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How should a mosque look?
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One of the more radical designs is this floating mosque from the
architect Koen Olthuis.

It like a spaceship,” Yousef Mohammed says, peering up at the sleek new
construction of gold and chrome as he sits in a park on the Corniche in Abu

Hodemn design is hardly unusual for a building along the waterfront, but this one
is afiracting quizical looks, because itis a mosque.

AtfirstMir Mohammed, a 40-year-old Pakistani, seems unsure of it He flts his
head to one side before announcing ecisively: I like t. It better than the old

“The building is nearing completion amid a growing debate over mosque design
anda uusn b et e vl s i
some architects

propose & :ummete retmnkmg otther desion.

With ts glass front, gold panelling and unconventional dome encasedin chrome
bars, the Comiche mosque is considered a victory forthe modernists. They argue
that design of the country's religious buildings, which historically have adaptedto
suittheir environment and needs, has stagnated, and some are proposing even
more radical designs.

Fariborz Hatam, a senior associate with the Dubai office of the architectural firm
Aedas, for example, has put forward a contemporary design that completely rips.
up the tradtional blueprint for a mosque.

In his esign, the 99
names of the Prophet
Hohammed are
inscribed on the sides

Thinkers subscribe here of a minaretthat climbs.
skywards. The dome,
rather than being
placed on top, covers

The" tional the whole bulding,

Wi Hatam, bom i Iran
and raised in Australia
more to think about said he felt something
‘www.thenational.ae was missing in the
architectural landscape
when he moved to
Dubai

“There's no such thing as Islamic architecture.” he said, pointing outthat
minarets were copied from Syrian churches. Also pushing the boundaries is
Koen Olthuis, an architect with Waterstudio, a company that specialises in
architecture and city planning related to water. He has designed a floating
mosque* for Dubai, in collaboration with Dutch Docklands. The concrete structure
pokes above the surface like 3 submarine

“Ifyou look atthe construction of mosques, there’s
been a ot of change over the past 1,000 years, | dont  Designs mustbe
hinkits necessary o stickto the same modelwe  approved
see now, he said.

Before a mosaue can

“The Emiraf architect Omran al Owais, agrees. He be builtin Abu Dhabi,

has also come up with a reworked conceptfor a the design must be

mosque with an underground prayer room and a approved by the

glass roof covered by water, allowing lightto ripple on ~ General Authority of

to worshippers below. Instead of a minaret a leaf- Islamic Affirs and

shaped steel latice fises from the ground. Endowments (Awgaf),
the municipality and
the Mosque

Itis unclear whether designs such as Hir al Owsis's
‘would be permitted under new guidelines being
drawn up by the Mosque Development Commitiee,
headed by the Urban Planning Council

Development
Commitiee, headed by
the Urban Planning

Counci

The guidelines will preserve ‘Emirat, Arab and e MoTie

Islamic dentit” butalso “encompass the various

architectural styles and influences of the differn Dtolohment
g Committee is

locations”, said the committee’s chairman, Falah al

Anbasi preparing architectural

quidelines thatinclude
specifics such 3s the
dimensions of the
prayer hall, the shape
of minarets and the
design of Goors and
‘windows. A mosque
Gesign proposal must

Authorities in Dubai are also focusing on adherence
to raditional Islamic mosque design. Sheikh
Mohammed bin Rashid, Vice President of the UAE
and Ruler of Dubai, ordered a review of Al Manara
Mosque in Umm Sugeim, which is planning an
expansion in line with raditional Istamic architectural

bbiesy include provisions
such as

“The director of Sheikh Mohammed's office saidthe  ablution facilies and

Ruler “pays surprise visits o oversee that mosques  male and female

are builtin the distinguished heritage shape”, the prayer halls when

state news agency, WA, reported last week possible, according to
Monammed al

But Hir al Owals said the concept of ‘Islamic design”  Mazrouei, the executive

being confined to geometric shapes and arches was  manager at Awgaf.
flawed. “Ifwe are from Dubal and Abu Dhabi and we

worked on it and we are Muslims, then we can callit It Awgaf inspectors
Islamic;” he said. find a mosque does
not comply with
regulations, they will
sendaletterto the
building's chairman
requesiing he oversee
the necessary
changes. The
inspectors later check
to ensure the
maintenance or
alterations were
made.

“There's no such thing as Islamic architecture,” he
said, pointing out that minarets were copied from
Syrian churches.

Saeed al Rahomi, the assistant director for technical
support at Duba's Islamic Affairs and Charitable
Activities Department, believes the issue is not one of
modermity versus tradition, but that designs should at
least be derived from traditional Islamic architectural
schools.

“Itis not a matter of modern design,” i al Rahomi
said, “but of design that has a rootin the culture, so
thatwe can see where it came from.”

Awgatis responsile
for mosques across
the country, with the.
exception of Dubai,
The:umemmnmznhere\snusucmmngas\s\amm e el
architecture is

Wazzouei, e executve manager a he General Chartobis Adhites

Authority of Islamic Aflairs and Endowments (Awqaf).  Department In Dubai,

Most mosque design, he said, was inspired by the designs are submitied

architectural heritage of slamic historical eras such 1o the department and

as the Ummayad and Abbasid periods. the municipality for
approval

The famed Hagia Sophia Mosque in Istanbul, for
example, is often cited as an inspiration for mosques

ofthe Ottorman period. Recently, more religious buildings in the UAE have been
Gesigned in the Mahali stle, influenced by raditional Emirati architecture. The
Jumeirah osque, Hir al Rahomi said, was Seen as one of the standards for
Islamic architecture in the UAE. “But there are some modern designs that are just
not suitable,” he said. “We face many people who bring many designs. Butthere
are specialists in the feld of Islamic design.”

The Mosque Development Committee might tum back proposals, Mr al Mazrouei
said, because the buildings were too small or oo far away from population
centres.“Butifitis empty of Islamic designs, then we must refuse, he said.

However, Sheikha Radia Salem, an Islamic adviser at Awaqaf, said that as long as
amosque provides a clean space for prayer, it should not matter how it looks.

“Across fime and places and rulers, different mosques were buitt and all were
acceptable for prayers,” Sheikha Salem said. “So what really is classical sense of
amosque design? Itwas never uniform.”

The architects argue thattis important to leave something for future generations
to stugy.

“Five hundred years ago they put buildings up that were celebrating those times,
thatwe go back into and say Wow, but the question is, what are we going to
Ieave behind from the modern age?” Mr Hatam said.

Wi al Owais argued that n today's world, mosques should be sustainable
buildings and to save eneray, domes should be removed, as the high ceilings
they create mean more air to cool. Their original purpose, to improve acousfics,
had become obsolets with speaker systems, he said.

i al Mazrouel, however, said that while mosques should retain tradtional design
principles, that did not preclude them from embracing modern innovations. AWqat
is looking to incorporate more technology in mosques, such as sensors which
‘would detect when someane enters the building, automatically switching on the
lights or air conditioning. The Hosque Development Committee's guidelines will
also include ‘Estidama’ or sustainable principles.

Wi al Owals making buildings more
encourage innovation. By making it green so many things will be affected and the
architecture will change,” he said.

Butthe moderists stll have a steep hill o climb.

“The majority of the peaple prefer the traditional design,” said lorahim Mosa, 36, a
Jordanian teacher, looking up atthe golden rocket-shaped minaret along the
Corniche. “This is good, but the Sheikh Zayed Mosque is the most beautitul*

Sheikh Abdul Rahman Ammoura, a muftiwho works with Awga, said he believed
traditional architectural principles should be maintained because the buidings.
should reflect a “respect for Islam”

“Firstly, people should know clearly that ths is a mosque and secondy, they
should respect that place.” he said. *Amosque should be a reflection of Islamic.
heritage and engineering ™



