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RECENT WORK BY RASEM _BADRAN 
James Steele describes new projects by the Jordanian architect 

whose approach is both systematic and innovative. 

T he completion of the Qasr Al
Hokm complex in Riyadh (1) 
will mark the beginning of a 
new phase in Rasem Badran's 

career. An earlier MIMAR profile of 
Badran tracing his work up to 1987, 
shows how his career began with the 
realization of a series of impressive private 
houses in and around his locality, Amman 
in Jordan.! In these early efforts such as 
the Khoury, Handal, Qattan and Marto 
houses (1973-1985), Badran displays the 
residual effects of his modernist training 
in Darmstadt, West Germany through a 
functionalist approach to form; and his 
concentration on the physical potential of 
the 1091 white limestone, used in all the 
houses. Since the completion of the last 

of these residences, however, Badran's 
ability has given him the opportunity to 
pursue commissions outside Jordan and 
to assimilate new typologies into his 
design vocabulary: this has dramatically 
expanded his frame of reference. This 
synthesis, in which historical models from 
other regions have gradually become a 
part of his architectural language, is 
instructive of the heuristic design process 
that he has continued to successfully 
refine, and which has led to a growing 
public appreciation of his -work. (2,3). 

One example of this wider frame of 
reference is-the Chamber of Commerce 
Headquarters-in-Dammam, Saudi Arabia. 
The project is not widely known because 
of its small scale and the fact that the final 
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1. Great Mosque, Qasr Al Hokm complex, 
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. (It will be completed 
at the end of 1991.) 

2. Competition entry for the General 
Secretariat Organization of Islamic Capitals 
and Cities 1991 . 

commission was given to Saudi architect 
Zuhair Al-Fayez. When he was invited to 
take part in a closed competition for this 
project in 1989, Badran's response w as 
characteristically thorough, combining 
site supervision visits to the Qasr Al
Hokm project with trips to the Eastern 
Province, to research the disappearing 
vernacular architecture of diis region, 
particularly in Jubail, Al-Khobar, Tarut 
and Qatif. The difference between the 
Najdi architecture of Riyadh, and that of 
the eastern coast of the Kingdom is quite 
marked. As Geoffrey King has described 
it: "Generally, the contrast between the 
traditional architecture of the Najdi and 
that of the Arabian Gulf is one between 
an area isolated from external influence, 
and an area extremely receptive to 
elements from the broader world to the 
east and south. The Saudi Arabian coastal 

buildings belong to the Northern Gulf 
tradition, but, like Gulf architecture as a 
whole, they show indications of elements 
which have seeped in from India, Iran, 
and East Africa and have become 
incorporated into the eclectic local 
style. "2 

In his design for the Chamber of 
Commerce Headquarters, Badran focused 
on the two basic elements of Eastern 
Province vernacular architecture that 
most clearly reflect these wider influences. 
The first of these, the double, ribbed wall, 
evolved because of the additional thermal 
mass that it provided, as well as the use 
of the cavity between inner and outer 
surfaces as a natural ventilation channel. 
Realizing the potential for structural 
expression offered by this system, Badran 
also saw that it was possible to combine 
its past function with the requirements of 
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modern air-conditioning. In doing so he 
showed his willingness to adapt in order 
to accommodate his clients' needs for 
technological comforts. The result is a 
highly contemporary, yet culturally 
authentic translation of an entire tectonic 
system that was in danger of extinction. 

The badgir, or wind-catch, was the 
second element that the architect selected 
as being generic to this region. In the past, 
only the wealthiest merchants involved in 
the lucrative pearl trade could afford villas 
large enough to justify a badgir; so Badran 
also saw the tower form as being the 
perfect symbol for the Chamber, which 
is primarily involved in promoting 
business activity throughout the eastern 
province (4) . Sight-line studies, remini
scent of those carried out by Appleyard 
and Lynch in A View from the Road, and 
Venturi, Scott Brown and Izenour in 
Learning from Las Vegas, reinforced his 
choice of this form, which could to be 
seen from a car moving at speed along the 
Corniche nearby. In the end, however, 
the client chose a slicker, more 
conventional modern scheme, so these 
studies had to be put aside for future 
application.3 

The ideas developed in the Chamber of 
Commerce scheme continued to develop 
and emerged again soon afterwards in a 
competition submission for an Embassy 
for the United Arab Emirates in Amman. 
In contrast to the monumental, single 
solution provided by others, Badran 
responded to the urban potential of the 
large rectilinear site near the centre of 
Amman with a small civic enclave that 
would effectively contrast with the city 

3. Competition entry for the General 
Secretariat Organization of Islamic Capitals 
and Cities. 

4. Embassy of the United Arab Emirates 
in Amman, Jordan. 

5. Dammam Chamber of Commerce, 
Dammam, Saudi Arabia. Model. 

/ 
around it (4). As the physical representa
tion of one country inside another, an 
Embassy retains all of the diplomatic 
rights and privileges of its parent. In 
Badran's view this meant that its 
architecture should also seem to have been 
transplanted, as if by magic, to its new 
home. In creating this enclave, he again 
followed his systematic process of site 
analysis, using horizontal rather than 
vertical layering to separate function and 
reduce scale. In the further definition of 
this separation, the important issue of 
privacy, rather than the use ofimpressive 
forms, became the determining factor in 
the positioning of the various parts of the 
Embassy on the site. The spaces usually 
required for interaction with the public 
in this kind of building are used to form 
a perimeter wall, and others, such as the 
mosque, Ambassador's residence and staff 
housing, are treated like a village inside 
this wall. As is typical in villages 
throughout the Islamic world, the mosque 
takes pride of place in the middle of this 
enclave, providing a centre of gravity for 
the buildings around it, and replicating 
the close connection usually seen in a 
vernacular context. Entrances into this 
'village', which are given a hierarchy of 
status by their scale, lead to internal 
'streets' all intersecting at the mosque. It 
is the mosque, rather than the 
Ambassador's residence that is in the 
position of greatest prominence. The 
badgirs and double, ribbed wall that first 
appeared in the Chamber of Commerce 
project (1988-89) surround the mosque, 
re-emerging here as a symbol of the Gulf 
in general rather than the mercantile 
history of the region. By contrast, the 
public wall around this inner zone 
appropriately relates to the architecture of 
the host country with differences between 
it and its 'guest' signalled by changes in 
material and form. Sketches ofJordanian 
desert palaces, which were included in the 
architect's final presentation to the client, 
make these associations clear . The 
successful marriage of these two families 
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6. Sketches of Jordanian desert palaces 
submitted as part of the presentation for the 
UAE Embassy, Amman. 

7. Housing and Offices, AI-Beit Al Kamel 
Competition, Sana'a, Yemen. 

8. Space and Science Museum, Riyadh. 
Stage Two. (Rasem Badran and Abdel 
Halim.) 

of forms provides further proof of 
Badran's capacity for assimilation, and his 
deeper understanding of the typological 
similarities behind them. 

In his AI-Beit AI Kamel project in 
Yemen, Badran applied this talent to one 
of the most individualistic of all traditional 
built environments in the Middle East. 
Again he was involved in a competition 
and again he tackled the problem as more 
than a functional issue of space allocation. 
In raising his submission to the level of 
a general analysis of Yemeni architecture, 
he produced a prototype for '-aH- future 
development in this architecturally 
endangered area. In the brochure that 
accompanied his submissions, the 
architect began by examining the 
formative forces behind the characteristic 
verticality of the Yemeni house, tracing 
the beginnings of the rural settlements 
that were strategically arranged in tribal 
groupings on high ground for both 
defensive and agricultural reasons. In his 
analysis he notes that: "These tower-like 
houses are divided up, with floors layered 
one upon another in response to the 

functional requirements of the users and 
the increasing importance of each space 
in progression from bottom to top. The 
ground floor for example, is typically 
reserved for storage and the tending of 
livestock. Above this floor are the rooms 
set aside for the guests with the top floors 
allocated to the living quarters of the 
family. The highest room in the house, 
called 'AI-Mafrag' , serves as a look-out 
point for watching over the farmland 
nearby, as well as neighbouring territory. 
This type of vertical growth made it 
possible for a large number of families to 
co-exist on a single plot ofland at the top 
of a mountain in comparison to the 
normal situation, in other Islamic cities 
where ample area encouraged horizontal 
patterns of expansion. The relatively minor 
amount of cutting and filling of earth that 
such adaptation to the topography entails 
also helps to preserve badly-needed 
agricultural land for food production. ,,4 

In tracking the movement of this rural 
morphology into the city, where the 
topographical, agricultural and defensive 
imperatives that first produced it were no 
longer as relevant, Badran notes that 
environmental, social and economic 
factors then helped to perpetuate this 
vertical form, which in tum has: .. . .. 
opened up to the outside world instead 
of being introverted, with a central court. 
Hence, the Yemeni house is directly 
related to the movement of the sun, to the 
extent that the people themselves classify 
houses according to the amount of light 
they receive".5 
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The result of this thorough analysis is 
a housing project entirely based on 
patterns related to the spatial, formal and 
functional principles traditionally used in 
the region. Badran has also tried to 
accommodate local sensibilities about 
sunlight and the desirability of a south
facing elevation, by concentrating most 
of the housing on that side of the site and 
putting all services on the north. The fan
shaped plaster and stained glass windows 
so characteristic of Yemeni architecture 
are skilfully reinterpreted on these fac;ades, 
with four basic types of pre-cast unit 
being designed to increase gradually in 
size on the upper storeys just as they do 
in the historical models that they follow. 
In recognition of the need to accom
modate contemporary coveniences, 
however, these panels also include 
openings for air-conditioning units which 
are unobtrusively integrated into the 
overall composition of each of them: 
further evidence of Badran's realistic 
attitude towards -the "need to combine 
tradition and technology. 

The Space and Science Museum in 
Riyadh, (designed in collaboration with 
Abdel Halim Ibrahim Abdel Halim) 
addresses this critical question of the place 
of technology in traditional architecture, 
within the broader context of the meaning 
of technology itself. 6 First conceived as 
a cosmological tracking device that would 
express a physical relationship with 
planetary movements in its form, this 
museum is also intended to act as a vivid 
reminder of Muslim contributions to the 
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9. Space and Science Museum, Riyadh. 
Stage Three. (Rasem Badran and Abdel 
Halim.) 

science of astrology in the past (8). Each 
of the individual galleries was initially 
organized in a circle around a large, 
elevated sphere. The sphere, in turn, was 
placed on a triangular pedestal reminiscent 
of the Mogul sundials built in India in the 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. In the 
first design, the galleries were shaped 
according to the planetary angles related 
to the exhibits in them, as well as the 
visual impact that each part of the 
building would have on the skyline of 
Riyadh, when seen in conjunction with 
a water tower and television headquarters 
that dominate it. 

This question of urban 'montage' takes 
on an added dimension in a city glimpsed 
by many visitors solely from the raised 
highways. In the interests of economy 
however, the strong forms and sharp 
edges of this first, extremely metaphorical 

scheme were eroded to allow for the 
further definition of each part, leading the 
architects through a second, and finally 
a third phase in which many of the 
original ideas can still be recognized, but 
are much subdued. 

The successful collaboration of these 
two talented designers here, and the 
possibility of future joint ventures is 
interesting because they share many of the 
same attitudes about the importance of 
tradition. Although they may differ in the 
degree of literal interpretation that they 
favour, as well as their methods of graphic 
interpretation, it is this common belief 
that makes such joint efforts possible. The 
final configuration of the Space and 
Science Museum, in its asymmetrical 
variance from the monumentality of the 
first scheme, and abstraction of the 
powerful metaphors contained in it, 
shows how successful this synthesis has 
been. The sensitivity to topography is a 
consistent feature of Bad ran's work which 
has remained intact through all three 
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stages of this project, with a sunken 
circular enceinte providing the kind of 
protective berm that was first used in his 
mosque designs. In this case, however, a 
round, rather than a square wall provides 
a line of demarcation between fantasy and 
reality rather than the sacred and the 
profane. On the outer edge of that line, 
which is not as exclusive as first con
ceived, the various parts of the museum 
attach themselves like the dependencies 
connected to the bottom of a high castle 
wall. The inside of the ring remains the 
exclusive precinct of the universal analogy 
the architects have created. 

The study for the urban reconstruction 
of the centre of Amman has brought 
Badran's attention full circle to an urban, 
rather than residential scale, and has 
finally provided him with an opportunity 
to implement the principles uncovered 
elsewhere. In this study, which focuses on 
the National Museum of Archaeology 
and the Municipal Plaza, Badran has 
concentrated on image as well as 
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10. Urban restructuring of the Municipality 
Plaza near the National Museum of 
Archaeology,Amman. 

11 . Plaza detail by Rasem Badran. 

structure, using the historical patterns that 
are layered throughout the city as a 
template for its future growth. Those 
patterns, " ... can be traced through all of 
the various sites that have been preserved 
in various parts of Amman. Our proposal 
for the urban centre concentrates on 
evolving a spatial pattern which reflects 
the historical content of the city, as well 
as enriching its complex culture. Our aim, 
therefore, is to arrive at a scheme that will 
begin a dialectic about what the city 
should be and to provide the basis for an 
ongoing intellectual discourse, rather than 
submitting an individualistic formal 
proposal that is in contradiction to the 
cultural continuity of the city".1 

As the cornerstone of his strategy of 
regeneration, the Archaeological Museum 
is not a static warehouse full of artefacts, 
but a physical embodiment of the 
collective memory of the city, with the 
capacity to make people aware of the 
complexity of their heritage through the 
spatial experience that the architect 
provides. The steep hills in Amman have 
always necessitated the use of retaining 
walls, and these have become a device for 
expressing continuity as well as creating 
a closer connection. with the topography. 
By looking at the wall as an edge and a 
skin, as well as an engineering necessity, 
Badran was able to expanditintoa.space 
of its own (10). He sees it as becoming 
a "place of definition between the theatre 
and the mountain, providing new, 
unexpected experiences of the entire 
setting. This solid wall is then extended 

to form a skin that also redefines the 
fa<;:ades of the city, creating a new space 
in front of them. In addition, the spaces 
in the wall are shaped inc certain instances 
to cater to new functions. Grouped in 
relation to the historical references most 
appropriate to them, these spaces refer to 
either the Roman or Islamic era, with 
independent elements signifying an 
entrance between them"(11).8 

In each of these projects, Rasem Badran 
demonstrates an uncanny ability to find 
what Aldo Rossi has called "persistences" 
and to distinguish between the permanent 
and the transitory . In his exploration of 
a religious and cultural tradition that is 
recognized as having great unity and 
diversity, Badran has been able to find the 
common denominator beneath these 
differences. Through extensive analysis he 
has shown that these usually exist because 
of environmental and economic -rather 
than philosophical variations . His 
approach is systematic rather than purely 
romantic, possibly as a result of his highly 
rationalistic training. In spite of this 
orderly approach, Badran's architecture is 
a perceptive, rather than a rigid interpre
tation of the world he is examining. As 
a result he has made many others aware 
of the seemingly infinite possibilities for 
creative expression that are inherent in 
tradition. 

The controversy surrounding the 
Paternoster Square development has 
served to polarize further the modern and 
traditional camps in Britain. Criticism that . 
it is 'ersatz' from some quarters, has been 
countered by those who rhetorically ask, 
'what's wrong . with . pastiche?' on the 
other. While Badran's work is still 
relatively unknown in the West, he offers 
an alternative means of architectural 
expression that effectively manages to 
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bridgethe gulf between past and present, 
through a systematic process of visual 
exploration. When his technique receives 
wider recognition, it will undoubtedly 
provide a more substantial design 
methodology for those now susceptible 
to such accusations of superficiality. While 
there are undoubtedly problems in this 
method, which relies heavily on an 
intuitive rather than an objective, 
analytical reading of healthy architectural 
continuities, it offers great promise for 
those with the sensitivity, and graphic 
ability to follow it through. 
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