects such
as Al-Muwasat Nurses & Staff housing in Jubail, Al Muwasat
housing in Madinah.
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Mosque.of Mohammed
Abdulkhalig.Gargash

Dubai | Dabbagh Architects

DESCRIPTION
The enhancement of the act of worship is at the heart
of the design approach. Prayer is a devotional act. It
requires the worshipper to be totally present. With all
the distractions in our modern busy lives it can be chal-
lenging to quieten the mind and find an inner calm to
allow for fullimmersion into prayer. Through the design, a
series of spaces are created that allow the worshipper to
transition from the busy outer world and prepare for an
inner experience. The traditional typology of the Islamic
form is simplified and stripped away to its essence. It
has a main prayer hall, a minbar pointing to the direction
of prayer towards Mecca, a dome and a minaret.

The design sought to avoid multiple blocks required
by the brief and combined the main building functions
of prayer areas, ablution areas and accommodation
into a single volume. The functions clearly defined by 2
blocks separated into two - firstly, the prayer block con-
taining the male and female prayer areas and secondly
the service block where the ablution facilities and resi-
dence for Imam and Moazen are found. As a result of this
division a courtyard is formed, celebrated through the
use of materials and a sculptural canopy, which reaches
out to reconnect the two volumes together. The canopy
above uses the same deconstructed pattern to filter
direct sunlight onto the outdoor prayer area. This high-
lights the space as the main entrance to both volumes,
and is also used as an over spill outdoor prayer area
during busy seasons such as the month of Ramadan.

Calligraphy and Geometry

A calligraphy belt wraps around the prayer hall exter-
nally. It creates a metaphoric protective band signaling
the spiritual nature of this space upon arrival. The use of
pattern and materiality in this project enhances the end
user experience as they journey from the outside into to
the courtyard and enter the building. A deconstructed
traditional Islamic pattern is incorporated throughout
the building’s exterior and interior. The exterior GRC
paneling uses triangulated pattern in recessed and per-
forated elements, which gives the building skin a crisp
minimal appearance. Internally these perforations and
controlled openings bring in natural light into the areas

of worship illuminating the key spaces and create a calm
atmosphere enhancing the sense of enhanced spiritual-
ity and connection to the divine.

The ‘double skin’ dome also allows natural light to
enter, filtering it through the internal decorative skin,
which incorporates the same triangulated pattern as
the rest of the building. This filtered light creates a soft
naturally lit prayer space suitable for the introspective
mind during prayer.

Calligraphy Significance
The Verse (Surat) is called The Most Merciful” ArRahman.
It is composed entirely in saj’, the rhymed, accent-based
prose characteristic of early Arabic poetry

This Surah lists many blessings and favors that God
has bestowed on man. It reference the sun, the moon
the stars and heavens and many other creations Owing
to the sura’s poetic beauty, it is often regarded as the
'‘beauty of the Quran”.

e

THEORETICAL STATEMENT
Dabbagh believes that when architecture establishes a
dialogue with its setting, when it speaks to the land and
to the people it starts to create meaning. Then, it is cre-
ates primal connection evoking feelings and emotions
between it and the people

When it comes to intervention an Architect must be
sensitive to the context and heritage of the site and the
community that exists, this is particularly important in
the context of projects of historical value such as the
Mleiha Archaeological Centre. Here, it was important
to understand the context and heritage of the site as
a starting point. This influenced our approach to insure
that the new building would not overshadow the wealth
that already existed, but enhance and honour it. So it
was an exercise of uncovering the hidden or neglected
aspects of the site and allowing the new building to give
them space and dignity.

An architect’s role is tied to the clients and commu-
nities they serve, they set a standard that shapes the
way they live and help to preserve important aspects
of cultural identity for future generations. This includes
those who wish to join the profession. For architects in
the Arab World- specifically a female architects - Direc-
tor Sumaya Dabbagh drew from her own experience
growing up in Saudi Arabia. She sees her role in the
Industry not only to set a new standard in the region, but
to provide representation to the generations of young
women that follow her.
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BIOGRAPHY
Dabbagh Architects is an award winning Archi-
tectural design practice based in Dubai, UAE. It is
recognized regionally for its contemporary design
and quality-driven service.

Established in 2008 by Sumaya Dabbagh, a
Saudi Architect educated in the UK. the practice
set out to create contemporary Architecture that
is culturally and environmentally sensitive. A time-
less Architecture that creates a positive impact
on the world. Since its inception, Dabbagh Archi-
tects have successfully completed a number of
prestigious projects in the commercial, private and
public sectors and continue to fulfil their mission
through their unique innovative designs.

The Mleiha Archaeological Centre and Gargash
Mosque are significant examples of a new emerg-
ing approach to Architecture in the UAE. Mleiha
was nominated for an Aga Khan Award in 2019
and won two other prestigious awards in 2016. The
practice have since completed the design of Al Ain
Museum, a recent addition to their renowned port-
folio of sensitive, contextual designs.

Dabbagh Architects is one of the first prac-
tices in the Gulf region to be registered as an
RIBA Chartered Practice. This recognizes it as a
conscious and responsible employer who is com-
mitted to maintaining the highest standards both
as a design practice and an organization.
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Technology School

Of Laayoune

Morocco | Saad El Kabbaj -
Driss Kettani - Mohamed Amine Siana

DESCRIPTION
The project of the Technology School of Laayoune in
Morocco is part of the decentralization policy of univer-
sities centers in the different regions of the country. The
program consists on teaching spaces(classrooms, work-
shops, amphitheater), library, administrative offices,
teacher’s offices and services (maintenance spaces,
staff accommodation etc.). The site, quite away from
the city center, generated aneed of“urbanity” through
an organization around an axial scheme, and thus pro-
viding a comprehensive and clear reading and at the
same time a diversity of ambiences.

The various buildings are fragmented to allow maxi-
mum natural ventilation and lighting and are connected
by a set of external paths, squares, covered squares,
mineral gardens to justly enhance this notion of urban-
ity. The architectural vocabulary is solid, geometric and
plays with the contrast-ocher-exterior and interior-light.
Different sun protection devices are used: brise-soleil,
double skin, protected walkways etc. The materials used
are minimized to emphasize abstraction and coherence
of the whole while meeting the need of sustainability
and easy maintenance.
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THEORETICAL STATEMENT

In a context of globalization, loss of references and
societal and climatic disruptions, architecture is at a
crossroads as a human expression synthesizing all of
the aspirations and challenges at the scale of the com-
munity and of the individual. Indeed, Arab societies
are marked by the constant question of tradition and
modernity to which are added current issues such as
demographic pressure, social inequalities and envi-
ronmental problems. Modernist recipes introduced an
innovative approach to the thinking and practice of
space, leading to the consideration of universal princi-
ples of equality and human space for all. But they have
also shown their limits in the sense that modernity
has marked a rupture experienced in a brutal manner
by fundamentally traditional societies. The paradox of
modernity lies precisely in this original intention, with
noble objectives but lacking contextual perspective,
its accomplishments but also and above all this feel-
ing of the unfinished.

In reaction to this doctrine felt as an exogenous
and dogmatic body, a fantasized vision of tradition has
emerged and produced anachronistic and false iden-
tity solutions. It seems to us that architecture must go
beyond this sterile dichotomy, and synthesize univer-
sal, avant-garde humanist principles, but taking great
care to build on age-old traditions which have shown
all their genius. This will result in a contextual vision
of the space, humanized and responding in the best
way to the aspirations of the communities. Likewise,
proven architectural solutions can, if revisited in a con-
temporary way, respond to the urgency of the climate
challenge: passive solutions, natural ventilation sys-
tems, renewable materials, etc. A whole constructive
genius specific to the place and its cultural, climatic
and geographical characteristics and which would
benefit from being revisited in a contemporary and
avant-garde vision. An architecture that would be
neither modern nor traditional but simply of its time,
responding acutely to societal and environmental
issues. An architecture which would place Humans and
Nature at the center of its concerns, which would be
capable of generating well-being, beauty, equality and
which would ultimately be an emanation of what a col-
lective and inspired vision can create better.
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Villa Chams

Baalbek, Lebanon | Carl Gerges

DESCRIPTION
Laying remotely within Lebanon’s most arid and histori-
cal naturescape, VillaChams embracesits surroundings’
identity from the flora to the Roman temples, and
presents itself as a melodically elemental story teller.
At a distant glance, this one shelled structure grounds
itself horizontally, while respectfully blending in with
the mindfully preserved rocks, opuntia, olive trees and
other flora on a backdrop of distant mountains. Upon
a more intimate inspection, sporadically equidistant
walls and columns orchestrate a rhythmic flow on a
rudimentary grid, creating both introverted spaces and
open extensions.

Rooms are naturally furnished with poured earth
concrete walls, stone, light and layers of view, emitting
an earthy sensorial balance.

The pool is floored with rough terrazzo, mixed with
native mineral aggregates, which emits a ground-
ing effect and massages the feet. Flowing like a river
through concrete columns, the water comes to a gentle
rest by bordering rocks that lead to a view of neighbor-
ing plants, distant mountains and sky.

The music and reading room is infused a level lower
into the ground which further introverts the spirit of
it’s function and opens to an eye level glazed view of
the outdoors.

The bathroom, irradiated solely through a skylight,
is embraced with a floor to ceiling rock and contrasting
smooth sound reflective walls which further enhance
the soothing water acoustics. In further manifestation
of the living nature of this house, certain materials are
encouragingly left to change color aesthetics with the
natural wear and tear of time.

The seasonal nature of Baalbek adds another dimen-
sion to this built environment. Dry and sunny days can

be enjoyed under shaded areas and within cooling rocks,
while chilly mystical nights can be spent stargazing by
the fireplace around the heated pool.

Touching on all elements of the earth, this house is
meticulously designed to emit feelings of harmonious
tranquility with nature’s many sensorial layers, for a sol-
emn retreat.

THEORETICAL STATEMENT

This site of Villa Chams particularly inspired me because
it is located in Baalbek, the City of the Sun where | per-
formed one of the most memorable concerts with my
band inside the temple of Bacchus backin 2012. 1 felt an
immediate connection as soon as | stepped on the land.

The site was untouched for hundreds of years, nature
was displaying its most beautiful spectacle. Everything
was so harmonious that | felt like my intervention should
not alter anything or at least have the smallest physical
impact. At the same time, feeding off from the proximity
to the roman site and from what Baalbek meant to me,
| wanted to introduce, through my architectural gesture,
amelodic element that would add another dimension to
the harmony of the site and that would tell a story.

In all their monumentality and glory, the adjacent
roman temples perfectly succeeded in blending with
the surrounding flora. It was fundamental that the villa
achieved the same result. | consequently worked a lot
with the natural resources available on site. | used earth
that came from excavation works to cast the entire
structure of the house. Native pebbles and aggregates
were also used in the mixture of the terrazzo that paved
all the outdoor terraces and the pool. | even used exist-
ing rocks as walls, like in the bathrooms for example. The
house also follows the natural slope of the site. Each
room has a different floor level and therefore a different
relationship to the outdoors.

| often find that nature has already done most of the
work for us. So here the challenge was to preserve the
existing nature and interact with it through my interven-
tion. The light pouring inside the living space through the
skylight and the indoor garden blurs the line between
inside and outside, the air feels lighter and you almost
feel outdoors.
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BIOGRAPHY
Carl Gerges is a multi-disciplinary architect born in 1987, based between

Beirut, Dubai, and Paris. Having graduated from the American Univer-
sity of Beirut with a degree in Architecture, Gerges likes to imagine a
lifestyle centered around nature and mindful living through his designs.
Paying equal attention to the interiors and landscaping, Gerges presents his
projects as a whole, meticulously designed to transform their environments
- and inspire a lifestyle unique to their locations.

The imprint of his earlier days in renowned rock band “Mashrou Leila”
prompted an interest in the intersection between music, travel, and art.
Having collaborated with artists like Mika, Yo Yo Ma, Niles Rodgers, Joe
Goddard, and Brian Eno, his musical career holds many accolades. His
days spent touring with the band immersed Gerges further in the world
of architecture. Performances in venues like Le Grand Palais and L’Olym-
pia in Paris, The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, the Musée Yves
Saint Laurent in Morocco, and Baalbek in Lebanon, became a source of
inspiration that informs his practice today - often involving stage-like
volumes and dramatic lighting.

Founded in 2020, his studio “Carl Gerges Architects” has garnered
international attention through prestigious awards like the Architectural
Digest’s “Best Hospitality Project” (2022), the List of 100 Contemporary
Decorators from AD France (2021), the GQ “Men of the year Award”(2022),
the Identity Design Award for “Best Residential Project” in Dubai (2021),
and the ArchDaily “Best Young Practices” Award (2020).

Gerges approaches architecture with an innate sensitivity to spaces,
their coexistence with humans, and their correlation to the outside world.
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Guelmim Airport

Guelmim, Morocco | Groupe 3 Architectes

DESCRIPTION
The new Guelmim Airport is situated in an existing mil-
itary infrastructure located 3km north of the city of
Guelmim in the south of Morocco. Led by the difficulty
to realize such a project in this tough surrounding, the
idea was to design a building that would be as simple as
possible, very flexible, expandable, energy efficient and
cost efficient.

The horizon

In this beautiful landscape, with a large horizon and
this mountains on both side, it was obvious that this
small building couldn’t compete facing this huge nature.
Therefore, we decided to handle it as if it was a piece of
land art and conceived it as a coloured mark in the land-
scape. The more simple the gesture, the more efficient
it would be. A clear horizontal building was the best way
emphasize the beauty of the horizon and the shape of
the mountains. From the inside, the users had to keep
the view to the surrounding landscape.

The limit
Thinking about the function of an airport is like drawing
a limit between two zones separated by a control zone.
Extensibility and flexibility being the prerequisite for a
sustainable project, we designed a linear box, parallel
to the runways, made of two halls with long span roof
(21m), releasing the ground from unnecessary construc-
tion elements, and a low filter area in between, situated
under an accessible patio garden. The flexibility of use
and modularity are essential components of this flow
machine that is an airport. Indeed, the movements of
the passengers and their controls can change over time,
according to national and international safety rules as
well as technology development.

So the idea of a limit is present everywhere, from the
master plan to the cross section of the building.

The light

The natural light had to be present everywhere, that’s
why we designed a glass box with a protective skin.
This skin made of perforated metal panels is held in a
distance from the glass fagade by the large roof over-
hang, which also helps to provide the sun shading for the
outside areas. The light coming from the roof terrace is
also filtered by the white fabric elements on top of it.

So the intention of saving energy by reducing the direct
sun impact brought us to design the element that would
define the character of the project. Associated to natu-
rally precooled ventilation, the building assure comfort
and low environmental impact.

The choice to use a metal fagade is also the idea of
emphasizing the incredible spectrum of different light
qualities, by reflecting and playing with the elements.

The pattern

The ubiquity of geometrical patterns in the region had
to be included somehow in the design of the fagade. It
took some time to define how different patterns, with
different scales of perception, would be integrated into
the conception of the metal skin. From various distances,
according to different light situation, the visitors will per-
ceive different patterns that will clearly suggest a link to
the decorative theme of local culture.

The colours

Directly inspired by local materials in handicraft, food,
clothes, but also by the surrounding nature, the soil and
the mountain, the colour of the building had to strongly
suggest a deeply integrated project. However, the strong
colours had also to contrast with the blue sky, in order to
keep the idea of a mark in the landscape.

THEORETICAL STATEMENT
Our architectural approach is more contextual rather
than formal. For us, a contextual project is anchored in
its natural site, drawing inspiration from the local culture
and vernacular architecture, by reinterpreting, synthe-
sizing and adapting to modern needs.

The Guelmim Airport project summarizes our
approach, by linking nature and culture. The project har-
monizes with the natural site and draw inspiration from
its geography. The horizontal volume engages in a dia-
logue with the beauty of the horizon and the landscape,

while the earthy colors contrast with the blue sky : the
project is like a piece of land art. Moreover, the envelop
evokes the patterns and the decorative themes of the
local culture, through its perforated colored metal filter
envelop, including various geometric patterns. Also, the
project takes into consideration the climate, and recon-
nects with traditional construction systems.

Finally, globally, our projects on the heritage of Aar-
abic architecture, using concepts such as abstraction
and geometry.
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BIOGRAPHY

Founded in 2000 and based in Rabat Morocco,
Groupe3Architectes gathers a team of 35 col-
laborators, including 15 architects. The firm has
a multidisciplinary and a culturally diverse team
whose professional expertise is constantly nur-
tured by the emerging collective intelligence
serving the architectural project. Driven by a per-
manent search for quality, the firm’s partners
along with their collaborators embrace values rep-
resenting the basis of the overall firm’s projects: to
listen, to be rigorous, and innovative.

The firm stands out nationally with its projects
in various sectors, giving singular architectural
answers while always using the geographical and
cultural context.

Groupe3Architectes is also working to gain vis-
ibility and recognition internationally. The firm has
been nominated for the Aga Khan Award in 2013,
and has participated in the Venice Architecture
Biennale in 2074. Recently, the Casa Port train sta-
tion, located in Casablanca, was selected among
19 other projects for the Aga Khan award for archi-
tecture in its 2016 edition.
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The Royal Academy.for
Nature Conservation

Ajloun,Jordan | Ammar Khammash

DESCRIPTION
In the late 1980s-1990s, the Jordanian Government
decided to stop many functioning quarries for a vari-

ety of environmental reasons. The abandoned quarries
remained as untreated wounds and abandoned cuts in
the landscape with no serious land reclamation efforts.
The proposed site of the new Rangers Academy build-
ing held the shadows of a once-functioning quarry. This
project celebrates the quarry by using the man-made
artificial exposed cliff to the advantage of the project,
turning the deformed cut into the real thrilling challenge
of the site.

The building has a double-folded functionality: from
one side it is an environmental academy that presents
nature-oriented educational programs, on the other, it
houses a high-end restaurant and a craft shop financing
the academic program of the project.

Arriving to the building after crossing a bridge
spanning 30 meters over the quarry gap, the build-
ing welcomes you at the exact middle contact point

between the restaurant’s dining room to your right, and
the academy to your left. There, the rock quarry acts as
the main foundation.

On the opposite side of the building facing the forest
which was not affected by the quarrying activities, the
academy touches the forest with a beautiful handshake.
The building hovers over the forest and barely touches
it. It has a minimal footprint as the foundation columns
cantilever tilts at 45 degrees above the forest floor, and
cantilevered terraces with blade-like edges float -almost
like paper- above trees canopies.

THEORETICAL STATEMENT

Ammar Khammash is particularly intrigued by the role
that architecture plays beyond the designed object:
how it shapes communities, relates to its context, and
impacts the ecosystem. He is interested in the multi-dis-
ciplinary understanding of human intervention and looks
beyond the one-dimensionality of the visual. His main
approach is context-driven, where he empowers the
site - its local ecology, botany, geology, and heritage - to
be the driving force behind the design with some nudg-
ing and encouragement from his side. By constantly
attempting to maneuver his way according to what the
site hints, he strives to maintain and extend the subtle
balance and coherence between the man-made and the
natural environment.

The region to the east of the Mediterranean has
very contrasting ecologies and landscapes. The most
valuable aspect to Ammar is the contrast and variation
between the lush landscapes and the arid deserts. In
the desert of Jordan, “Al-Badiyah”, one can find power-
ful examples of abstraction and minimalism. It is here in
this context, which is free from visual material clutter,
that he finds “powerful simplicity” and examples of how
nature can speak to us in both a practical and spiritual
language. Intertwined with this bigger circle of Jordan’s
plateau desert are smaller circles of very rich archeology,
a physical catalogue of human interactions and listen-
ing to design lessons from nature. Extending beyond the
borders of Jordan is also an impressive layer of geology
with a story that spans across 500 million years, with a
living layer of flora with nature’s species that define hab-
itats and present a record of climate and ecosystems.
Architecture becomes shallow decoration and visual
mimicry and personal “art” if it is not the result of land-
scape elements mentioned above.

Ammar Khammash also focuses on the longevity
and relevance of his interventions to contemporary
young generations, through the use of cutting-edge
narrative-making based on interactive and dynamic
rethinking of heritage as a pivotal nation building-block.
He also believes that by tapping into fields other than
architecture, creativity and innovation emerge as a
result of finding overlapping grounds between subjects
that might be often viewed as separate and disparate.
It is through these new connections that architects can
achieve more novelty and powerful interventions within
their contexts.
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BIOGRAPHY
Ammar Khammash is the principal architect and founder of
Khammash Architects in Amman. He received his Bachelor's
degree in Architecture from the University of Southwestern
Louisiana in 1986, and carried out his post-graduate stud-
ies in Ethno-archaeology at the Institute of Archaeology and
Anthropology at Al-Yarmouk University (1987-1988).

Khammash's work features a wide range of residential,
cultural, renovation and restoration, sustainable tourism,
planning, and destination design projects. They include the
Royal Academy for Nature Conservation in Ajloun (2014), the
Feynan Eco-Lodge in Wadi Feynan (2002), and the Wild Jor-
dan Nature Center in Amman (2001).

He is well established as an expert in Jordan's cultural and
natural heritage, and has launched a number of websites on
Jordan'’s flora, geology, and heritage. His expertise spans over
different disciplines including history, geology, archaeology,
ecology, botany, ethnography, and socio-economics.
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Rehabilitation of
Khan Al-Wakalah

Old City of Nablus, Palestine |

Elias Khuri in collaboration with Davide Pagliarni

DESCRIPTION
The khan was built in the XVII century, on the remains
of Roman and Crusaders buildings, along the main road
that stretches from Nablus to the Mediterranean Coast.
Located within the city, at the western edge of the souk,
Khan al-Wakala was known as an urban caravanserai, a
warehouse with stables, shops and accommodation for
travelers. It profited from being located on the way of
goods transiting from Damascus to Jerusalem as well as
of the pilgrimage route to Mecca and Medina. It is con-
structed with a unique material, the local Nablus stone.
On the main facade (the only one external at present
days) several shops are located, absolutely without con-
nections with the internal side of the building. The main
fagade contains also the unique entrance to the building.

Compared with the other Khans, Khan al-Wakala is a
unique case where the plan has anirregular form;in fact,
it presents the advancement of a portion of the south-
ern fagade, and consequently a contraction of the inner
courtyard, probably, it is due to the necessity to respect
former property borders, besides to the presence of
a consolidated viability.

The ground level has a very close and dense archi-
tectural rhythm. Along all the ground floor, every room
is opened to outside through a door- window pair. The
second level could be reached through an open stairs
facing the main entrance on the opposite wing. The roof
is made with cross vaults.

The rehabilitation and adaptive re-use of the car-
avanserai starts in 2000, in direct coordination and
cooperation with UNESCO, Nablus municipality and the
European Commission. The goal, in addition to maintain-
ing a historically valuable site, is to allow building use for
handcrafts, tourism and cultural services.

Around a central courtyard, historically used exclu-
sively to serve the travelers, new collective functions are
arranged: a restaurant, a civic hall, a museum, a small
hotel and some commercial activities.

UNESCO invites us to intervene at a final stage,
after the restoration of structures, assigning us the
design of the courtyard, the flooring, doors, windows
and the interiors.

The paving of the courtyard, is articulated by the use of
local sandstone slabs cut into fourteen different formats,
a reference to the local tradition of stone processing.

At the entrances to the main functions the size of
the flooring becomes denser, introduces a square mod-
ule of 20x20cm. The modular design is a reference to
a local product linked to the image of the city: the hand-
made soap from Nablus.

On the plot drawn from the pavement leaning
elements in Carrara marble: a monolithic fountain lam-
bency, instead of the previous lost, and some bridge
shape benches.The use of marble from Carrara resumes
construction details and material present in a mosque
in the old town of Nablus in which the same material, an
artifact recovered from the Roman era, it was reused for
a tub of ablution.

The museum, the hotel and the restaurant is on two
levels, accessible by stairs carved into the stone mass
of the tower entrance. In the restaurant a scale of new
construction is on two separate ramps for material
and language: the first masonry paneled in mahogany,
partially masked by a fixed wardrobe, the second steel,
pre-assembled in the workshop and placed in work.

The shops on the street have been renovated and iron
doors accordion-shaped, took place at the old doors lost.
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BIOGRAPHY
Elias Khuri, architect, was born in 1975 in I‘billin village in the
Galilee, and today he runs an architecture studio in Haifa. He
graduated from the Faculty of Architecture at the Polytech-
nic of Milan in 2005. After returning to Palestine, he worked on
public and private projects and specialized in the restoration
and maintenance of historical buildings. His design focus is
on Mediterranean, Arab and Palestinian architectural culture,
the relationship with the natural environment, and with prior-
ity to human values.

In 2009, Khuri won first prize in a competition for the design
of public spaces in Birzeit village, with New Landscapes.

His project House of the Twelve Olive Trees won first prize
in the 2022 Arab Architects Awards. The prize recognized his
intention to preserve the twelve olive trees that survived after
the changes in the area but more importantly his research
into the vernacular architecture of the Palestinian villages
absent and present after the establishment of Israel in 1948.

His work has been featured in leading international
design and architecture magazines, such as Domus, Divisare
and Archdaily.

Currently his projects focus on restoration and renovation
of historic sites while protecting the Palestinian cultural heri-
tage of these places.
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Kalba Waterfront

Kalba, Emirate of Sharjah, UAE | Wael Al-Masri

DESCRIPTION
The Kalba Waterfront Development is part of a new
comprehensive Master Plan for the Kalba region, Emir-
ate of Sharjah, UAE; a sensitive development with both
a large natural reserve and several tourism facilities
planned around the Kalba Lagoon, reflecting a bal-
anced and sustainable approach between commercial
investment and the protection and enhancement of
the natural environment.

The project is promoting a unique retail experience
while in the heart of the city. It develops an architectural
language that brings back the traditional rich heritage
of Sharjah, Kalba, and the Arab region in general, spe-
cific to the context where it is built. The project achieves
through this development an added value to the com-
munity where it settles, whether it is by providing retail,
F&B and entertainment areas to the public, or engaging
in different ways with the community.

Design

The design creates a lifestyle experience, combining
entertainment and F&B experience with the recreational
and leisure elements, with a strong customer experience
and desire to return. One of the unique features of this
scheme is the internal street environment it creates to
echo traditional Arab cities and souks, drawing inspira-
tion from old Sharjah which had the longest souk in the
UAE, as well as covered souks from other cities in the
region as Cairo and Fas. Such souks are characterized
by their organic character of streets of shifting orien-
tations, leading to various small plazas and courtyards,
partially covered and partially open to sky. This design
experience is achieved here by careful configuration
of the programmatic requirements through the use of
a structural module and through an integrative design
process between architects and engineers.

Sustainability

The project design minimizes the building impact upon
the environment and site. Kalba Mall adds diverse uses
to the local community and increases new shopping
opportunities while reducing the travel distance and
single vehicle occupancy. The Mall is partially roofed by
glazed roof structure to bring in daylight and to give an
outdoor experience that is highlighted through the use of
materials and the architectural treatment of the facades

that cross between inside and outside to emphasize the
continuity between them, while reducing artificial light-
ing loads throughout the daytime. Indoor materials are
chosen carefully to reflect the architectural heritage.
The landscape theme is developed to achieve a creative
outdoor experience allowing extended outdoor use and
enjoyment of the site values, while using simple elegant
materials, native plants and xeriscaping approach. Light
color preamble paving is used for parking and prome-
nade areas to reduces heat island effect and increase
rainwater management opportunities.

THEORETICAL STATEMENT

Architecture is the envelope for living in all its aspects; it
forms the setting for indoor and outdoor activities and
urban space. What we produce as architects undoubt-
edly influences the way we live, feel and react in this
world. Since the late 1970s, | have been trying to develop
architecture in the Arab world that expresses the his-
toric specificity, local diversity, and dynamic nature
of Arab-Islamic cultural identity. A dynamic and what
| would call a “hybrid” identity in architecture today
would reflect a living context and respond to the forces
of globalization, with its capacity for both the homoge-
nization and enrichment of cultures.

To reflect a dynamic Arab-Islamic identity in archi-
tecture is not to record a confused reality; it is rather
an attempt to understand this reality, and provide a cri-
tique of it, to extract human, cultural, and environmental
values from it, and highlight those values through an
architectural approach that respects and sustains these
values. When architects reach out to people through
an architectural language they understand, it increases
their sense of belonging in the built environment and
reduces their sense of alienation by encouraging cre-
ative participation.

More often, however, the shaping of the built envi-
ronment is directed by, developers, and real-estate
markets as we have seen in recent years. In these atmo-
spheres, architects have less influence on large-scale
developments, and have become more of shapers of the
visions of these developers rather than being real driv-
ers of change. Even in the small scale of an individual
building, architects are increasingly becoming more exe-
cuters or producers of the desires and wishes of clients

who are more exposed to a world full of options through
travel and internet communication. Moreover, the archi-
tectural and urban transformation of the Arab region
which started from mid of the twentieth century and up
reflect planning and architectural concepts that have
evolved in the West and have taken over the traditional
urban patterns. The state of modernity was imposed on
the Arab world, and it was not allowed to develop natu-
rally. This transformation or modernization was however
not followed by similar transformation in the produc-
tion tools nor in the local social and cultural tools. This
has created a disharmony between the contemporary
architectural content with all its artistic, technical and
environmental components and the culture and local
identity of the Arab communities with all the challenges
and contradictions it as facing these days.

In order to create an architecture that can be identi-
fied with our region, we must understand the relationship
between architecture and culture and the extent of
this reflection on the built environment. My objective is
to relate architecture as a cultural product to a deeper
understanding of contemporary local culture while engag-
ing with the cultures of others. My intent is to contribute
to global culture by highlighting - through architecture-
the human aspects of the Arab-Islamic culture, which are
largely missing in the age of globalization. | believe this
culture has the potential to be an important contributor
to global civilization today, as it was in the past.

sl slezall A

BIOGRAPHY
Wael Al-Masri is Founder and Chief Architect of Wael Al-Masri
Planners and Architects (WMPA) which he established in 2009.
Before that he served as Partner and Director of Urban Plan-

ning and Architectural Design for Dar Al-Omran, between 1994
and 2009. During that period, he also served as senior architect
for the Jordan Sustainable Tourism Development Project (1995-
96), and served as lecturer of architecture and interior design
at Petra University and the University of Applied Sciences in
Amman. He served in 1991 as Campus Architect for the Uni-
versity of Southern Indiana, USA, and worked for the Kuwaiti
Engineer’s Office (KEO) from 1984 to 1990.

Al-Masir is a chartered member of the Royal Institute of
British Architects (RIBA), President of the Jordanian Architects
Society (JAS) since 2017. He received his Master of Science in
Architecture at MIT (1993), and his Bachelor degree in archi-
tecture from the University of Manchester (1984).

Al-Masri received several international awards including
the “Arab Architect Award” for his lifetime achievement in
2008 from Arab Towns Organization, the “1984 RIBA Napper
Urban Design Award,” and the Manchester University “Hay-
wood Prize” for The Architectural Student of the Year 1984.
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Ternion

Kuwait | Studio Toggle

DESCRIPTION
Ternion is a composition of three independent villas
in Kuwait. Variably stacked prismatic volumes create
a porous-pixelated massing achieving a harmonious
balance between the opposing ideals of privacy and
community. The project encouraged the architects to
rethink the modern suburban Arab residential block,
usually populated with affluent independent villas. In a
society where privacy and weather become the overrid-
ing design directives, the norm in residential architecture
is to create impenetrable and introverted structures
that maximize the climate-controlled built-up area. The
brief dictated the creation of three independent villas
with private gardens and private swimming pools that
can be utilized on a year-round basis. This was particu-
larly challenging since Kuwait is known for its arid desert
climate which is one of the hottest in the world and dust
storms are a regular occurrence.

While it could not be completely avoided, the archi-
tects sought to minimize the use of active climate
control by employing passive cooling techniques tra-
ditionally part of the vernacular. Combining these with
self-shading massing strategies gave the project the
direction it needed both spatially and aesthetically. Each
villa is centered on a private courtyard featuring a swim-
ming pool as a modern functional interpretation of a
traditional 'Hosh' with a water feature. The social spaces
are grouped around this pool and feature longitudinal
full-height glazed windows facilitating cross ventilation
and evaporative cooling when open. The glazed internal
walls afford panoramic views to the garden and pools

These monolithic volumes, by virtue of their compo-
sitions, act as frames, shields or cantilevers, providing
shade from the sun, protection from the desert wind,
and frames the endless views towards the sea from
multiple vantage points. Usable terraces, covered por-
ticos, hidden nooks, viewing platforms are all part of a
selection of multi-use spaces generated by modulating
the massing. The expressive volumes of the three villas
reach out to each other creating a streamlined street
interface, thereby forging a unified identity for the
development. Ternion, thus, is an experiment in modern
Arabic residential architecture that respects the privacy
and exclusivity dictated by the social norms without
compromising on the joys of community.

sl slezall VF

THEORETICAL STATEMENT

Studio Toggle emphasizes the importance for buildings
to connect with its surroundings. Context is relevant.
Although, more than context, architecture needs to
reach out, connect and collaborate. We value these con-
nections that we call synapses, and focus on their ability
to enhance the social aspects of inhabitable spaces. Our
language is simple but our ideas are complex. We derive
our sustainable practices from traditional vernaculars
like employing strategic courtyards with water fea-
tures that contribute to evaporative cooling as well as
exploring and perfecting self-shading aesthetics which
mitigates the heat gain caused by large openings typical
of the studio’s language.

Kuwait is currently going through an exciting phase
regarding architecture and design. A proliferation of
young and enthusiastic design firms competing with
the established players makes the Kuwaiti design scene
quite dynamic and that is a very good development. The
focus of the Kuwaiti architecture scenario is not in the
scale of the projects but the enriched user experience
and being at the forefront of international design trends.
One can confidently say that in the fields of residential
and retail design, Kuwaiti design and architecture firms
are being recognised for pioneering cutting edge design
techniques in the region. However it remains to be said
that the construction quality and techniques haven’t
caught up with the progress in design thinking and
that is the single most obstacle that the design firms
face in Kuwait. Studio Toggle has been instrumental in
raising awareness of the importance of design think-
ing and champions the deployment of BIM and digital
fabrication techniques to improve the quality of the
architectural design and construction process.

while shaded from the scorching sun by cantilevered s e e SRS S SR Y : i iR - £ 7 y Studio Toggle believes that design thinking should
volumes mitigating the heat gain. This results in a com- ' o R I ot R— : - ¢ Ly go hand in hand with the construction process and is
position of variably stacked prismatic volumes creating : 5 - ...;___.__.,.r_,-_.,i;. L - L0 instrumental in raising awareness of this in Kuwait’s
a pixelated/porous massing that endeavors to achieve d e : architectural scene. We have also demonstrated that

a harmonious balance between the opposing ideals of
privacy and community.

The architecture of the three villas is to be read as
a whole, composed of a series of hierarchical social
spaces, organized based on their varying degrees of
openness and privacy. These range from fully enclosed,
private, and silent gardens to vast terraces, opening up
to the streetscape and the vistas beyond. The inhabit-
able volumes are organized around these social spaces,
defined by their function and need for transparency.

theoretical research translates into tangible improve-
ments in the energy efficiency and user friendliness of
buildings. Moreover, through our passion for urbanistic
activism, we strive to fix the broken interface between
the buildings and the street and deploy our buildings as
seeds for good urbanism in the areas they are built. Our
buildings transcend budgetary constraints and demon-
strate that responsible research based design can
deliver well rounded projects that are economically and
architecturally successful.
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BIOGRAPHY
Studio Toggle was established in 2012 by Architects Hend Aimatrouk and
Gijo Paul George upon graduating from the University of Applied Arts (Die
Angewandte), Vienna. The practice focuses on logical design and prob-
lem-solving techniques with a specific emphasis on Architecture and
Urban Design. Studio Toggle’s expertise ranges from public-sector, com-
mercial, residential and hospitality architecture to interior design. Now
operating from its three inter-linked studios in Kuwait City, Porto and Ban-
galore, Studio Toggle has successfully designed, supervised and handed
over projects varying in scales and typologies. Although a relatively young
firm, Studio Toggle has emerged as one of the region’s most decorated
boutique architecture firms. Studio Toggle has proven its capability and
readiness to tackle the challenges of spatial hierarchies, social norms and
the harsh desert weather conditions unique to the Arabian Gulf.

Its multicultural team comprises highly accomplished architects
and engineers from Kuwait, Portugal, Spain, Brazil, the Philippines and
India. This rich diversity adds depth and empowers Studio Toggle to
deliver its site-specific, vernacular inspired version of desert modern-
ism without the danger of being one-directional. Working on projects
in urban and remote areas of Kuwait, Portugal, Oman, UAE and Saudi
Arabia, Studio Toggle have adapted to the realities of tight budgets,
scarcity of skilled labour, multi-lingual workforce, adverse weather con-
ditions etc. and prides itself on its ability to deliver meaningful projects
despite the constraints.
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SOS Children's.Village

Tadjourah, Djibouti | Urko Sanchez Architects

DESCRIPTION
We were approached by SOS Kinderdorf for a compound

of 15 houses for children, to run their family-strengthen-
ing programmes. The project is located in Tadjourah, on
the coast of Djibouti. Its very hot and dry climate was a
determining aspect in our design solution.

After extensive research on the place, we came to a
few principal points and opted for a medina-based typol-
ogy. Its typical narrow streets and optimal orientations
are a great solution for passive and effective ventilation,
to render the extreme climate habitable. We conducted
a very detailed study for an optimal natural ventilation:
by the orientation of alleys, the “ventilation corridors”,
and by the openings, big or small, in the surfaces of the
houses. In critical points, and when it wasn’t possible to
have a free flow of air, we created tall ventilation shafts
that “catch” the wind and direct it into the room, hence
keeping a refreshing air flow in the interior spaces.

As traditionally nomads, the local residents’ rela-
tionship with open space is essential. We made sure
every house had one that was private enough for it
to become an integral part of the home and of every-
day life. To optimize sun shading and cross-ventilation,
the houses follow the same scheme but are placed in
relation to one another in a well-studied manner, some-
times becoming two superimposed houses, where roofs
are terraces. These optimal distances are also a tool for
keeping the privacy of each house: they participate in
the clear definition between public and private spaces,
which encourages residents to use the outdoors.

The narrow streets sometimes open up to become
squares of different sizes, where communal activities
take place and a sense of community can be built, which
are also safe spaces for children to play, as cars are com-
pletely kept out of the project. Plants are introduced in
the project, despite the aridity of the climate, encour-
aging residents to take proper care of them generates
a network of communal greenery and, on the long run,
those trees will grow to provide extra shade and cool
down the spaces.

We also took advantage of the hot, sunny climate to
power houses with solar energy: the project is equipped
for self-sufficient, photovoltaic electricity production.

Ultimately, the SOS Children’s village is a shell to
protect life, adaptable by the families who will inhabit it

and bring it to life. It is today a success on a social and
architectural level and is often visited by the residents
of the area.

THEORETICAL STATEMENT

Urko Sanchez Architects long history of involvement
in design and construction projects in Africa and Mid-
dle East, has led them to develop most of their projects
throughout the MENA region (Djibouti, Somalia, UAE,
KSA..) Urko Sanchez Office has been working in the
Arab World for over twenty years, however it all started
in Lamu, a remote island in the north of Kenya, just by
Somalia’s border.

Lamu, is the oldest surviving Swabhili town in East
Africa, with a culture born from African, Arab and Asian
heritage, and an architecture still, to a great extent,
intact. On the coast of the Indian Ocean, it is designated
a World Heritage Site by the UNESCO. It was in this
unique setting where Urko and his team started learning
from traditional Swahili architecture. A deep study of the
urban fabric, its narrow and shaded alleys, the volumetric
composition of its buildings, the openings proportions,
the decorative motives, the use of local materials, and
local craftsmen techniques, the integration of court-
yards to create a rich sequence of spaces allowing for
different grades of privacy; including barassas, terraces,
loggias, rooftop terraces, lattices, and other singular ele-
ments of its traditional architecture..

It was never about imitating the architectural
heritage of the past, but learning from it to look for con-
temporary solutions. The knowledge gained from these
studies was put into practice in the early projects, where
clients aimed from a contemporary use of the spaces
while keeping the feeling of the regional architecture.

The deep study and understanding of the traditional
architecture has become one of the practice’s land-
marks. They drive the design process: it is the office way
of working, we cannot proceed in a different way when
intervening in environments with such a rich architec-
tural heritage, like most of the Arab world sites.

Although different outcomes and solutions are
reached, some common architectural principles guide
our design process while working within Arab Context:
the use of local materials, the focus on natural light and

ventilation, the integration of local vegetation, the use of
decorative motives and patterns, the use of courtyards
and sequence of spaces. The approach to architectural
interventions in the Arab world can play a big partin pre-
serving and enhancing its culture, its urbanism and its
way of living while moving towards the future without
forgetting to look back. Our focus is aiming for histori-
cal continuity which is cultural specific and rooted into
place approached in a contemporary way.
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BIOGRAPHY
Urko Sanchez Architects is an award-winning Kenya and Spain-based
architectural firm renowned for excellence in design. We focus on working
closely with clients to create tailor-made projects, and faithfully interpret
their vision. Above all else, the firm values client trust, and unparalleled
quality in the expression and execution of its ideas.

The firm is deeply committed to environmental stewardship, and for
each project, the team considers the cultural roots of the structure, and
how the building will be best integrated into its environment; the view, the
indigenous materials, and the flow of the surroundings. Hallmarks of Urko
Sanchez projects include contemporary twists on traditional architec-
ture; a green aesthetic that harnesses wind and solar power and recycled
water; and leveraging natural architecture to showcase natural light, and
frame private gardens and open courtyards.

In addition, Urko Sanchez Architects is passionate about social
improvement, contributing as often as possible to projects that target
disadvantaged communities with needful and innovative interventions.

The team at Urko Sanchez Architects is flexible, multicultural and
boasts stellarlocal and international track records. Principal Urko Sanchez
has a wealth of experience, having travelled extensively and accomplished
projects in multiple contexts. Urko uses his broad experience to craft an
innovative and versatile architectural outlook for every unique project.
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Mosque.of Reflection

Dubai | waiwai

DESCRIPTION
The Mosque of Reflection in Dubai reimagines the role
of the mosque in the city. Drawing reference from the
traditional Arabian mosque typology where there is a
communal element, the mosque reframes the spaces
to encourage community use alongside its purpose as a
sacred space of worship.

Situated within Dubai’s dense city landscape adja-
cent to the Coca-Cola Arena, the Mosque of Reflection
is a stark contrast to its surroundings, standing as the
physical embodiment of spirituality, tranquility and
community. The shell of the existing mosque has been
retained with the fagade painted in a reflective glossy
pastel green and the spatial arrangement of the prayer
spaces has been preserved.

A significant addition to the refurbishment is the col-
onnaded arcade, or riwaq. Contrary to typical mosque
typology, the riwagq, gently wraps around the mosque in
a circular form. A series of wide arches form the riwagq,
inviting people and worshipers from all directions. White
perforated metal with small circular voids enable nat-
ural light to enter the depths of the space. The use of
white extends to the tile flooring of the riwaq further
emphasizing the sense of openness and lightness. The
combination of the perforated metal and form removes
the boundary of separation between the mosque and
city and creates transparency between exterior and
interior spaces.

A new public space is established within the sahn or
courtyard. Palm trees, rectilinear water features leading
to the main entrance and seating nurture an environ-
ment of tranquility. The sahn is a spatial metaphor to
where community, faith and the city connect and inter-
twine. The riwak and sahnserve not only as circulation,
but also where visitors can pray, read, reflect and gather.
On either side of the mosque, two minarets also clad in
white perforated metal form the enclosures for wind
turbines which will provide sustainable energy.

At the entrance before the main prayer hall or haram,
is a transitory space between external and internal. The
color and material palette of the mosque’s exterior iden-
tity continues into the interior. The haram is simplistic
and minimal. The carpet flooring consists of bands of
alternating shades of green which identify the rows for
prayer. Gold tones decorate the ceiling above the cen-
tre of the prayer space. The mihrab which indicates

the direction of Mecca of prayer and is where the imam
prays. Calligraphy with ayahs from the Quran span above
the mihrab along the centre of ceiling.

The Mosque of Reflection offers an environment
where the religion and wider community can coexist as
well as an experience not only for worshippers but the
city as well.
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THEORETICAL STATEMENT

The 20th century is behind us, but its ways and methods
are still present in our 21st century world. As a practicing
architect, if you ask me who the 20th century archi-
tect is, there are a hundred images in my mind of who
these architects are and what architecture they pro-
duce. | practiced under many of them and | must say | do
not agree with many of their approaches and sense of
responsibility. Today, | question my role and responsibil-
ity and | ask myself ‘how is this new architect different?.
The questions have to do with issues caused by the 20th
century approach: the climate crisis on one hand, but
also social injustice, the global migrant crisis and more
recently the pandemic.

All matters are pressing but | am currently focusing
on finding ways to address the urgent climate crisis in
the MENA region. The European Countries, including
most of the Global South is turning to Wood Construc-
tion as a sustainable alternative. In the MENA we have a
greater challenge as wood is not an option, and we must
find new ways.

As an architect, | feel the responsibility to be a
custodian of our planet to achieve equity and environ-
mental justice. | feel today more than ever, a disconnect
between us humans and our planet earth. Our actions
are oppressive, and we consume as if our resources are
infinite. This must change and we must connect once
again. We need to seek new ways of construction and
new materials that are respectful to the environment. |
imagine that architecture and design, through innovation
and collective efforts, will lead global trades in mitigat-
ing climate change. At the 17th architecture biennale in
Venice, | asked the question ‘what if our new vernacular
is the utilization of our industrial waste?’ Imagine how
spectacular it would be if all our buildings and structures
were living environments that would absorb CO2, like
our trees and wetlands.

My goal in the next years is to continue our research
and broaden the cross-disciplinary collaborations to
develop a real and sustainable alternative to Portland
cement that is viable in the MENA region.
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BIOGRAPHY
waiwai is an architectural, landscape, urban, interior and graphic design studio with
offices in Dubai and Tokyo. Led by Wael Al Awar and Kazuma Yamao, the firm has worked
on prominent cultural projects including the Jameel Arts Centre, CICOL and Hai d3 in
Dubai; Otaru Harbor Café in Japan; Jeddah’s Hayy Jameel; and Wetland at the National
Pavilion of the UAE, which was awarded the Golden Lion at the Venice Architecture Bien-
nale in 2021.
waiwai takes a highly contextual approach to address social, environmental, and
technological questions through design. Dubai and Tokyo foster distinct perspectives on
the built and natural environment, on the way we live and work with one another and
with the world around us. waiwai adopts a strategy that is rooted in ideas of living in
each city but that also relies on the careful, attentive eye of the outsider for a wider view.
waiwai’s research focuses on the climate crisis and strategies of design and
materials that can form a new vocabulary, one that responds to cultural context and
environmental urgency. By studying and aligning with natural phenomena, waiwai
seeks to create an architecture that remains open to adaptation, to create site-specific
provocations that encourage unexpected experiences and activities.
waiwai was named among the top 17 architects and top 50 influential designers of
the year by Nikkei Magazine in 2019, recognized by Architectural Record’s annual Design
Vanguard issue as one of the top 10 emerging firms in the world in 2018, and included
in Architectural Digest’s top 50 offices in the Middle East in 2017 and 2022. waiwai was
a Shortlisted Nominee for the Aga Khan Architecture Award in 2019. The firm’s awards
include the Golden Lion at the Venice Architecture Biennale in 2021; the Arab Architect
Award in 2019; the New York Design Award 2018, Silver Medal; the Hong Kong Design
Award 2018, Gold Medal; the First Prize at the AIA Middle East Design Awards in 2018; the
London Design Award 2016, Silver Medal; and the SD Review Award, Tokyo, 2015, Short-
listed Nominee.
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Shindagha

Historic District

Dubai | X Architects

DESCRIPTION
Al Shindagha historic neighbourhood is located on the
shore of Dubai Creek, bordered on the south by Bur
Dubai and on the west by Port Rashid. Al Shindagha dis-
trict began to expand when the Ruler of Dubai, Sheikh
Saeed Al Maktoum, settled in the neighbourhood from
1912 to 1958.

As part of Dubai’s Historic District, along with Deira
and Bur Dubai, Al Shindagha is currently undergoing major
conservation and renovation work to turn the district into
a prominent cultural destination. Our scope for the ren-
ovation initiative of Dubai’s Historic District consists of
three distinct projects which include The Welcome Pavil-
ion, Story of the Creek, and the Perfume House.

The design approach originates from studying Al
Shindagha’s heritage and context, aiming at reviving
and restoring the neighbourhood’s identity in a contem-
porary setting. Designing a visitor centre and museum
in a context with many historic layers was a challenging
experience that was overcome by creating a coherent
synthesis between the old and new. Traditionally, the
district’s fabric portrayed harmony and integration
between the natural and built environments. X Archi-
tects steered the design in a direction that revisits the
past and reinterprets it in an innovative methodology
while remaining rooted in the rich cultural heritage.

The Welcome Pavilion, is a new proposed building
that acts as a meeting point and information centre
for the expected visitors of Dubai’s Historic District.
Situated between traditional mud houses, the pavilion
is designed as an open ‘plaza’ with a roof. Teak wood
has been chosen for the construction of this roof, as an
acknowledgment of the significant role wooden dhows
played in the triumph of Old Dubai. The shifting walls
provide the flexibility to contain the space or let it flow
out into the surrounding context.

The Story of the Creek Museum serves as an intro-
duction to the vibrant history of Dubai and provides
visitors with an excellent understanding of the context
in which Dubai grew and developed into the thriving
metropolis that it is today. It also shows how the city’s
leaders, both past and present, were essential in pro-
viding the vision behind this extraordinary expansion.
Visitors will leave the museum with an in-depth under-
standing of how Dubai Creek has been a generator of
trade, wealth, and success.

THEORETICAL STATEMENT
The architects thoroughly studied the heritage and
context of Al Shindagha to guide their designs, aiming
to revive and restore the area's identity while incorpo-
rating contemporary elements. Given Al Shindagha's
rich history, the architects focused on creating build-
ings that harmoniously blend the old and new, while
paying close attention to the distinctive materials and
textures associated with the area, such as Areesh (palm
leaf) and teak wood, which played a significant role in
the construction of wooden dhows. The architects
sought to maintain the district's traditional fusion of
natural and man-made elements within their projects.

“To create a harmonious integration between the
old and new we had to study the context and history
of the place and maintain elements such as the ceiling
materiality, textured wall finishes and wooden doors,”
the architects explain. “We tried to bring in natural
light and, [in the Museum and Perfume House,] provide
innovative ceiling designs inspired by Arabic patterns
and geometries.”

The Shindagha Welcome Pavilion, a newly con-
structed structure, serves as a meeting point and
information center for visitors to Dubai's Historic Dis-
trict. Positioned between traditional mud houses, the
pavilion features an open "plaza’ design with a teakwood
roof. Its adaptable glass window panels allow the space
to be enclosed or seamlessly connected to the outdoors.
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The Story of the Creek Museum, on the other hand, is a
renovation of an existing building and serves as an intro-
duction to the history of Dubai, telling the story of the
city’s growth and development over the years.

“The Story of the Creek Museum is situated in a his-
toric house which we wanted to honour and enhance. It
includes an exhibition that gives an overview of Dubai’s
history, society, and [the] leadership of the Al Maktoum
Family,” the architects add. The museum also sheds light
on the importance of Dubai Creek and its role as a gener-
ator of trade, wealth and success for the emirate.

Additionally, a newly designed perforated steel and
glass roof structure complements the existing features,
a design language also employed in the Perfume House.

The Perfume House, historically the residence of
Sheikha Sheikha Bint Saeed Al Maktoum, a renowned
perfumer and the aunt of H.H. Sheikh Mohammed bin
Rashid Al Maktoum, the current Emir of Dubai, is an
integral part of the project. It showcases items from
Sheikha Sheikha Bint Saeed Al Maktoum'’s personal col-
lection and invites visitors to explore Emirati culture
through scent, highlighting the heritage associated with
fragrance production and usage. The Perfume House
features "perfume stations” where visitors can expe-
rience a variety of scents unique to Dubai, offering an
immersive and distinctive perspective on the intangible
heritage of the city.
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BIOGRAPHY
X Architects is a critical architectural studio founded in 2003 by princi-
pal architects Ahmed Al-Ali and Farid Esmaeil. Both principals are strong
proponents of Arab Culture and its translation into contemporary design.

X Architects believes in design as a process. We research into creating
a built environment that is adaptive and contextual. We see architecture
as a language that speaks of the place. Our sensible, yet critical design
approach recognizes the inherent complexity in modern day building and
harnesses this complexity to produce projects that are culturally robust,
place sensitive and environmentally friendly.

X Architects’ work is highly regarded in the region for its contribution
in the fields of design and research. With more than a decade in the prac-
tice, the studio accomplished an impressive portfolio of diverse projects
that range from social housing, natural reserve centers, various cultural
projects such as restoration of Wasit Wetland Center, rehabilitation of Bait
Mohammed Bin Khalifa and Al Shindagha Historic District.

X Architects gain continuous recognition and has received numerous
awards including the prestigious 2019 Aga Khan Award of Architecture for
Wasit Wetland Centre in Sharjah, UAE and one of the highest ranked local
awards, the Mohammed Bin Rashid Award and Holcim Award.

The principals are active participants in educational forums, exhi-
bitions and lectures. They are deeply committed to architecture and
urban research, having lectured in Harvard and exhibited in international
reputed venues like RIBA in London and Louisiana Museum of Modern Art
in Copenhagen.
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Federation of Arab Engineers
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Association of Arab Architects
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@Afniah Info@Afniah.com Afniahconsultants

Al Qasim Al Khawarizmi Street | Rakah District | Dammam 34225, KSA
(966) 13 889 3060 | www.afniah.com




