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SAUDI ARABIA: AN AP<ARTMENT 

T he city of Jedda seems to have 
been in existence since the dawn 
of time. As the gateway to 
Mecca it dates back further than 

the Holy City itself, and legend has it that 
Eve is buried here. However, the size of 
the sprawling metropolis suggests that its 
existence is 'post-oil'. 

To find traces of the old civilization one 
has to look hard. The original downtown 
still exists even though modernity has 
seen housing spread to the outskirts of 
Jedda in the form of neighbourhoods 
planned according to the American 
rectangular grid system. The Centre of 
Town', as the old section is called, has a 
totally different atmosphere. To put it in 
context, one could say it combined the 
architecture of San'a and the passages of 
St. Paul de Vence, with the parking 
problems of Portofino. 

It is here that architect Ahmad Hamid 
chose to live. As a consultant for aJedda
based company involved in the 
preservation of cultural heritage, he 
occupied the top floor of A!-Shafi'i house: 
the company's first project in the 
rehabilitation of the old city. 

Approaching the house, the eye cannot 
take in all the beauty at one glance. 
Colour, detail, material and light all 
trigger off different impressions in the 
mind of the visitor. The first step at the 
threshold is calculated; the rise being quite 
high as in other Islamic buildings. Once 
through the gateway, you descend to 
street-level again. Further surprises are in 
store, as winding your way up, you 
discover that the steps are not necessarily 
of the same height. A door to the left 
doesn't guarantee one at the same area 
above. Yet, there is something cof11forting 
about this constant change; you lose that 
sense of orientation that makes you count 
floors. 

The visitor enters a world of calm and 
simplicity, where space carries him from 
one area into the next with changes in 
floor levels and light intensities. A dirnly
lit entrance leads into a bright qa'a with 
a double usage. The architect kept the 
elevated part of the iwan as the traditional 
seating area or majlis, while the lower end 
was used as a formal dining space. The 
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flood of natural light that fills the house 
during the day is due to the replacement 
of wood panels with glass ones in the 
central part of the traditional rochan 
windows and in doors that lead to 
outdoor spaces or kharjas. Lace mangour 
patterns on some windows create fragile 
shadows; outer boughdadiyah parapets 
envelope the rochan windows. Delicate 
arches are painted with the only colour 

1. The private iwan. 

scheme deemed acceptable to such a 
setting - white-washed walls. Only the 
wooden friezes and the central ceiling 
ornament were painted a creamy yellow. 

The building was originally a private 
home. At the time when Mr. Hamid took 
over, the upper floor consisted of two 
abandoned apartments with no kitchen or 
modern bathroom facilities of any kind. 
New electric conduits were installed, 
together with an air-conditioning system. 
An opening in one wall converted both 
apartments into one penthouse. Another 
wall was punctured to make way for a 
small bathroom in the private area of the 
house. 

By turning the connecting space into 
a dressing area lined with cupboards, the 
architect kept one side of the house 

completely private. Both main entrances 
were retained; one led to the formal qa'a, 
while the other now opened directly into 
the private quarters. Another, bigger 
bathroom and a modern kitchen were 
installed. The architect chose browny 
red tiles for the floors of the whole 
building. 

With the renovation of the building 
completed, the architect's attention turned 
to making the top floor habitable. The 
strength of such an interior required the 
soft fabrics. The presence of furniture is 
minimal. Even when used, it takes the 
simplest, most functional form. The 
architect's skill is in the way he uses this 
furniture and dresses it with fabric. In one 
iwan, guests would be convinced that the 
Turkish-style seating was authentic. In 
the other the seating is low so that only 
an arrangement of comfortable cushions 
shows. Very long curtains are used as if 
to 'clothe' the room. 

The simplicity of the furniture is offset 
by the opulence of some pieces of fabric. 
In the bedroom, the focal points are the 
bedspread and the curtain. All 
workmanship, like that of the patchwork 
bedspread, is handmade in Egypt. Ahmad 
Hamid uses Islamic sources from several 
countries for inspiration. He works with 
the traditional craftsmen to produce 
furniture and fabric that suit 
contemporary tastes. The different 
patterns of kilims in every room speak of 
the origin of each piece. 

Local visitors have been struck by the 
atmosphere of rich cultural heritage inside 
the apartment, but once back in the street, 
social pressure was still stronger than their 
will to move to the old town. Other great 
cities like London, Paris and New York 
have already witnessed the revival of their 
downtown areas, a move that was started 
by intellectuals - be they artists or 
writers. "jedda, Mecca and Medina have 
a wealth of old houses that demand 
attention. The same trend of international 
revival could, conceivably, be triggered 
off in Jedda. 

2. The guest qa'a: the elevated area or 
iwan, with Turkish style seating and a 
Turkish kilim, is used for receiving guests. 
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North elevation. 
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Section. 

3. Maill CIItrall(e "11 tile wcstenI Iaiade. 

4. The bedroom: a simple space with white
washed walls that show the structural wooden 
tie-beams. The bed is covered by one of the 
architect's signature cotton patchworks. The 
pattern is inspired from a Kazak carpet. The 
Talish kilim is from north-west Persia. 

5. Looking from the bedroom towards the 
now private entrance. In the hallway is a 
Persian Qashquai kilim (south-west Persia). 

6. The guest qa'a. Scalloped arches carrying 
mangour wooden patterns separate the 
formal dining area. Above the book shelves 
is a Turkish boksha pattern done in silk. 
The patchwork covering the table is a 
pattern inspired by Moroccan Zelig, in 
cotton. Both were handmade in Egypt. 

7. The private iwan with low cushions for 
a casual seating area. A length rif cotton 
patchwork is hung as a curtain. Its pattern copies 
the shroud of the sacred ka'ba. Through the 
rochan windows, a wooden parapet wall in 
boughdadiyah pattern can be seen. 

As in the formal majlis, this one is sepa
rated from its private dining/work area by 
wooden columns carrying scalloped arches. 

8. Looking down on the dining area from 
the iwan. Lace-like wooden windows frame 
the door to one of the outdoor areas or 
kharjas. The architect's decision to replace 
the wooden door panels by glass with wood 
framing ensures that the space is naturally 
lit until late afternoon. The kilim is from 
south-east Turkey. 

9. The modern kitchen. 

10. Close-up of the patchwork bed cover. 

ARCHITECT AHMAD HAMID WAS BORN IN 
CAIRO. HE TRAINED UNDER HASSAN 
FATHY AND ESTABLISHED HIS OWN 
ARCHITECTURAL OFFICE IN 1983, AND HIS 
FIRST FURNITURE COLLECTION IN 1985. 

YOUMNA SOROUR WAS BORN IN BEIRUT. 
SHE STUDIED ARCHITECTURE IN THE US 
AND HIGH FASHION IN PARIS. SHE HAS 
HAD HER OWN CUSTOM-JEWELLERY 
COLLECTION SINCE 1988 AND MOVED TO 
CAIRO IN 1989. [MJ 
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