Taking a closer look at Amman’s distinctive urban heritage

The closure of a famous coffee house has left more than just one writer unhappy

Rami Daher
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mman is a city that
many of us cherish
and have a very sin-
cere and candid sense
of belangn\gl 10. It is a place of
refage, yot also a place of anpi
ratian {or the future. For some,
Amman i just a new city that
offers a comforable estyle
and way of fife. But for many, it
tends to be the place for a rich
Teservoir of personal and col-
Tective memaries where the so-
cial memory of place, repre-
sented in its streets, alleys,
steps and courtyards, becommes
nol onlr the topic of discus-
sioas insocial or v:hnlarh- gath-
nrll:’ga but n "lived" heri
And for many s well (some vi
itors to the eity orr\-‘cnur
triots), Amman s o new reality
with its distinctive residential
hills, unique downtown area
and urban heritage.

The distinctive urban her-

H, of the 19tk and the first

of the 20th century mich as
Amman's carly residential
hills, downtown alleys, shops,
and colfce houses, or the early
religious and rnhhc uddings;
were marginalized and not in-
comporated into the realms of
“heritage. This recent Ammani
hentage did oot conform o
Orientalisis” and  academics
stereotypical  concepts  and
maodels of what an “Islamic” or
an “Armb" city should look like.
Amman was always compared
L other citles like Cairg, Diam-
ascus, or Baghdad; consequent-
Iy, Amman’s young, distmctive
urban beritage was disqualified
and was rendered, until recent-
l'.. ms]gmﬁmnl by severl offi-
scholarly and academic
d.!bwum;a and practices.

Such slereatypical models,
uncritically, disregarded Am-
man's recent but distinctive ur-
ban featones, such o the Hus-
seinl Mosque, specialty bazaars
(Soug al-Bukhanah), the Ros
al-Ain Cemetery, Water Sabils
(such a5 the Hamidian Sabil
that existed in frant of the Hus-
seini Mosque), and the sumer-
ous coffee houses around the

This interior view of the colfee house was taken in June 2002 before the building's semi-clesure

I into the realm of of-

mosque
mm. on F.ulmi Street, Many of
these features wene demolished
in the name of modemity and
progress. As a remlt, the city*
urban hentage vas kept out-
side the officlalfvations) defin-
ithon, which was grounded in a
disassociation from the recent
past and centered on o glorifi-
cation of the distant pastand its
archaeological sifes.

It wass only recently that the
recent past and lstory was in-

ficial Ammani henit

DOne site facing destruction
in the name of progress and de-
velopment is da old coffee
house, Quhwat al-Jomia al-
Arubriyeh, [ronting the Hussei-
ni Mosque in downtown, It was
innugurated in the late 4
(hence the link between (ts
manie and the Arzb Lcaguc: by
 well-known Damascene fam-
ily who came to Amman at the
beginning of the 20th century.

e e s
might not be seen iuts
or architects as having sigifi-
cunt archifectiun: o8-
thetics abone, it & one of oly
several cofiese houses remaning
in the city. Such stes wes sig-
nifieant in the middle of the J0th
century us places where miblic

ditical ogsnion was fomed.
ntellectunts, poktictans, pur-
nalists, artsgs and writers were
frequent chents, though lev of
them still po there.

“The space of of Al-Jamia al-
Arabiveh is composed of two
joined splii-level spaces that
open into each other, The low:
er one is blessed with a unigue
view of the Husseini Meosque
and square, or sk, trough o
simple, yet authentic, wooden
scrven frame, and is located in
the Rida Building which board-
e the square The upper level
of the colfee house overdooks
the lower one and has visual
connections with the busy

3

commercial streets of Basman
andAl-Saada, It islocated m the
Asfoyr Building adiacent (o the
previous one
Alter a recent eviction, the
atron of the coffee house was

wreed to partially dusc it down
becanse the ownen of the Rida
Building are intending to de-
molish it and instead erect
‘mew, modem”  multistory
building to maximize profi.
The owners are miionalizing
their actions on the basis that

they have the right to invest in
their property by erecting floor
Noors instead of the, existing
three, this boosting use aad {i-
nancial gain from the invest-
ment. Although they were will-
ing to consider another aller
native by negotiating with the
tenants regarding rent increas-
o8, some of the tenants were
willing and favored the idea
while othens rofused, Unfortu-

Such places can also become
incorporated as significant her-
itage sites appreciated for their
social values associated with
the collective memory of the
recent past, as opposed to only
acknowledging “sites” for their
high-class architecture or for
their aisr.u:m:mn with the dis-
tant pa:

L“'m‘ucrlmml:lg.I the inherent
and distinctive qualitihes o Am-

nately, the bullding i sched- man's urhnn heritage have not
uled for demoliti d or even un-

Omne frequent visitor to the Ll.cmbud m By emphasizing
coffee house stated that, to him, B and by fsist-
this place represented a refuge  ing on enforcing o unified.

from the ‘worries of everyday
ifee, adcling that it might be true
that the place is full of sounds
and snu.-ﬁ- of different nuture,
r“ it provides him with a place
or contemplation where be
can find tranquility and sereni-
_{ Another frequent visitor to

miman, 4 European who al-
ways visits the coffee house
whenever be is in town, col-
lapsed in loars onge he was
struck with the semi-closure of
ithe place [which now no longer
has a visusl connection with
the Husseini Mosque, and is
only confined almost to balf of
its original dze). He reiterated
that Amman for him, is notonly
the Citadel and the RomanAm-
phitheater, but also the ondi-
nary urban public spaces of the
city, which carry a distinctive
Ammani charscter - of which
Crabwat al-Jumia al-Arbiyeh is
bat eme.

In Atmman, owners and ten-
unts, together with local au-
thorities, have to come togeth-
ertoseck a compromise that in-
sures the rights of both parties,
but aiso the protection and con-
tinudty of such significant her-
itage sites of the aty. In Am-
man, we sincercly need to ar-
vive ot 8 more comprehensive
and genuine definition of what
hentage is, grounded not only
in architectaral acsthetics, but
atlso ln Jocal and social realities
of the city and its pumerous
*lived spaces as well,

Only then can places like
Qahwat al-lamin al-Ambiveh
contime to function as an Am-
mani coffe house.

sterentypical style br!\mnmn's
architectiire - from
other “traditional™ urban reali-
ties. Such practices are elimi-
nating jocal  differences and
complesitics  and, in the
process, ame discrediting the
multiplicity and distinctiveness
of wrhin experiences in the city.
Amman s distinctive urban
realilies are present in places
like the Hateooz in the resi-
dential hills, the urban experi-
ence of Faiial Street, the cen-
tral h;lllw:} Ammani de-
tached smg:: family dmllln;
of the 19205 and 304, the cle-
nt (yet nol pretentious)
ouses and villasof the “mod-
ern” period in the 30s and 50s
— with their brilliant mod-
emist logic, aesthetics, and
dynamism - the pedestrian
steps that connect the down-
town area 1o the surrounding
residential - mountains  wit
theirdistinctive ambiance and
expeticnce, of the authentic
Ammani socio-public places
such as the coffee house,
Allof these " urban realitics
constitute the unigqueness, dis-
tinetiveness and authenticity
of the Amman that many of us
grew to mppreciate, under-
stand and hecome very at
tached to.
The “writing” of this article
is by no means an ot 1o
create a reanified concept of
the past or of heritage; on the
contrry, it i 4 continuons at-
tempt to grant voies to a signif-
feant part of Amman's history
and heritage like this coffee
howse in downtown Amman.




