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Although only a few of us have been to the desert, we all have a clear and chromatic image of it. Our mental repre-
sentation of these landscapes has been formed throughout the years through photographic media and film. A few 
well known visual and literary works that contributed to the myth of the desert include: 

Le Petit Prince (1943), Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
The Seven Pillars of Wisdom (1926), T.E. Lawrence  
Lawrence of Arabia (1962), David Lean
Theeb (2014), Naji Abu Nowar

This fascination led to an increase in demand for travel to these mythological places. Such an increase raises 
particular challenges for the desert and its inhabitants that include a demand for services and infrastructure and 
an appetite to learn more about the site. The phenomenon creates new issues that require creative solutions and 
interventions. 

How can architecture provide spaces as a solution to mitigate these issues? The thesis examines the question in the 
context of the Wadi Rum Protected Area (WRPA), a UNESCO world heritage site that is located in the Arabian 
Desert region. It proposes a cultural center that reflects the ecological and cultural significance of the site. The 
architecture of the building converges elements from the desert with elements from local bedouin culture. The 
building aims to create spaces for educational opportunities to the bedouin and the tourist in order to enhance the 
visitor’s experiences and enrich the local’s knowledge. 

ABSTRACT



This thesis examines the issues that are associated with an increase in tourism in the Wadi Rum Protected Area 
(WRPA), a UNESCO World Heritage site that is located in the Arabian Desert Region. The thesis attempts to 
provide a solution through architecture and urban planning strategies that include the proposition of educational 
spaces for the tourist and the local. These architectural spaces have the ability to add value to the tourist’s experi-
ence and enrich the local community in the future.
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WHY HAS TOURISM INCREASED OVER THE PAST FEW YEARS IN WADI RUM?

WHAT IS THERE TO DO IN WADI RUM THAT IS MAKING IT SO ATTRACTIVE?

WHAT ARE SOME ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE INCREASE IN TOURISM?

HOW CAN ARCHITECTURE PROVIDE SOLUTIONS TO EMERGING AND  EXISTING ISSUES THAT ARE 
ASSOCIATED WITH THE RISE IN TOURISM?

PART I

PART II

PART III

INTRODUCTION

In 2017, I picked up the book ‘Desert Tourism: Tracing the Fragile Edges of Development’. The book was a com-
pilation of essays that examined the topic of tourism in the desert from a multi disciplinary perspective and it fo-
cused on breaking down the reasons that led to an increase in demand for desert tourism. Around the same time, I 
visited the Wadi Rum Protected Area while I was in Jordan. While I was touring the site, the essays were still fresh 
in my mind and I was struck by all the ways that the site seemed to be responding to the topic. This was a time that 
the site was emerging as a desert tourism hot spot in the region, and was gaining popularity very quickly amongst 
tourists. My fascination with this landscape and topic continued over the years, and so it felt like a good use of my 
time to embark on this topic and further analyze how the site was responding to the issues of the rise in tourism. 

Initially, the intent of my thesis was to examine and understand the importance of this site and its cultural heritage, 
and how it was being affected by the influx of tourists. The final aim of the proposal was to propose an architectural 
solution based on the research findings. 

The thesis asks the following questions:

These questions formulate the different phases of the thesis project. The first two questions are tackled in Part I of 
the thesis which involves an in depth site analysis. The third question is examined in Part II of the thesis, which 
includes a site visit and observing existing issues. Finally, the last and most complex question is tackled in Part 
III of the thesis, which attempts to propose a responsible architectural project that would act as an architectural 
intervention. 
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PART I
Site Analysis
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WHY HAS TOURISM INCREASED OVER THE PAST FEW YEARS IN WADI RUM?

WHAT IS THERE TO DO IN WADI RUM THAT IS MAKING IT SO ATTRACTIVE?

WHAT ARE SOME ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE INCREASE IN TOURISM?

HOW CAN ARCHITECTURE PROVIDE SOLUTIONS TO EMERGING AND EXISTING ISSUES THAT ARE ASSOCI-
ATED WITH THE RISE IN TOURISM?

PART I
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WHERE IS WADI RUM PROTECTED AREA?
Wadi Rum Protected Area, also knows as WRPA, is situated 
in southern Jordan and near the border with Saudi Arabia. 
This site was an ideal one for understanding the impact of 
tourism on the landscape for a number of reasons. Part I - 
Research Analysis will present an in-depth exmination of 
the following site characteristics:

It has a boundary
The WRPA is bounded by both a political boundary (Jor-
dan) as well as an invisible boundary that limits accessibility 
and controls access to the site. In 1997, Jordanian Authori-
ties established the invisible boundary that defines the ‘pro-
tected area’ and it was further adopted by UNESCO in 2011.
  
It is accessible
The landscape is easily accessed through a main highway 
from the major city of Amman and Jordan’s internation-
al airport. It is also part of a larger network of tourist sites 
across the country. 

It is culturally and ecologically significant
WRPA was adopted as a UNESCO world heritage site in 
2011. It was inscribed for both its natural and cultural im-
portance in the region. 

It has witnessed an increase in tourism over the last few 
years
A combination of factors that include its world heritage des-
ignation and its portrayal in media led to a significant in-
crease in tourists across the Protected Area over the last few 
years.

It has various types of tourism accommodation
Various types of lodging are scattered across the WRPA and 
they consist of three major types of accommodtion: 
the black tent, the geodesic domes and the inflatable bubble 
tents.
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THE SITE HAS A BOUNDARY (POLITICAL OR IMAGINED)

THE SITE  IS ACCESSIBLE (NOT REMOTE OR COMPLETELY ISOLATED)

THE SITE  IS SIGNIFICANT (HISTORICALLY AND ECOLOGICALLY)

THE SITE WAS SEEING A STEADY INCREASE IN TOURISM

THE SITE HAS DIFFERENT TYPES OF ACCOMMODATION
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A BOUNDARY
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The vastness of the desert can pose many challenges. A site 
with a boundary would allow for more focused research. 
The Wadi Rum Protected Area (WRPA) has two defined 
boundaries.

1. The first boundary is a political one; The protected area is 
located in the south of Jordan.

2. The second boundary defines the designated protected 
area. It is an invisible boundary that was established in 1997 
by the Jordanian Authorities. The same boundary was fur-
ther adopted by UNESO in 2011 when the WRPA was rec-
ognized as a World Heritage Site1. This boundary will define 
the site that is being analyzed in this thesis. The final design 
proposal shall be proposed somewhere within the protected 
area. 

A POLITICAL BOUNDARY AN INVISIBLE  BOUNDARY
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A BOUNDARY

The site map highlights the protected area boundary in red. 
The exterior lighter grey zone is the buffer zone that exists 
between the rest of the desert and the WRPA. The landscape 
in the WRPA is split into two major canyons which consti-
tute the site. To understand the scale of the site, WRPA is 
approximately four times larger than Washington, D.C.

PROTECTED 
AREA BOUNDARY
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THE SITE HAS A BOUNDARY (POLITICAL OR IMAGINED)

THE SITE  IS ACCESSIBLE (NOT REMOTE OR COMPLETELY ISOLATED)

THE SITE  IS SIGNIFICANT (HISTORICALLY AND ECOLOGICALLY)

THE SITE WAS SEEING A STEADY INCREASE IN TOURISM

THE SITE HAS DIFFERENT TYPES OF ACCOMMODATION
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ACCESSIBILITY

The WRPA is easily accessible from Amman, the main city 
in Jordan, through the main highway - the desert highway.  
It can also be accessed from Jordan’s international airport 
through the same highway.

WRPA is part of the larger network of tourism that includes 
Petra and the Dead Sea. It is a 30- min drive from Petra and 
so many people tend to stop by or spend a night in the 
desert.
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ACCESS ROADS

TO AQABA

TO AMMAN

ROAD TO WRPA 
OFFICIAL ENTRY

WADI RUM 
ROAD

The WRPA is officially entered through a local road just 
off the highway. The road takes you into the visitor centre, 
which is the official way to enter the Protected Area. Once 
dropped off at the visitor center, the tourist would purchase 
a ticket for sight-seeing and hop on one of the designated 
trucks that would drive south on the Wadi Rum Rd. all the 
way to the end of it to enter the desert where the landmarks 
exist. 

ACCESSIBILITY

VISITOR CENTRE

Visitor Centre parking lot

Visitor Centre

Visitor Centre parking lot
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THE SITE HAS A BOUNDARY (POLITICAL OR IMAGINED)

THE SITE  IS ACCESSIBLE (NOT REMOTE OR COMPLETELY ISOLATED)

THE SITE  IS SIGNIFICANT (ECOLOGICALLY AND HISTORICALLY)

THE SITE WAS SEEING A STEADY INCREASE IN TOURISM

THE SITE HAS DIFFERENT TYPES OF ACCOMMODATION
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SIGNIFICANCE: LANDSCAPE

Wadi Rum has always been identified as a significant site in 
Jordan that illustrated the evolution of civilization and ur-
ban activity in the region. In 1997, the Jordanian Authorities 
acknowledged the site as a Protected Area, citing conserva-
tion methods to protect it2. Furthermore, the site was recog-
nized as a World Heritage Site by UNESCO for its natural 
and cultural significance3. 

The desert landscape was developed under various factors 
that include lithology, tectonic activity and weathering and 
erosion. It is constituted by many forms that include tower-
ing cliffs, sand dunes, springs (such as the infamous Law-
rence’s Spring) and a range of narrow gorges4.

The chromatic hues of the desert were formed at different 
periods in time. The bottoms of the cliff are made up of 
granite, while the middle and top are a combination of pur-
ple um sahn sandstone and white rum sandstone5.
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SIGNIFICANCE: CULTURE

The people of the landscape, known as the Bedouins have 
inhabited the site for the last thousand years6. The Bedou-
ins, also known as Bedo in arabic,        ,which means desert 
dwellers. 

Traditionally, the Bedouins lived in tents in order to wan-
der the desert freely. They relied on pastoralism and trading 
for income and rode camels, donkeys and horses across the 
landscape.

Today, however, the Bedouins are settled in tribal villages. 
The two main reasons that led to their settlement are the 
need to access clean water and the significance of educa-
tion to the future generations. They live in typical concrete 
homes today and rely on tourism for their income. 
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WADI RUM VILLAGE
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Wadi Rum Village sits within the Protected Area (PA). The 
only existing road in WRPA culminates at the end of the 
village to allow for easy access to the locals that live in the 
village. 

SIGNIFICANCE



15

THE SITE HAS A BOUNDARY (POLITICAL OR IMAGINED)

THE SITE  IS ACCESSIBLE (NOT REMOTE OR COMPLETELY ISOLATED)

THE SITE  IS SIGNIFICANT (ECOLOGICALLY AND HISTORICALLY)

THE SITE WAS SEEING A STEADY INCREASE IN TOURISM

THE SITE HAS DIFFERENT TYPES OF ACCOMMODATION
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WRPA has witnessed a significant increase in tourism over 
the last few years. There are many underlying reasons for 
that, including the general increase in ecotourism and des-
ert tourism. However, there are three major causes that con-
tributed to the phenomena:

1. WRPA’s world heritage designation by UNESCO promot-
ed the site at an international scale, bringing curious tour-
ists from all over the world to explore this historic site.

2. Jordan has invested heavilty in tourism marketing over 
the last few years, which has also brought with it many visi-
tors from other countries.

3. Finally, Wadi Rum has been featured and romanticized 
in various films, poetry and writing. It was first featured as 
the backdrop for Lawrence’s ‘Seven Pillars of Wisdom’, as 
he writes about his time on the site and the locals that live 
there. Other notable media features such as The Martian 
and Aladdin most recently.

TOURISM INCREASE
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THE SITE HAS A BOUNDARY (POLITICAL OR IMAGINED)

THE SITE  IS ACCESSIBLE (NOT REMOTE OR COMPLETELY ISOLATED)

THE SITE  IS SIGNIFICANT (ECOLOGICALLY AND HISTORICALLY)

THE SITE WAS SEEING A STEADY INCREASE IN TOURISM

THE SITE HAS DIFFERENT TYPES OF ACCOMMODATION
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ACCOMMODATION

The increase in tourists on the site has led to a demand for 
acommodation, which the Protected Area (PA) has man-
aged to meet very quickly. There are many different lodging 
types within the PA. Generally, all accommodations are laid 
out on the landscape as single units with communal spaces 
between them. 

1. The first lodging type is the black tent. The tent maintains 
a black tent exterior but its interior resembles a hotel room, 
with its hardwoord flooring and solid restrooms.

2. The second type, known as the Geodesic Dome, emerged 
in 2015, around the time that The Martian was released. 
The dome is meant to resemble The Martian’s movie poster, 
which consists of an astronaut helmet emerging out of the 
earth.

3. The last accommodation type emerged most recently and 
is an inflatable bubble camp that allows for panoramic views 
of the landscape. 
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SIGNIFICANCE
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Protected Area Boundary

Lawrence’s Spring

Khaz’ali Canyon

Sunset Sites

Sand Dunes Area

Burdah Rock Bridge

Burrah Canyon

Alalameh Inscription

Seven Pillars of Wisdom

Siq Um Al Tawaqi

Sunset Site ‘Al Ghorub’

Su’eifan

Little Bridge

The Map

Anfashieh Inscriptions

Nabatean Temple

Al Shallaleh

Um Ad Dami

Um Frouth Rock Bridge

Lawrence’s House
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PART II
Site Visit
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WHY HAS TOURISM INCREASED OVER THE PAST FEW YEARS IN WADI RUM?

WHAT IS THERE TO DO IN WADI RUM THAT IS MAKING IT SO ATTRACTIVE?

WHAT ARE SOME ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE INCREASE IN TOURISM?

HOW CAN ARCHITECTURE PROVIDE SOLUTIONS TO EMERGING AND EXISTING ISSUES THAT ARE ASSOCI-
ATED WITH THE RISE IN TOURISM?

PART II
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In order to grasp at the true issues that were arising from the 
increase in tourism, it was becoming more and more clear 
that a visit to the site was necessary. The design proposal 
would only be effective if it tackled the underlying issues 
that are being faced by locals that experience this landscape 
everyday, as well as tourists that spend only a short period of 
time on the site but want to learn as much as possible about 
the site. In order to do that, it was important to speak with 
the tourists, locals and professionals who are also looking at 
the Protected Area.

In November 2019, I embarked on a 3-day journey to the 
Wadi Rum Protected Area and interviewed various locals 
and tourists. I was lucky enough to befriend a wonderful 
local guide, Emad, who showed me around the village and 
took me to speak with a wonderful old man who was heavily 
involved in the formation of the village. 

My conversation with Emad was perhaps the most fas-
cinating. He spoke about all the ways that the locals were 
involved in forming the land into what it is today. He was 
extremely frustrated at how little the tourists knew about the 
Bedouin traditions and culture. When I asked him how he 
navigates the desert so well (it all looks the same to me), his 
answer was, ‘can you distinguish between the kitchen and 
living room at your home? The desert is my home.’

DAY 01

2

1

3 4

5

THE JOURNEY

ARRIVAL

THE CAMP ROOM

SUNSET TOUR
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On the second day of my trip, I explored the lodging site a 
little bit and spoke to some other tourists that were visiting. 
The common inquiry seemed to be ‘what is there to do in 
Wadi Rum? Why is it so special?’ There seemed to be a lack 
of educational opportunities for the tourists. No brochures 
on the camp and no real bedouin employees to showcase 
Bedouin culture or tradition.

Around noon, I met with an old man who lives in the vil-
lage. He had been heavily involved in establishing the Diseh 
Village (a village in the buffer zone). He was excited to tell 
us stories and show us his mother’s hand maid rugs. He em-
phasized the need for future generations to pass on the tra-
ditions of weaving and spindling, even if they had settled 
and no longer need these skills. 

When I asked him what is the one thing he wishes tourism 
could improve on, he answered:

DAY 02

1 SERVICES

2
WRPA VISITOR 
CENTRE

2 BUFFER ZONE

2 RUM VILLAGE

2 DISEH VILLAGECultural programs that shed light on the history and 
heritage of the Bedouins and their relationship to the 
desert. Everyone will benefit from that because their 
culture and the desert are misunderstood by the Arab 

and the Westerner equally.
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DAY 03

On the third day, I was focused on the landscape. I had de-
cided to take a 3-hour tour across some of the landmarks 
in the hopes of finding a site for the proposal. At the end of 
the trip, we got back on the Wadi Rum Rd. as we were driv-
ing away from the Village and towards the Visitor Center 
(North), I felt inspired by the landscape and all the ways 
in which human activity has managed to take place in this 
canyon surrounding this road. As the sun was setting on the 
west, I could imagine the possibility of a design proposal 
that would sit somewhere around this Wadi Rum Rd. and 
right between the village and the center. 

1 WRPA LANDMARKS

2 WADI RUM RD.
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SITE VISIT: CONCLUSIONS

At the end of my trip, I came to the conclusion that the re-
ality of the experience was actually much more chaotic than 
the expectations that arise from visiting this site. The in-
crease in tourists was interfering with the interests of the 
Bedouins in many ways:

1. There was an evident lack of interaction between the local 
and the tourist. The lodges were bringing outside hires from 
different places, which was reducing necessary interaction 
between Bedouins and visitors.

2. There is a lack of educational opportunities for the Bed-
ouins. Locals aren’t being trained properly in the hospitality 
sector. It is difficult for them to converse with tourists and 
tell stories and facts appropriately. 
  
3. There are no educational opportunities for the visitors to 
learn more about the site and its people. There is no appro-
priate interaction between tourists and locals and no access 
to a guide meant that locals weren’t receiving the full 
experience.

EXPECTATION
Tranquility

REALITY
Chaos
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PART III
A Cultural Center
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WHY HAS TOURISM INCREASED OVER THE PAST FEW YEARS IN WADI RUM?

WHAT IS THERE TO DO IN WADI RUM THAT IS MAKING IT SO ATTRACTIVE?

WHAT ARE SOME ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE INCREASE IN TOURISM?

HOW CAN ARCHITECTURE PROVIDE SOLUTIONS TO EMERGING AND 
EXISTING ISSUES THAT ARE ASSOCIATED WITH THE RISE IN TOURISM?

PART III
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FINAL PROPOSAL

Through the conversations with people and the issues that 
emerged, the answer to the final question was slowly begin-
ning to unfold. The conclusions in Part II emphasized the 
lack of opportunities for learning on the site and the de-
mand for such opportunities by the local and tourist. There 
was a need for space to provide educational opportunities to 
the local and the tourist.

The design proposal focuses on providing these spaces for 
learning and for interaction between the two types of visi-
tors: The Bedouin and The Tourist. Part III will outline the 
design development process and its final results.
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SITE SELECTION
The proposed site for the building sits in the canyon because 
it is more flat than the rest of the landscape, which allows for 
more accessibility to humans. The canyon is the most active 
part of the landscape; it is home to the main existing road, 
the visitor center and Rum Village and is the official entry 
point to the protected area. This means that both the tourist 
and the local are constantly going through this canyon. 

The proposed building would sit just off the main Wadi 
Rum Rd. close to the village. There is a trail that begins at 
the north edge of the village and takes the user all the way 
to the entry of the building. The trail is a five minute walk 
and is meant to encourage the visitor to explore the desert 
by foot, even if it is just for a short period of time. 

The proposed building is accessible by car from the Visitor 
Center, as people will almost never walk from the visitor 
center, but would be approaching the building with a des-
ignated tour truck or a tour bus/ personal vehicle. As the 
user approaches the site from the visitor center, they would 
arrive at a parking lot and park their car or get dropped off, 
then get on a short trail that would eventually converge with 
the village’s trail into one major trail that approaches the 
building. 

The building is approachable by foot only to allow the user 
to experience the landscape as the immense, dramatic land-
scape before experiencing the building that was inspired by 
it.

Official Entry into
Protected Area Proposed Parking 
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The Visitor 
Centre

Wadi Rum 
Village

Proposed Site

The Canyon The Site as it Exists The Proposed Addition Site Context Plan
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SITE SECTION
The site section reflects the scale of the landscape and its re-
lation to the proposed cultural center. The proposed center 
faces Jabal Rum on the West and sits just infront of Jabal Um 
Ishrin, which plays a role in the form of the overall spaces.



31

SITE PHOTOS

The site photos show the main Wadi Rum Rd. that cuts 
through the landscape in north-south direction. The rest of 
the photos show the landscape that the proposed center will 
sit on. The landscape is more flat than the cliffs that scatter 
across the Protected Area. The proposed building sits in-
front of the Um Ishrin Cliff which heavily influenced the 
direction of the design process.
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PROGRAM DERIVATION

The program for a cultural center was strictly derived based 
on conversations with the Bedouins and the tourists. There 
seemed to be a general lack of opportunities to expand the 
knowledge of the local and the tourist. By providing spaces 
for the tourist to learn about the site and the cultural heri-
tage, the experience becomes more enhanced, unique and 
memorable. Simultaneously, providing bedouins with spac-
es for learning will give them the confidence to take charge 
of their personal learning processes.
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GALLERY SPACES

PERFORMANCE 
SPACES

LOCAL MARKET

COMMUNITY
ROOMS

LIBRARY

CAMEL
STABLE

 SPACES FOR THE 
TOURISTS

 SPACES FOR THE 
LOCALS

“WHAT IS THERE TO DO IN WADI RUM?”
“WHY IS THIIS PLACE UNIQUE?”

“WHAT IS THE HISTORY OF THIS PLACE AND ITS PEOPLE?”

“WE TAKE PRIDE IN OUR CULTURE AND OUR HOME - THE DESERT”
(WHEN ASKED ABOUT HOW THEY KNOW DIRECTIONS IN THE DESERT SO 

WELL)
“DON’T YOU KNOW THE DIRECTIONS TO THE KITCHEN AT YOUR OWN 

HOUSE? THE DESERT IS MY HOUSE.”

BEDOUINS ARE KNOWN FOR THEIR HOSPITALITY.
THE OLD MAN SERVED US TEA AND COFFEE

BEDOUIN WOMEN ARE THE ARCHITECTS OF THE TRADITIONAL BLACK 
TENT.

BEDOUIN WOMEN ARE SKILLED ARTISTS AND CRAFTS MAKERS.
NO EXISTING CAFES OR RESTAURANTS THAT CATER TO TOURISTS AND 

BENEFIT THE LOCAL ECONOMY

LOTS OF ACTIVITIES ARE ALREADY TAKING PLACE IN THE VILLAGE - 
CERAMICS MAKING, EMBROIDERY, ETC...

THESE ACTIVITIES NEED SPACES TO ACCOMMODATE THEM.

MANY OF THE LOCALS STRONGLY EMPHASIZED THE IMPORTANCE OF 
EDUCATION TO THEM.

IT WAS A RECURRING TOPIC IN THE CONVERSATIONS.

IN TRYING TO MAINTAIN A SENSE OF ROMANCE IN THE DESERT,
MANY TOURISTS SEEK TO EXPERIENCE THE SITE WHILE RIDING A 

CAMEL.
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PROGRAM ARRANGEMENT

The programmatic spaces are split into two categories: the 
local spaces and the tourist spaces. These categories are ar-
ranged separately because they encourage different patterns 
of behaviour. A tourist visiting the gallery spaces might 
spend much less time in the space than a Bedouin who is 
going to study in the library. The tourists will most likely 
circulate these spaces much faster and would go through all 
of them while the Bedouin might come to the center to visit 
one specific space. 

TOURIST SPACES

LOCAL SPACES



34

FORM DEVELOPMENT

The building’s form uses a combinations of elements from 
the landscape and the cultural heritage of the Bedouins. The 
form is meant to shed light on the site and its people, as they 
both play an equally significant role in defining the 
narrative.

The black tent is the traditional, vernacular shelter for the 
Bedouins and it is symbolic of the heritage and traditions 
that constitute their culture.

The building’s walls are formed through the same processes 
that helped shape Wadi Rum - erosion. 
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FORM: LANDSCAPE ELEMENTS
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Through various design methods, the proposed center 
provides an experiential equivalence of some of the 
natural phenomena that exist in Wadi Rum Protected Area: 
The Canyon and the Process of Erosion.

Initially, I began by studying and understanding the process 
of erosion, and how the cliffs are formed through the move-
ment of wind and water. 

These same elements were then 3d modelled on a block. The 
block was carved out as it would be through these processes. 

Finally, the massing was developed: A canyon that is formed 
in the centre with two cliffs that constitue either side of the 
proposed building.
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FORM: CULTURAL ELEMENTS

The black tent, although minute in comparison with the wa-
dis and the cliffs, has really marked its territory in this desert 
region throughout the centuries. It was the vernacular shel-
ter of the site and remains very present in our minds.How-
ever, the tent no longer has the same physical presence in 
the desert as most Bedouins have now settled. Despite that, 
the tent is still a symbol of the values, traditions and cultural 
heritage of the bedouins.

It’s important for both the local and tourist to be welcomed 
by the black tent structure that serves as a reminder of the 
civilizations that inhabited the site, and their cultural heri-
tage. 
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FINAL PROPOSAL

The final outcome of the process is a building that reasserts 
the significance of the site as well as its vibrant cultural her-
itage through elements inspired by the landscape and its 
people. 
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APPROACHING THE BUILDING

The building is approachable by foot through a trail. As you 
get closer to the building, the trail slopes upward and ter-
raced steps emerge on either side of the trail. 

The building is elevated on a stepped terrace. The concrete 
columns that hold the black tent settle into the terrace, 
and when these columns meet the ground, the steps curve 
around the column like a ripple effect. This allows the vis-
itor to walk around these columns comfortably. It is also 
meant to give the column its place and significance, because 
although it appears to be delicate and thin, it is extremely 
strong. 
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APPROACHING THE BUILDING

The building is approachable by foot through a trail. The 
proposed building is lifted 1’ off the earth to reduce the 
amount of sand that would pile up at the entry. As the trail 
gets closer to the building, it slopes upward, with terraced 
steps emerging from the earth and sloping up to 6”. 

0
FT.

15
FT.

30
FT.
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FINAL PROPOSAL

As you walk towards the building, the camel stable is on 
your left side, and the outdoor seating area is on the right 
side.
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FLOOR PLAN 01

The main floor of the Cultural Center includes the camel 
stable, galleries, library, community spaces, marketplace 
and place for performances. The interior spaces of the 
building are split into two sides: North and South. 

The North side houses programs that cater to tourists - these 
programs include the gallery spaces in the main building, 
restrooms and services on the exterior edge and a ramp that 
loops around the exterior of the north side. The ramp be-
gins on the west side and slopes upward to take the user to 
the habitable roof. 

The South side is home to programs that cater to the lo-
cal bedouins in the village. The programs include a main 
library with private study nooks, formal and casual study 
spaces and book stacks on the main floor. It also includes 
flexible community spaces and a marketplace that faces the 
entry to the cultural center. It allows the bedouins to sell 
their crafts and food to the tourists. 

The two sides are separated by a main circulation passage-
way - The Canyon. The passageway is meant to recreate a 
similar experience that a canyon would provide, but on a 
much smaller scale. It welcomes the visitor at the entry with 
wide spaces, and begins to narrow as you go through it. Fi-
nally, at the end of the canyon on the east end, the visitor is 
welcomed by an amphitheater that sits between the build-
ing and the um ishrin cliff. 

1 - Entry Hallway
2 - Gallery Spaces
3 - Library
4 - Storage
5 - Study Nook
6 - Community Rooms
7 - Men’s Restroom
8 - Women’s Restroom
9 - Marketplace

10 - Outdoor Marketplace
11 - Outdoor Seating Area
12 - Fireplace
13 - Firewood Storage
14 - Outdoor Camel Stable
15 - Water
16 - Food 
17 - Litter 
18 - Stables
22 - Outdoor Theater

21
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FLOOR PLAN 02

��

�� 20 - Outdoor Porch

19 - Library Mezzanine
21 - Stepped Roof for 
performances

The second floor of the Cultural Center houses the outdoor 
porch on the north end, a mezzanine floor in the library on 
the south end and the lower part of the accessible rooftop. 

The porch is part of the ramp system that loops around the 
building and takes the visitor to the roof. The mezzanine 
floor in the library houses informal seating for visitors wish-
ing to relax and read a book while looking outside.
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FLOOR PLAN 03

The top floor or roof level of the cultural center is a terraced 
roof theater that is meant to house large performances that 
are meant to shed light on the culture and the landscape. 
The roof begins at 9’ where the stage sits and steps up to 18’. 

21 - Stepped Roof for 
performances
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ELEVATION 01: WEST
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ELEVATION 02: SOUTH
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ELEVATION 03: EAST
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ELEVATION 04: NORTH
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SECTION 01: N-S

Floor 01 - Restrooms
Floor 02 - Porch

GalleryGalleryGallery

Corridor

Floor 01 - Canyon
Floor 02 - Connection Bridge

LibraryFloor 01 - Study Nook
Floor 02 -Library Mezzanine

Corridor
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0 15 
FT.

30 
FT.

SECTION 02: TOURIST SPACES
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SECTION 03: LOCAL SPACES

0 15 
FT.

30 
FT.
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The canyon serves as the main circulation passageway. It 
provides a similar experience that a canyon would, but at 
a much smaller scale. At the end of the canyon on the east 
end, the visitor is welcomed by an amphitheater that sits be-
tween the building and the um ishrin cliff. 

COLLAGE: THE CANYON

�

�

�

�

� �

�

�

��

� � � �

����

��

��

��������

��

��

��

��
��

�

�

�

�

�

� �
�

�
�

�

� ��



52

�

�

�

�

� �

�

�

��

� � � �

����

��

��

��������

��

��

��

��
��

�

�

�

�

�

� �
�

�
�

�

� ��

�

�

�

�

� �

�

�

��

� � � �

�

�
�

��

�

�

�

�

� �

�

�

��

� � � �

�

�
�

��

The library houses private study nooks, formal and casual 
study spaces and book stacks on the main floor. Its mezza-
nine floor has more casual seating areas for people looking 
to read a book or just relax.

COLLAGE: THE LIBRARY 
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COLLAGE: COMMUNITY SPACES
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The community spaces are flexible in their programs to 
allow the locals to host various activities such as arts and 
crafts sessions or business meetings. 



54

�

�

�

�

� �

�

�

��

� � � �

�

�
�

��

�

�

�

�

� �

�

�

��

� � � �

�

�
�

��

COLLAGE: MARKETPLACE
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The marketplace that faces the entry to the cultural center. 
It allows the bedouins to sell their crafts and food to the 
tourists. The marketplace has two folding glass walls that 
can open up to allow more vendors to set up shop outside.
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� �� ��The gallery spaces in the main building are meant to pro-
vide opportunities for the tourists to learn more about the 
history of the site and its cultural heritage. The galleries vary 
from smaller spaces to larger galleries. 

COLLAGE: GALLERY
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� �� ��The ramp loops around the exterior of the north side. The 
ramp begins on the west side and slopes upward to take the 
user to the habitable roof. It passes through a semi-private 
elevated porch with framed views.

COLLAGE: PORCH + RAMP
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The roof theater is sheltered by the large black tent that sits 
over the whole building.

COLLAGE: ROOF THEATRE
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COLLAGE: CAMEL STABLE

The camel stable houses individual stables and feeding and 
water areas. It also hosts an outdoor area for the camels with 
railing to allow the visitors to get close to the camels.
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STRUCTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

There are two structures that play different roles in the over-
all building:

The first structure consists of rammed earth walls, which 
are load bearing in compression. They bear the weight of 
the upper floors and the roof.

The second structure consists of a series of concrete columns 
that bear the weight of the canopy structure. Cable wires 
wrap around the column to hold up the tent. The wires also 
allow the tent to move with the wind with some flexibility. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS: MATERIAL

Rammed earth walls use locally sourced materials and can 
easily be constructed by locals, which benefits the local 
economy and gives the Bedouins some ownership of the 
building. 

Rammed earth walls consist of sand, gravel, clay and con-
crete that is compressed in layers in formwork. This allows 
for curved rammed earth walls and it gives them the layered 
hues look that is very closely resembles Wadi Rum’s chro-
matic hues.
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS: WALLS

All the walls in the building are 15’ long because that’s the 
average length of a rammed earth wall formwork. These 
walls are joined together on site. Between each joint is a 1” 
glass seam that will provide a sliver of light to the interior 
spaces to dramatize the experience of the spaces.

1” THICK 
GLASS SEAM

15’ LONG RAMMED 
EARTH WALL
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS: GLASS SEAMS

The 1” glass seams are meant to dramatize the interior spac-
es by providing a sliver of light depending on the time of the 
day.

�
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS: INSULATION

A traditional construction method in the Middle East is to 
build a double exterior wall with insulation in the middle. 
The insulation (usually polysterine) will act as a heat insu-
lator.

In this case, the exterior walls are made up of two rammed 
earth walls with a layer of natural wool insulation sand-
wiched between them. Natural wool is available in abun-
dance across the Wadi Rum village and can also be sourced 
locally. 

External rammed earth walls provide natural protection 
from extremes in climate; However, wool insulation will 
help maintain average temperatures on days where the heat 
is too strong or the weather is too cold. This will reduce the 
need for heating and cooling technologies.

NATURAL WOOL INSULATION IS 
SANDWICHED BETWEEN THE EXTE-

RIOR WALLS
EXTERIOR WALL SECTIONAL DIAGRAM
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS: MATERIAL

Material and fabrication of the black canopy can be locally 
sourced since the Bedouin women are famously known for 
their skills in spindling, sewing and constructing the black 
tent. The material for the black canopy is woven goat hair, 
which is the vernacular material of the black tent. The ma-
terial allows for passive heating and cooling, and shading of 
the roof spaces.
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS: SHADING

The canopy shape uses the same technique of a self shading 
cactus. The cactus is shaped in a way that allows the sun to 
shine on one side while the other side remains shaded. The 
black tent canopy is formed in a similar manner to allow for 
the same process of shading.
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ENVIRONMENTAL CONSIDERATIONS: OPENINGS

Because of the strength and heat of the desert sun, all the 
openings across the building are angled to reduce direct 
lighting but allow for natural lighting in interior spaces.

The folding glass wall in the marketplace is meant to en-
courage the blurring of a defined boundary between interior 
and exterior when the weather permits for it. It also pro-
vides unhindered views to the entry side. 
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WHY HAS TOURISM INCREASED OVER THE PAST FEW YEARS IN WADI RUM?

WHAT IS THERE TO DO IN WADI RUM THAT IS MAKING IT SO ATTRACTIVE?

WHAT ARE SOME ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH THE INCREASE IN TOURISM?

HOW CAN ARCHITECTURE PROVIDE SOLUTIONS TO EMERGING AND EXISTING ISSUES THAT ARE 
ASSOCIATED WITH THE RISE IN TOURISM?
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CONCLUSION

The intent of this thesis was to provide a responsible architectural proposal that would respond to existing issues 
that require careful attention. The final proposal was derived based on the comprehensive site analysis and mind-
ful conversations with bedouins and tourists, the final proposal seeks to provide a place that caters to the needs of 
the local and the tourist and adds value to the site and its breathtaking views through careful design strategies. In 
an essay titled Desert Blues: Historical Riffs on the Moroccan Periphery, Susan Gilson Miller writes on her experi-
ence as a study leader for a tour of Morocco’s imperial cities:, 

My stories seemed to hold their attention, generate new questions and broaden their under-
standing. Soon I realized that I was inadvertently engaging in practices associate with the “spa-
tial turn” - that is, taking the landscape beyond the merely pictorial and contextualizing it, giv-
ing history equal time with an appreciation of “the view”. Their response was enthusiastic. And 
so I came to see at first hand the power of narrative history in shaping the tourist experience7.
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