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Introduction 

The Amiriya was built at the beginning of the sixteenth century by
the last ruler of Yemen’s Tahirid dynasty, Amir Ibn ‘Abd Al-Wahab. 
It consists of a highly ornamented and painted prayer hall, a madrasa
and the private living quarters of the sultan. At the beginning of the
1980s the Amiriya was in a precarious condition. Any conventional
restoration would have been a very costly undertaking, so the project
director developed a well-defined philosophy to save the building
which made pragmatic use of traditional methods of construction
as well as local labour and materials. In this way, the restoration
employed hundreds of local craftsmen and artisans, including in
many cases several generations of the same family.
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Jury Citation

The Amiriya, extraordinary in both its
structure and its decoration, represents one
of the richest and most complex Islamic
styles found in the architecture of Yemen.
Twenty-five years ago the building was in 
a state of extreme dilapidation; now it is
completely restored through a remarkable
project that has seen the recovery and
revival of lost techniques of building and
ornamentation, including the repair of
elaborate carved stuccowork, the restora -
tion of the rich tempera wall paintings, and
a revival of the manufacture of qudad, the
smooth waterproof plaster so prominent in
Yemeni architecture. Over 500 craftsmen
and artisans were trained during this
project. Scores of them have since gone on
to work on the restoration of many other
buildings and monuments in the rest of
Yemen (including one previous winner of
the Aga Khan Award in 2004, the Al-Abbas
Mosque). This effort has given an impor -
tant impetus to the process of restoration
and conservation in Yemen as a whole,
which has innumerable major buildings in
desperate need of rehabilitation. 

The award has been given in recognition
of the work of these craftsmen, and of the
vision and persistence of those who have
carried this project through to fruition. 

lighting system
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Project Description 

Dressed all in white, the Amiriya glistens like
a jewel – or an iced cake – in the stone and
brick fabric of Rada. In this ornate building,
the most ornate space is the masjid (prayer
hall), which represents a highpoint of the
type of decoration developed in the Tahirid
period. Calligraphic bands of carved gypsum
plaster run over openings and arches,
delineating the structural elements as well as
accentuat ing the importance of the spaces. 
A carved band also appears on the more
important walls of the galleries. The mihrab
and the intrados of domes and arches are
decorated with other floral and geometric
designs. The tempera paint ings on the walls
and domes of the prayer hall utilise a wide
range of patterns, some of which show the
influence of Indian textiles. Qudad plaster 
is used for water proofing on the exterior, 
as well as decoratively in the geometric
interlace on the south side of the east elevat -
ion, the panels on the sides of the stairs lead -
ing to the front courtyard, and the panels
and individual figures around the platform
beneath the masjid domes.

There is scant information on the use 
of the building until the twentieth century.
Soon after the death of Sultan Amir the
prayer hall was closed by Zaydi imams, 
who believed it to be overdecorated and
distracting for worshippers. The Amiriya’s
funding from waqf sources was cut as well.
The older sheikhs of Rada remember that
the east rooms of the madrasa were used to
chew qat in the afternoons, but the roof in
this area caved in during the 1930s or 1940s.
The school closed in the 1970s: some of its
spaces were taken over by squatters while
others were used for storage by shopkeepers. 

By the 1980s the Amiriya was in very
poor condition. Except on the west side, all
the facades were sagging and bulging, with
the walls cracked to varying degrees. Most 
of the flat ceilings had collapsed. The ground
floor was badly treated by its users: some
walls had been made thinner or taken down,
and holes had been dug into the ground to
create more storage space. The greatest
damage was to the qudad, which had fallen
off in places or cracked so that the building
was no longer waterproof. 

From the outset the project relied on the
use of local labour and materials. Foreign
expertise was required only in a few specia-
lised areas, such as the restoration of the
tempera paintings, which was undertaken 
by an Italian team from the Centro di
Conser vazione Archeologica (cca) in Rome.
The project received funding from the
Yemeni, Dutch and, in the last phase, 
Italian govern ments. 

One of the first actions was to consoli -
date the foundations. After this, under the
supervision of master stonemason usta 

Izzi Muhammad Gas’a, the masonry walls
were strengthened by a traditional technique
known as ‘scucio-cucio’ – ‘unstitch-stitch’.
This involves working in very small sections.
One stone (or brick) is removed and the wall
is supported by small props on the stones
underneath. The infill and joints between are
then filled if necessary and the stone is put
back in place with new mortar. The central
section of the north wall, however, had
moved too far from the vertical to be
restitched, and had to be taken down and
reconstructed. A detailed survey of the
facade formed the basis for a historically
accurate reconstruction. As far as possible,
the dismantled material was reused, though
most bricks had to be replaced because 
they had lost their strength. 

Much of what has been done at the
Amiriya is the simple repair of elements that
were either partly missing or in very bad
condition. This of course took time, patience
and the enduring skills of master masons
and their team. 

After the structure of the building was
assured, the qudad on the roof and exterior
of the building was replaced where necessary.
Inside the prayer hall the old gypsum plaster
was removed and a new layer applied. The
window openings were fitted with sheets of
alabaster. All repairs were made using the
same materials and techni ques as in the
original structure. For example, when the
qudad on the roof was replaced, it became
apparent that very few of the beams had
retained their supporting capacity, so new
beams were made using the traditional
timber, ilb.

The restoration project revived the
production of certain materials and
introduced new techniques for the use of
others. Qudad is an ancient waterproof
substance produced by mixing lime mortar
with crushed volcanic aggregate. It was used
for many centuries in Yemen but was
abandoned after the introduction of cement.
A few of the older masons working on the
Amiriya vaguely remembered how to make it
though they could not remember the exact
ratio of ingredients, which was even tually
found by trial and error. Some trials resulted
in cracks that had to be repaired, but the
long years of restoration also provided an
opportunity for revising and perfecting the
production and technique of application. 
Dr Al-Radi, the project director, published
an article on the complete qudad experiment
in 1987 in order to disseminate the informa-
tion, and the material immediately began to
be used in other restoration projects
throughout the country. 

The production of carved gypsum
plaster was also revived. Dr Al-Radi herself
started to clean away the many layers of
whitewash that covered the carved decorat -
ion of the building, and trained many other

people in this technique over the course of
the restoration. The close contact with the
material became a means to understand all
the stages of its production, from beginning
to end, as well as the technique of carving. 

The restoration of the approximately 600

square metres of tempera wall paintings was
simultaneously designed as an applied
course to train Yemenis in the techniques of
conservation. At the start of the project, the
paintings were covered under a thick layer of
dust, soot and whitewash, and had sustained
damage as the building had become
structurally unstable. After careful cleaning
and consolidation, and some retouching
with reversible materials and a final protect -
ive layer, the rich pigments and designs were
once again exposed. The mural paintings are
now beautifully illuminated through a clever
lighting scheme with uv-free light fixtures
suspended unobtrusively on four steel wires.
The cca has published a book about the
conservation project as well as a report on
the maintenance of the painted surfaces.

A museum on the Amiriya’s ground 
floor tells the story of the monument’s
restoration, highlighting the achievements 
of Rada’s builders past and present. How-
ever, the significance of the project goes far
beyond the rehabilitation of an important
monu ment. It represents a milestone in the
pro tection of cultural heritage in Yemen,
with its reliance on local knowledge and
experience and revival of the country’s
historic architectural traditions. 

Text adapted from reports by 
Ayşil Yavuz and Salma Samar Damluji
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Restoration of 
Amiriya Complex

Al Maydan, Rada, Yemen

Client
Government of Yemen, General
Organisation for Antiquities,
Museums and Manuscripts
(goamm): Yusuf Abdallah, director;
Qadi Ismail al Aqwa’, director
(1983–1988)

Patron
Abdul Karim al-Iryani, former 
Prime Minister of Yemen

Sponsor
Governments of Yemen, 
The Netherlands and Italy

Project Directors 
Selma Al-Radi, director
Yahya Muhammad Al-Nasiri,
director (1986–2005); Izzi
Muhammad Muslih, director 
(1983–1986), goamm

Project Administration
American Institute for Yemeni Studies
(1994–2004): Christopher Edens,
resident director (2000–2004); Noha
Sadek (1996–1997), Marta Colburn
(1997–2000), former resident directors:
Koninklijk Instituut voor de Tropen
(kit), Amsterdam (1983–1988)

goamm Staff
Adnan Jamil Nu’man, site manager;
Camillia Mohammad Ana’m, Abir
Atef Radwan, Jamal Mohammad
Thabet, Mohammad Abdel Wahab
No’uman, Rashad al Qubati, Adel
Said Mohammad, Ibrahim Ali Saad,
Saleh Naji Utaif, Amin Saleh Mauri,
team members

Craftsmen
usta Izzi Muhammad Gas’a, master
stone mason; usta Muhammad
Gas‘a, usta Salih al-Basiri, usta
Abdul Rahman Lutfallah, master
builders; Mohammad Ali Sultan,
Abdallah Sultan, qudad masters;
Abd al Razzaq al-Usta, Qassim
Mohammad al-Usta, master
carpenters

Conservation of 
Mural Paintings

Centro di Conservazione Archeo-
logica, Italy; Roberto Nardi, director;
Chiara Zizola, technical director

Stucco Restoration 
Ali Hamud Abu al Futtuh al Nasiri,
Mohammad Hamud Abu al Futuh al
Nasiri, Mohammad Jarada

Lighting and 
Exhibition Design 

Architectenbureau Jowa,
Amsterdam, Jowa I. Kis-Jovak; 
Erco Lighting, Germany, light
fixtures; Eyes on Media &
Vechtmetrieur, Amsterdam,
exhibition panels; Mohammad Abd
al-Wali, Yemen, electrical work

Project Data
Ground floor area: 920 m2

Total floor area: 2,760 m2

Cost: us$ 2,657,000

Commission: January 1983

Design: July 1983–January 2003

Construction: May 1986–
September 2005

Completed: September 2005
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Selma Al-Radi is an Iraqi archaeo -
logist and a specialist on the medie -
val architecture of Yemen. She read
Oriental Studies at Cambridge
University and completed a PhD 
at the Archaeological Institute,
University of Amsterdam. Dr Al-
Radi went to Yemen in 1977 to
catalogue the collection of the
National Museum in Sana’a and
restore the buildings to house the
museum. In 1983 she embarked
upon the restoration of the Amiriya
in Rada, a project that she steered
through to completion 25 years later.
Dr Al-Radi has excavated in Iraq,
Egypt, Kuwait, Cyprus, Syria and
Yemen, and has published exten -
sively in Arabic and English. 

AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:27  Page 88



A
ga K

h
an

 A
w

ard
 for A

rch
itectu

re
10

thC
ycle

8988

AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:28  Page 89



A
ga K

h
an

 A
w

ard
 for A

rch
itectu

re
10

thC
ycle

91

R
estoration

 of A
m

iriya C
om

p
lex, R

ad
a, Y

em
en

90

AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:29  Page 90



A
ga K

h
an

 A
w

ard
 for A

rch
itectu

re
10

thC
ycle

9190

AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:29  Page 91



A
ga K

h
an

 A
w

ard
 for A

rch
itectu

re
10

thC
ycle

93

R
estoration

 of A
m

iriya C
om

p
lex, R

ad
a, Y

em
en

92

AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:29  Page 92



A
ga K

h
an

 A
w

ard
 for A

rch
itectu

re
10

thC
ycle

9392

AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:29  Page 93



A
ga K

h
an

 A
w

ard
 for A

rch
itectu

re
10

thC
ycle

95

R
estoration

 of A
m

iriya C
om

p
lex, R

ad
a, Y

em
en

94

AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:29  Page 94



A
ga K

h
an

 A
w

ard
 for A

rch
itectu

re
10

thC
ycle

9594

AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:29  Page 95



AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:29  Page 96



AKAA2007_FINAL_66-129:AKDN 2007  24/7/07  10:29  Page 97


