


CORNICHE MOSQUE 

JEDDAH, SAUDI ARABIA 

Clients: Municipality of Jeddah (Mohammed Said Farsi, 
fonner Mayor) and Ministiy of Pilgrimage and Endoiv-

ments, Jeddah. Architect: Abdel Wahed El-Wakil, London. 
Completion Date: 1986-88 

During the last ten years, the Egyptian architect Abdel Wahed 

El-Wakil has designed more than a dozen mosques in Saudi 

Arabia. The first of these mosques, the Sulayman Mosque, 

completed in 1980, caught the eye of Mohammed Said Farsi, 

the Mayor of Jeddah, who then commissioned him to design 

a mosque along the comiche of his city. The Ministry of 

Pilgrimage and Endowments followed suit, and commis

sioned another one along that same comiche. A series of 

mosques were commissioned by these, and other, sponsors 

from the private sector. 

The mosques differ widely in size, composition, and 

budgets but they have a number of characteristics in com

mon. They are all revivalist in style, their architecture deriving 

from a blend of Islamic vocabularies but relying most heavily 

on those of the Mamluks of Egypt, and of the neighbouring 

Rasulid Dynasty in Yemen. They were all designed within the 

short span of six years, and belong to one period - art 

historically speaking. All are located in two cities, five in 

Jeddah and two in Medina. Both cities are situated in western 

Saudi Arabia, in the province of Hijaz. 

Jeddah's topography is flat, its climate coastal and tropical. 

High levels of humidity, and even higher temperatures make 

it an uncomfortable city to live in. Rainfall is minimal, and the 

soil is unsuitable for agriculture. Landscaping the urban fabric 

and turning the desert into gardens has only been possible 

through the importation of soil, and by desalinating sea water 

from the Red Sea. Historically, the city's importance was 

established by the Caliph Othman who chose it as the port for 

Makkah in AD646. It evolved into a cosmopolitan commercial 

centre, catering to goods and pilgrims from all over the 

world. Its traditional architecture reflects the style of the Red 

Sea, with some overlying Egyptian and Ottoman influence. 

Intense building activity since the 1960s has destroyed most 

of Jeddah's old city centre. 

Medina is a very important city for Islam, for it was here 

that the prophet Mohammed established the first Islamic 

state. His house, mosque and tomb are located in this city. It 

lost political significance after the Caliph Ali moved the 

capital to Kufa in Iraq in AD656, but remained a major 

religious centre. During the yearly pilgrimage, or Hajj, it is 

visited by an estimated two million Muslims from all over the 

world. Most of the old city has been destroyed by expansive 

rebuildings, while its old mosques have been enlarged 

FROM ABOVE: Elevation; at the seminar held following the Award 
Ceremony in Cairo, the architect compared the Corniche Mosque to 
a Mamluk predecessor, which was its model. Such historical 
prototypes consistently make up a valuable design resource in El-
Wakil's work; OPPOSITE: Architect El-Wakil utilises delightful 
surprises, such as this view of a minaret, seen through a gap 
between a seafront arcade and the main prayer space to punctuate 
procession 
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beyond recognition. Medina is located in an oasis, it has 

fertile soil, and it is famous for the fruits of its orchards. Its 

topography is fairly flat but there are hills in the vicinity. It is 

cool in winter, and hot in summer. Rainfall is slight, and 

limited to the winter months. 

The Saudi mosques of El-Wakil can be grouped according 

to their size into three types. The small mosques include the 

Island, Comiche and Einladen mosques in Jeddah. They are 

small mosques which do not exceed four hundred square 

metres in area. They were conceived as sculptural statements 

to decorate Jeddah's landscape, and were placed in areas 

where there had been no previous mosques, providing the 

many visitors and picnickers to the popular Comiche Beach 

with a place for their prayers. 

The Comiche Mosque is like a pavilion open to the natural 

elements. Its striking views of the sea, and its openness to the 

sea breezes, made it such a popular place with picnickers 

during week-days and holidays that the site was over

whelmed. The Ministry felt forced to seal it off with a steel 

fence for its protection. It is now only open at prayer times, 

being most used during Friday's prayers. Functionally, the 

mosque works well, but its open design has rendered it 

susceptible to the harsh weather of Jeddah - the humidity, 

the sea, salt and wind have taken their toll on the building. 

The mosque receives little care, the plaster needs repainting, 

the wooden rails and doors suffer from chipping, and the 

chain of the chandelier was rusting so badly that it was 

removed by the Ministry and replaced by neon track lights. In 

spite of constant sweeping the floors are always covered with 

sand. Later additions such as the steel gate, a concrete annex 

for the keeper, public toilets, and a water tank have not 

helped its general appearance. In spite of these maintenance 

problems the natural setting of the mosque, with its simple 

and crisp forms set against the striking backdrop of the Red 

Sea, makes it a powerful image in a city of concrete high rises. 

The Comiche Mosque, derives its name from its situation 

along the comiche of the Red Sea. It is built on land re

claimed from the sea. The site measures some twelve 

hundred square metres, and the mosque covers a hundred 

and ninety-five square metres of that area. It was commis

sioned by the Municipality of Jeddah. Although small in size, 

this mosque has a complex and formal arrangement. It is 

entered from the qibla side through a large and vaulted 

chamber. A change of direction allows entiy into the building 

proper - through an open narthex which separates the prayer 

chamber from a two-bayed portico overlooking the sea. An 

external stairway on the southern side leads up to a minaret 

with squat proportions and a tall square base which supports 

a short octagonal shaft. Care has also been taken with the 

design for the keeper's lodge and the water tank and toilets. 

The total cost of the Comiche Mosque came to SR 

1,500,000 or 7,690 per square metre (US $2,000 per square 

metre). Although it was commissioned by the Municipality of 

Jeddah it was paid for with funds from private contributors. 

Begun in 1983 it was completed by 1986. 

FROM ABOVE: Counterpoint, of vertical against horizontal, and 
rectangle against circle, is an intentional design principle which 
has been consistently used throughout the series; the arcade of the 
Comiche Mosque, which provides framed views of the Red Sea; 
OPPOSITE: The majority of the mosques in this series are built in 
clay brick, covered with plaster, which makes them glisten in the 
bright sunlight near the Red Sea; OVERLEAF: A slice of sky seen 
through an opening between arcade and prayer hall in the 
Comiche Mosque; PAGE 115 LEFT, FROM ABOVE: Section; floor 
plan; RIGHT FROM ABOVE: View toward the mihrab in the 
Comiche Mosque, showing the massiveness of the walls, which helps 
keep the interior cool; one step signals the change from the profane 
to the sacred 
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