
r 

.;1 

... t / c.... 

HAZEM F. A. EL SABBAGH 

PLACE; MEANING IN ARCHITECTURE 
A CONCEPTUAL DISCUSSION WITH PARTICULAR 
REFERENCE TO THE MIDDLE EASTERN 
BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

I 



[L !A ce ~~ 

~[M IA~ce~ ~u~ceuQJJ~~ 

A CONCEPTUAL DISCUSSION 

WITH PARTICULAR REFERENCE TO THE MIDDLE EASTERN 

BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

BY 

HAZEM F. A. EL SABBAGH 

A MASTER'S REPORT 

SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF THE 

COLLEGE OF ARCHITECTURE 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement 
for the degree of 

MASTER OF ARCHITECTURE 

In the Graduate College 
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

AUG 1990 

I I 



APPROVAL OF GRADUATE ADVISORY COMMITTEE 

Prof. Fred Matter - - / _L_· ~ Datef3)~ )cto 
/; 1 / 

Prof. Ken Clark _ 11.._~ __ Date_t(ls/tO 



III 

to my parents 



CONTENTS 

1. PREFACE 

Preface 
Brief review of contents 

2. MODERNISM IN ARCHITECTURE, 
UNIVERSAL CIVILIZATION AND LOCAL CULTURE 

Modernism in architecture 
Universal civilization and local culture 
Regionalism ? 

4 

3. PLACE; ARCHITECTURE AS AN EXISTENTIAL PHENOMENON 14 

The concept of place 
Dwelling and Existence 
Region and Place, 
Belonging; orientation and identification 
Place; the structure of space 
Regional character, 
Typology; a conceptual definition 

4. THE TRADITIONAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT 
THE EVOLUTION AND MEANING OF TYPOLOGY 

Utility; The adaptation to natural constrains 
as an initiate molding factor 

Settlement level 
Movement patterns 
Planing the inhabited space 
Construction 

Value; The meaning of existential space 
Place as Area and the character of identifiable 
neighborhoods; the traditional concept in 
modern literature 

The Meaning of Typology; 

27 

Type as a syntactical relation of place to context 
Type as a syntactical relation of image to idea 

Typology; Use Value and the building of 
'Collective Memory' 

IV 



5. THE CONTEMPORARY BUILT ENVIRONMENT; 
A BRIEF ACCOUNT 

The new realities; Amorphousness 
Urban sprawl; 

The disintegration of city structure, 
The loss of identifiable contexts 

Urban Renewal 
The disruption of old city fabric 

6. REGAINING OUR LOST PLACE, 
Case studies from the contemporary 
Middle Eastern built environment 

Rehabilitation 
Contextualism 
The privatization of public space 
Identifiable Neighborhoods 
Eclecticism 
The authentic evolution of typology 

7. CONCLUSION 

8. BIBLIOGRAPHY 

9. Figures; list of sources 

83 

g:; 

93 

v 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I would like to express my deepest thanks and appreciation to the 

many people whose encouragement and support were invaluable for 

completing this work. Most of the credit goes to my family; my parents 

Fawzi and Wassima, my brothers Vasser and Khaled and my sister Rula, 

for their endless and continuous love, understanding and support. 

My deepest respect and appreciation goes also to my advisors 

and teachers here in the University of Arizona, especially Fred Matter, 

Dennis Doxtater, Ken Clark and Larry Medlin, for their patience and 

valuable advice. 

Hazem El Sabbagh 
Tucson, Aug 1990 

VI 



1 



PREFACE 

A harsh and destructive colonial past and a rapid modernization 
process. Those are the two major and often coincident phenomenons 
that have greatly affected the natural evolution of local identity of most 
countries within the Middle East. An unprecedented disruption of local 
cultural and economic institutions. By most the colonial political 
dominance was replaced by a more subtle economic and cultural 
influence. Contemporary citizens of the area found themselves distant 
and almost cut from the pre-colonial experiences of the past. The vital 
importance of an authentic continuity between the present and the past 
was simplistically ignored. Instead a look towards the so called 
'modernism' has only brought the colonial products in another form. 
Industrial and technological products developed elsewhere were 
blindly accepted without any alterations to fit the local needs. The 
ignorant adaptation of end products deprived the natural integration 
process between humans and other environmental phenomenon 
comprising the collective order; a transformation process so essential in 
making these phenomenons a natural part of local traditions/civilizations. 
Part of the collective memory. 

This has been largely manifested in the built environment. 
Architecture as the most visible text of human experiences was used to 
advocate such attitudes towards the so called local modernization. 
Decision makers, whether political, economic or private clients, where 
asking for the modern image. Architects, usually equipped with ideas 
developed in alien environments, never looked at their own past 
heritage. Instead the local building activity was characterized by a 
simple replication of often western 'modernist' architectural models. A 
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disruption of local traditions and a civilizational dependency replaced 
the direct political control of the colonialists. 

The meaning of our built environment as a cultural phenomenon, 
and its importance in enhancing the local identity of place were 
simplistically ignored; 'universalization' becomes a process of cultural 
loss and a physical disruption of human order. 

With particular reference to the Middle Eastern built environment, 
this work introduces the meanings of place as an existential 
phenomenon, discusses the different attributes of the traditional and the 
contemporary urban settlements; its meanings, reasons, and effects on 
the cultural landscape. 

Brief Description of Contents; 

. The first chapter introduces the meanings and effects of 
universalization through a brief criticism for Modernism in 
Architecture. The discussion introduces the issue of local identity 
and its relation to the built environment. 

. The second chapter conceptually examines the meaning of 
architecture as an existential phenomenon. The work presents the 
theory of 'place' as a comprehensive human text, and its 
importance for the process of human identification. The discussion 
theoretically defines the meaning of regional character as a 
distinct typology and the importance of preserving the character 
of a place. 

. The third chapter continues the dialogue on the evolution.of 
regional typology through examining the traditional Middle Eastern 
built environment, where the idea of typology as a coherent 
context is introduced. One which is formed through a complex 
interaction process between 'utility' and 'value'. The work further 
elaborates the meaning of the syntactical relation of type as a 
context, and discusses the role of archetypes in building the 
collective memory. 

. The last two chapters elaborate the case of characterlessness in 
the contemporary Middle Eastern built environment, and discuss 
the disadvantages created by 'modern' urban development 
policies. The work further shows how an abstraction for the qualities 
of traditional types can be successfully used to provide 
contemporary design solutions, and enhances the continuity of the 
authentic character of the place .. 
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MODERNISM IN ARCHITECTURE; 
Universal civilization and local culture 

The quest for local identity is a new phenomena for mankind. For 

the first time in history, mankind in this century witnessed a global 

interconnectedness based on a universally shared belief in science and 

technology. This global mesh encompasses almost all aspects of life, 

spreading a powerful tendency towards homogeneity, which is truly 

reflected in the built environment. 

The first decades of this century witnessed the formative years of 

the most widely spread architectural movement of this century, and 

probably in history, namely the modern movement. This movement was 

paralleled with other movements in arts and philosophy, all of which 

were highly influenced and motivated by their admiration for the new 

technological 'miracles' of the modern age. In fact the modern 

movement was thought as an avant garde seeking an authentic 

expression of the new industrial advanced societies; During a period of 

no more than twenty years separating the First and the Second World 

Wars, one could notice the spread of the so-called 'functional 

architecture' or the international style. From Europe to the United States 
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and Japan, buildings housing different functions; factories, apartment 

blocks, department stores and offices, all shared general industrial 

qualities such as the honest use of material and the expression of 
techniques, a functional search for the essentials and the pure as a true 

symbol of the new age: 

" ... the goal of symbolic objectivity was to align 
architecture with the pervasive factuality of modern 
existence, with that which characterizes the modern 
imagination. The aims of simplification and purification 
at the core of the movement, providing it with a morality 
of Calvinist austerity ... "1 

From what is said above, it is misunderstanding to believe that the 

functional trend of the modern movement in its formative years was only 

interested in utility, and the rational problem solving for better efficiency, 

but in fact these were results of the search for what seemed to be the 

true expression reflecting the new sociaL economic and intellectual 

realities, needs and aspirations of the advanced societies; 

else. 

" ... like any great historical movements, the modern 
movement was first of all concerned with meaning, that 
is, with the problem of giving man an existential 
foothold ... "2 

WelL at least that was the intention but the reality was something 

Following the Second World War, the results of the modern 

movement, manifested in the so-called international style, were 

spreading rapidly and being copied 'as is' elsewhere in the world, thus 

reflecting in built form, a universal way of life based on a rational use of 

science and technology. This was particularly true during the 1960's and 

the 1970's for the rapidly developing countries of South east Asia and the 

1Jordy,W. in William Curtis's, The International style; the individual talent 
and the myth of functionalism, chapter 11, in Modern architecture since 
1900,p.182 Ph aidon Press ltd. 1982 
2 Norberg-schulz, Fun c tionalism, in , Meaning in western architecture, p388 
Praeger Publi shers, 1975 
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middle east, where cultures, climates and building traditions are different 

from those of the more advanced societies. 

By this time, architectural critics were discovering that the 

functionalist architecture was not the avant garde it intended to be, for, 

even within its originating lands, people were feeling alienated to the 

new structures, they found them cold and insecure. It was clear at this 

point that these 'modern buildings', by the devaluation and 

oversimplification of the role of tradition and history in the built 

environment failed to communicate their intended social messages or 

cope with all the roles of architecture beyond its functional aspect; even 

that is being questioned nowadays3; 

The problem is that this method of expression and abstraction was 
developed on a Bauhaus legacy which rejected any reference to old 

architecture details or symbolic ornaments for one reason: that it 
reminded one with the past which, for them, limited the human creativity. 

Hence it came to be a closed system which could not account for all 

aspects of 'human existence'4. Thus it is the same aim of 'being open' 

and understanding the new, that caused the exclusion and closed 
quality of the international styles. 

The effects of this universal development are pertinent for both the 

advanced and the newly developed societies, but it had a much 

moreserious consequence on the latter; while the western societies 

spent over a century to absorb the different influences and 

3see for example, G. Broadbent, The deep structures of architecture, in, Signs, 
symbols and architecture, Broadbent, Jencks, editors. 
4Norberg-schulz, cited op.p388 
5 Note: It is fair to say that the masters of the modem movement, except Mies 
van der Rohe, realized later the disadvantages of the overabstraction and over 
simplification of historical/traditional references within the movement, and 
tried to accommodate in their later works what was missing before.( see for 
example Form and meaning in the late works of Le corbusier in William 
curtis's, Modern architecture since 1900, and Modern transformation of 
classicism: the myth of rootless modernism, The Architectural Review, 
Aug.84,p39ff). But unfortunatly what was largely spread was not the best of 
the movement rather the earlier still unripened works of the 1930's , namely 
the famous international style which is usually associated with the modern 
movement. 
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accommodate the inevitable changes in their culture which were 
parallel to their transformation from pre-industrial to post-industrial 

societies6, Societies in the Middle East for example, were subjected to 

and had to accommodate such change in a period of no more than 

twenty years, hence creating an abrupt, sudden cultural discontinuity. 

" ... the Arab world was literally 'hit' by western machine 
civilization. In less than two decades a large sector of the 
Arab mode of life has changed from a rather backward 
agrarian life to a very sophisticated urban life ... "7 

What may appear a superficial clash between old traditions 

and modern techniques is much deeper than that. This problem was 

discussed by the French geographer Paul Recouer in an article intitled 

'Universal Civilization and National Culture' s8. In this article Recouer first 

points out the universal quality of the scientific spirit as a 'human 

dimension'; The ability for all human beings to think in a rational way. A 

quality which is the main source of the spread of scientific knowledge or 

its applications as techniques, and is "what unifies mankind at a very 

abstract and purely rational level" and "leads to all other manifestations 

of modern civilization", to recall Recouer. Hence, techniques, once 

developed, has no fixed domain and become a property of all 

mankind. Ricouer further points out that the processes of accumulation 

6Note: the same thing actually happened in Europe in the 19th century," 
Industrialization and the social changes in Europe expressed by the french 
revolution of the 18th century, created a large number of building tasks, 
demographic patterns changed, and the architects trained to design palaces 
and churches, were unable to plan for the masses of the industrial society and 
lost contact with the most part of building activity", quoted from Norberg-
schutz's, Intentions in architecture, p 16 Universitetsforlaget 1963. See also W. 
Curtis, Modern architecture in the developing countries since 1960, in, Modern 
architecture since 1900, p356ff, This is not to say that "the conditions of 
passage from an oriental city of the Islamic period to a modern town are not a 
mere repetition - with a five century delay- of the transition from a medieval 
city to a mercantile,industrial town ending as a contemporary metropolis", see 
Mechkat Cyrus, The Islamic city and the modern city, a comparative analysis, 
in The middle eastern city, A. Saqqaf, editor, p25ff.Paragon house Pub. 1984 
7 Shibr,G. in Remarks about urban aesthetics and architecture in the Arab 
world, in Recent Arab city growth , p218ff. 
8Paul Ricouer, Universal Civilization and National Cultures, in History and 
Truth, p226ff . Trans. Charles A. Kelbley (Evanston: Northwestern University 
Press 1965) 
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and improvement of scientific knowledge is what makes it possible for us 

to talk about progress in human history. A universal progress which leads 

to significant benefits ,in mass, for mankind. But Recouer then points out 

the subtle destructive consequences of this universal civilization for the 

variety of local cultures that are enfolded within such a civilization: 

"The phenomenon of universalization, while being an 
advancement of mankind. at the same time constitutes a sort of 
subtle destruction. not only of traditional cultures, which might 
be an irreparable wrong, but also of what I shall call for the time 
being the creative nucleus of great civilizations and great 
cultures. that nucleus on the basis of which we interpret life. 
what I shall call in advance the ethical qnd mythical nucleus of 
mankind9. The conflict springs up from there. We have the 
feeling that this single world civilization at the same time exerts 
a sort of attrition or wearing away at the expense of the cultural 
resources which hove made the great civilizations of the past. 
The threat is expressed, among other disturbing effects, by the 
spreading before our eyes of a mediocre civilization which is the 
absurd counterpart of what I was just calling elementary 
culture. Every where throughout the world, one finds the same 
bod movie, the some slot machine, the same plastic or aluminum 
atrocities, the same twisting of language by propaganda. etc. It 
a basic consumer culture, were also stopped en masse at a 
subcultural level. Thus we come to the crucial problem 
confronting nations just rising from underdevelopment. In 
order to get onto the road toward modernization, it is necessity 
to jettison the old cultural past which has been the raison d'etre 
of a notion? The problem often comes in the form of a delemma 
or a vacious circle. The fight against colonial powers and the 
struggles for liberation were. to be sure. only carried through by 
laying claim to a certain personality; for these struggles were not 
only incited by economic exploitation but more fundamentally by 

9note: a comprehensive additional comment on this idea is one given by 
Cliffored Greetz in his book The interpretation of cultures ; Greetz points out 
the quality of religion as never a mere metaphysics nor mere ethics either, it 
is suffused with a deep moral seriousness which demands devotion, induces 
intellectual assent and enforces emotional commitment. " The source of its 
(religion) moral vitality is conceived to lie in the fidelity with which it 
expresses the fundamental nature of reality. The powerfully coercive 'ought' 
is felt to grow out of a comprehensive factual 'is', and in such a way religion 
grounds the most specific requirements of human action in the most general 
contexts of human existence" Greetz further points out that " though in 
theory we might think that a people could construct a wholly autonomous 
value system independent of any metaphysical referent, an ethics without 
ontology, we do not in fact to have found such a people." ,See Greetz,C., 
chapter 5, Ethos, World View and the Analysis of Sacred Symbols, p126/l27. 
This note is mine and only added with the underlining on the original text of 
Ricoeur. 
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the substitution of personality that the colonial era had given 
rise to. Hence, it was first necessary to unearth a country's 
profound personality and to replant it in its past in order to 
nurture national revindication. Whence the paradox: on the one 
hand, it has to root itself in the soil of its past, forge a national 
spirit, and unfurl this spiritual and cultural revindication before 
the colonialist's personality. But in order to take part in modern 
civilization, it is necessary it is necessary at the same time to take 
part in scientific, technical, and political rationality, something 
which very often requires the pure and simple abandon of a 
whole cultural post. It is a fact: every culture cannot sustain and 
absorb the shock of modern civilization. There js the paradox: 
how to become modern and to return to sources: how to revive 
an old dormant civilization and take part in universal civilization." 10 

One should comment here on what might be understood as a clash 

between science and tradition or culture, mentioned on the last 

statement "how to become modern and return to sources"; 

Since scientific knowledge is a shared intellectual property of mankind, 

then its possession by any group of people is inevtible at a certain 

period of time. Thus 'being modern' whether at the present or the past is 

only a relative/ratiocinative issue, and the term modern should be 

understood in a neutral evaluative manner to refer to the present as one 
point in time 11. 

From what is said above it is clear that the problem evoked 

here is not a mere architectural style per se. The question is how can the 

built environment as the main physical shaper of our urban experience 

cope with such a paradox, and be able to replay its comprehensive 

role and meaningful role in human beings lives, once ubruptly cut as a 
result of universalization. 

As a reaction to the mentioned crisis within the built 

environment, architectural critiques have been calling for a 

counteraction, a change in this careless attitude towards our human 
settlements. 

10Riqouer, Universal Civilization and National Cultures, in History and Truth, 
cited op. p226. The underlining is added to the original text. 
11 I will use the term 'contemporary' instead of 'modem' to denote the present 
time for its less evaluative nature. 
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REGIONALISM12? 

As the term may imply, 'regionalism' is a specific for a 

particular local, thus it forms, in concept, the first act against the careless 

spread of the international formula. An attitude which aims to mediate 

and consciously absorb the impacts of universalization, as much as 

promoting/encouraging a vital evolution of local cultures to cope with 

new realities of our time. 

Regionalism as a counteraction for the disruption of 

environmental order was probably first discussed earlier by the 

architectural historianS Giedion in 196613. in commenting on the results of 

the modern movement, he said he viewed the present situation as a 

manifestation of a universal attitude towards life which separates 

thoughts from feelings, thus creating a disharmonious personality of the 

modern man 14. He approaches regionalism saying " contemporary 

architecture has its granted force by its repect to the eternal cosmic and 

terrestrial conditions of a particular region. In architecture, this is not 

achieved by adopting the forms of the past, but by developing its 

spiritual bond, the contemporary means of expression and conception 

of space can reopen a dialogue with these unchanging elements". 

More critiques are now mentioning the importance of a regional 

attitude; " .. regionalism is an attempt to regain a continuity in a given 

place between past and present building traditions"lS In the same 

article, the writer stresses the special meaning of this attitude in the 

developing countries for it resembles what he termed as " a struggle for 

cultural survival". In another article, the architectural critique R.Powell 

continues the same dialogue and identifies regionalism as a "cultural 

regeneration". He writes: " there is a growing search in the architecture 

12 the interest here is in regionalism as a counter action for the harsh results 
of universalization mentioned before. For more discussion on other 
phases/attitudes of regionalism in history, - ie, romanticism of the 18th c.- see 
for example, Alex tzonis and lelianeLefaivre, The grid and the path way, P7 ,8 
13 Sigfried G ideion, Introduction, Architecture in the 1960's, hopes and 
fears ,xxxvii, in Space, Time and Architecture. 
14Jbid 

15 Chris Abel, Regional transformations, in The Architectural Review,Nov 86, 
p3 7ff. 
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of these countries for cultural continuity- a quest for identity- "16 . In the 

same article the writer quotes the human historian I. Serageldin who 

mentions the vitality of a responsible and highly conscious attitude of 

thearchitect in developing countries: 

" the architects role is pivotal in societies in transition, in 
defining society's sense of its own reality. There is a 
dicotomization of cultural perception where the historical 
heritage, cultural religious, spiritual- is identified with 
the past as backwardness and poverty, while the 
image of 'progress' in the future is borrowed from 
elsewhere, namely from the west. The problem created 
by the externally borrowed image of progress is very 
articulate a vision of the future which is culturally 
authentic and yet incorporates all the progressive 
elements that societies in transition aspire to. Architects 
must acquire a level of sophistication in their ability to 
read the symbolic context of their heritage in a manner 
that enriches their ability to produce relevant buildings 
for today."17 

In another article, regionalism is identified as the self 

conscious continuation , or reattainment of the formal and symbolic 

identity of a given place, " rooted in the specifics of situation and the 

mystiques of local culture, regionalism is the dialectical counter trend to 

the rational and universalizing force of modern architecture"18. The writer 

further points out the importance of the 'lost urban realm' and the need 

for a new configuration resembling the community, the place, a 

remembrance of the past, and the present time offerings, " a 

combination between the the instrumental values of our civilization with 

the human concerns of our local culture"19, "a continuity of cultural forms" 

to recall Buchanen. 

So why is this interest in regionalism? Why is this emphasis on its 

vitality for what has been termed as cultural discontinuity and cultural 

16Robert Powell , Regionalism as Cultural Regeneration, unpublished 
paper,presented at the third "Builtform and Culture" conference,Arizona State 
University, Nov. 1989 
1 7 I Serageldin in ibid 
18Peter Buchanan,'With due respect: Regionalism', in the Rrchitectural 
Review, May 1983, p16 ff. 
19Peter Buchanan, Regional identity: only connect, in the Architectural 
Review, October 1984, p23ff. 
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regeneration? How does that concern the built environment? These 

questions and other issues are further clarified in the next chapter. The 

theory of 'place' as discussed in the following pages gives ua the basic 

conceptual definitions on the built environment as an existential 

phenomena; a spatial physical fact embodied with human qualities 

that makes it so vital as a reference for cultural continuity. 
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THE CONCEPT OF PLACE 
Architecture as an existential phenomena 

" a place is a space which has a distinct character. Since ancient 
times the genius loci, or the spirit of place, has been recognized as 
the concrete reality man has to face and come in terms with in his 
daily life. Architecture is to visualize the genius loci and the task of 
the architect is to create meaningful places where he helps man 
to dwell" 

Christian Norberg Shulz 
Genius Loci' 

The basic idea of the concept of place lies on considerin 
architecture an existential text. The merely physical space only 
becomes a particular 'place' through its adaptation to the peculiar 
regional qualities of the natural and human context. A process that 

transforms the mere geometric space into a complex cultural 

landscape. One which possess an imageable spatial and figurative 
character, a landscape of defined contextual origins and goals which 
represent the domains of urban life. Next is a conceptual discussion on 
the subject. 
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'DWELLING AND EXISTENCE'; 

"I am a builder of cities. I have stopped the caravan on its way. 
It was only a seed-corn in the wind. But I resist the wind and 
bury the seed in the earth, to make cedars grow to the glory of 
God."20 

The question of a meaningful built environment and its importance 

for a healthy living on this earth is vast and complicated. Theories on 

architecture and other related human disciplines, are in essence a way 

of interpreting this man-environment relationship through analyzing the 

man-made; architecture. 
The experiential quality of architecture, lies in perceiving our 

settlements as stages where events take place, on its landscape, 

through its solids and cavities2l, Man departs, walks through its paths, 

enters its domains and interacts with other humans, at different periods of 

time and finally returns, to his own realm, with the hopefully achieved 

goal of finding his meaningful self being, his existence. 

These actions are part of man's 'Being-in-the world'22; his being in 

harmony on earth, under the sky, before the divine. These fourfold, ie. 

Mortals, Immortals, Earth and Sky, constitute the totality of meaningful 

existence. Humans, the mortals, should preserve a harmonious relation, 

an act of protection towards this existence. The act of dwelling, 

therefore is not a mere building activity or a simple occupation of 

space, nor it is a mere shelter satisfying some physical need23. An act of 

20 A, de Saint-Exupery, Cittaddle, Paris 1948,. Quoted from, C. Norberg-Shulz, in 
Architecture: meaning and place, p38 
21 For a review of the varied aspects of human experience with architecture, 
see Experiencing Architecture, by S. E. Rasmussen. One should point out that 
the author has dealt with the more individualistic and dynamic/circumstantial 
aspects of the experiential quality of the man-environment relationship. 
22 For a complete understanding of the concept of Being-in-the World see M. 
Heidegger, Being and Time. The question of dwelling as a manifestation of 
man's being-in-the world is also discussed in, Building, Dwelling, Thinking", 
for the same writer. 
23see for example, A. Rapoport, House form and Culture, chapter 3, where the 
author stresses that house is an institution, not just a structure, nor it is 
simply the result of physical forces or a single casual factor, but it is a 
sequence of a whole range of socio cultural factors seen in their broadest 
terms. P4 7ff 
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dwelling is the highest and most comprehensive symbolic manifestation 

of human existence on this earth; to dwell is to cultivate, to preserve, 

protect and take care24. 

Dwelling, is in essence a sense of representing and conserving life 

experiences in its physical and metaphysical realities. Hence any 

human act is considered as a symbolic text where mankind conserve 

and transmits experiential understandings. Symbolic texts are either 
descriptive ( ie. science, philosophy) or non descriptive ('expressive', ie. 

artifacts, architecture)25. These texts constitute the human information 

source, that to some measurable extent, " gives shape, direction, 

particularity and point to an ongoing flow of activity"26. Symbolic texts by 

definition abstract and represent an organized order system, for" we 
can only represent order"27, Therefore they are part of the same 

phenomena, and comprise the totality of human being experientiaal 

existence. Hence, taken together, these texts constitute a common 

ordering system we call 'culture'. 

Culture is a shared phenomena, never an individualistic attitude. It 

is a communal act. Being part of a distinctive culture ,(individual

collective relation), means that one is able to understand and use its 
symbolic texts28. 

" Culture is a historically transited patterns of meanings, embodied 
in symbols. A symbol of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic 
forms by which man can communicate, perpetuate and develop their 
knowledge and attitude towards life"29 

The built environment as an act of dwelling is therefore a physical 

manifestation of our human culture30 which is embedied with life 

24 M. Heideger, Building, Dwelling, Thinking, in, Poetry, Language, Thought, 
P145ff 
25For a complete discussion on the nature of symbol systems, see C. Norberg
shulz, Symbolization, in, Intentions in Architecture, P61ff 
26 Greetz,C. The interpretation of cultures, cited op, p250 
27 c. Norberg-Shulz, Intentions in Architecture, p53 
28The concept of culture as a symbol system is thoroughly discussed in " The 
concept of culture, by C. Greetz, in, The interpretation of culture, P249ff 
29Jbid 

30 For a discussion of the built environment as a cultural phenomena see for 
example, Rapoport, House form and culture, and, Meaning in the built 
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situations and meanings in its physical and metaphysical dimensions31. It 

is a text where people satisfies the need to conserve and transmit their 

understandings and beliefs. 
The question of using expressive texts such as Architecture to 

embody the scientific experience deprives the former from its basic 
human qualities; wherein scientific texts seek the pure object, expressive 

texts such as architecture 'concretizes' the complex state of intermidiary 

objects(experiences) that evolves as a coherent context in a particular 

place which over time influences human actions. This we will discuss in 

detail in the next chapter. "The nondescriptive symbol systems, 

therefore do not give us knowledge, but experiences and directions"32. 

It is through this definition of the built environment as cultural! phenomena 

that the superficial characteristics of the modernist's design attitude 

becomes clear. In brief it failed to understand the complex role of the 

built environment as a coherent experience to be effectively 

expressive, instead it only treated that as an isolated scientific object. 

Non descriptive symbolism are a highly articulated system of 
primitive symbolism33, which aimed in giving life an 'intentional depth'. 

Despite the fact that it is an inherited quality of daily life, but there is a 

more complex need at this time to develop our sensitive perception 

and awareness of these texts to be able to develop our existential 

meanings34. One which is so essential for the processes of personal 

orientation and identification with the particular place. 

REGION AND PLACE 

environment. The different ways and purposes of transmiting expressive 
cultural massages through architectural space is thoroughly discussed in D. 
Doxtater, Architecture as a medium of human culture : The cosmic, the 
architectonic, the semiotic. 
3l For a discussion of the built environment as an existential phenomena, see 
for example, C. Norberg Shulz, Meaning in Western architecture, and N. 
Ardalan, & L.Bakhtiar, The Sense of Unity. University of Chicago Press 1973 
32c. Norberg Shulz, Intentions in architecture, P63-64 
3 3For a discussion of the meanings of primitive symbolism, see S. Gideion, "The 
eternal present" 
34c. Norberg Shulz, Meaning in western architecture, p429 
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Belonging: Orientation and Identification 

Belonging, identity and character, these are the basic shapers of 

a distinctive and viable human personality. Human personality derives 

essentially from the identity of his own existential place, his region and his 

home. 

Environment, the natural and the manmade constitute the 

surrounding stages where human experience takes place, where his 

intuitions and knowledge are developed. To understand the vital nature 
of this man-environment relationship lets examine some definitions of 

region and place. 

In academic geography a geographical region is defined as 

"part of the earth that is distinctive from other areas which extends as far 

as this distinction extends. It is characterized by internal similarities of land 

forms, cultural history, settlement forms, climate or combination of these. 

A region is a way of classifying geographical information"35. 
A region in a geographical experience definition has, as the term 

implies, an experiential quality, a "lived moment", which takes place 

within its landscapes, spaces and places. These life situations which 

transforms the simply geographical into a complex human landscape. 

A region's landscape has many distinctive features, natural and 

manmade : people. clothes, sounds, trees, fields, landmarks, garbage 

cans etc. "the geographical landscape is the most visible part of 

regional character, a landscape is something more than a juxtaposition 

of picturesque details, it is an assemblage, a convergence, there is an 
internal bond, an impression that unites all elements"36. Spaces are 

either natural or man-made, "since built spaces are human made, they 

convey human purposes directly through their forms and surfaces"37. In 

geographical experience a place is not a mere location; "place 

experiences are constructed in our memories and affections through 

35 Relph, Edward ' s article: Geographical experiences and living in the world: 
The phenomenological origins of geography, in Dwelling, Place and 
Environment, D. Seamon and Robert Mugeraur, editors., Martins Nijhof 
Publishers 1985 
36Jbid 
37Jbid 
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repeated encounters and complex associations. Place experiences 
are necessarily time deepened and memory qualified"38 In 

geographical experience a place is not a mere location," a place is 

an origin" , "a 'here' from which to discover the world, a 'there 'to which 

we can return"39. 

A region, its places, spaces and landscapes is were man's active 

search for a meaningful living experiences within the surrounding 

environments take place. Each individual develops a complex and 

intuitive sense of belonging to his own region and its different levels which 

gives him a sense of secure identity. Identity which evolves as a result of 

the intercation between the human and the natural within a given place 

as a cultral landscape. 

PLACE 
The Structure of space 

The meaning of space as an existential phenomena, and its 

importance in the processes of orientation and identification, relates 

directly to the physical and psychological (perceptive and cognitive) 

qualities of human actions. The spatial structural dimension of these 

actions is referred to as 'the existential space'40 The concept of 

existential space as developed by Norberg-Shulz showed that human 

actions, to be existentially meaningful, are dependent on the 

establishment of a coherent environmental image. An environmental 

image is a relatively stable system of perceptual schemata which 'exists 

independently of the immediate situation and possesses its own order 

and stability.'41 The schemata is culturally determined, therefore it is a 

38Jbid 
39Jbid 
40c. Norberg-Shulz, Existence, space and architecture, Praeger Pub1971 p17-
24 
41 Note: The psychological dimension of this definition depends on the 
immediate and the stable quality of human perception as developed by piaget. 
" a schema is defined as a typical reaction to a situation. They are formed 
during mental development through the interaction between the individual 
and his environment and by this process man's actions or operations are 
grouped into coherent wholes', ' The schemata is culturally determined and 
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shared collective quality within a group of people, it comprises the 
stable denominator, the collective gestalt, which makes the meaningful 

comprehension of the inhabited landscape, as shared phenomena, 

possible amongst the individuals of a specific place/region. The 

schemata comprises qualitative properties resulting from the need for 

effective orientation and identification with the environment. 

In two of his works ' The Image of the City', and ' Managing the 

Sense of a Region', Kevin Lynch showed the vital importance of a 

meaningful structured mental image of the inhabited landscapes, or 

human settlements, its visual as well as the sensory qualities, on personal 

orientation and identification. " a good environmental image gives its 

possessor an important sense of emotional security", " indeed, a 

distinctive and legible environment not only offers security but also 

hightens the potential depth and intensity of human experience" ,42 The 

environmental image has three components: identity, structure and 

meaning. Lynch further defines the spatial structure of this image in terms 

of node, path and district43. These are conceptually parallel to the 

properties of existential space; centralization (proximity/place), direction 

or rhythm (continuity /path) and areas or domains (closure). This spatial 

structure driven from the psychological nature of human actions, its stable 

Gestalt qualities and the more dynamic space schemata44. 

"The places are goals or foci where we experience the 

meaningful events of our existence, but they are also the points of 

departure from which we orient ourselves and take possession of the 

environment",. " The path resembles continuity and represents a basic 

comprise qualitative properties resulting from the need for effective 
orientation to the environment'., ' The schemata comprise both the immediate 
perceptual space and the more stable space schemata. The latter are comprised 
of elements which have certain invariance, such as universally 
structures(archetypes), and socially conditioned structures. together, these 
make man's image of the environment, that is a stable system of three 
dimensional relations between meaningful objects', quoted in Ibid. p 10-11 
42K. Lynch, Legibility, in, The Image of the City, MIT press 1961P 4-5 
43Jbid. Chapter 3, The city and its image, p46ff 
44For a discussion of building environmental images see, Building the image, 
p6 in Ibid, and The concept of Space in Existence, Space and Architecture, 
cited op. and, The structure of urban artifacts, in Aldo Rossi, The Architecture 
of the City, p29ff MIT press 1982 

21 



property of human existence. It starts with a departure point, a 

center/place, and leads to an intended goals. The path implies a 
double movement, departure and return, therefore it divides the space 

into two concentric domains which are more or less well known. " 

Domains can be defined as a relatively unstructured ground on which 

places and paths appear as more pronounced figures"45. 

Sense of belonging means something more than only orientation 

within a place. In his works Shulz argues that it implies more the 

identification of a certain place. "To gain an existential foothold man 

has to be able to orientate himself; he has to know where he is . But he 

also has to identify himself with the environment, that is he has to know 

how he is at a certain place"46, for "personal identity presupposes the 

identity of the place"47. Kevin Lynch stressed the same point; 

" Place character is often recalled with affection, Indeed a 
strong sense of a place supports our sense of personal 
identity. For that reason, familiar features of landscape are often 
fiercely defended." 48 

Place identity implies its possession of an identical character or 
'lmageability'. Lynch defines 'lmageability' in the built environment as 

'that quality in physical object which gives it a high probability of evoking 

a strong image in any given observer. It is that shape or color or 

arrangement which facilitates the making of vividly identified, powerfully 

structured, highly useful mental images of our environment"49. Therefore 

the components of an environmental image ie; identity (a distinctive 

personality within a common order), structure ( spatial pattern) and 

meaning (effective experience)SO, embodies the totality of the human 

being's relation with his environment and released in the distinctive 

45c. Norberg shulz, Existence, cited op, P18-25. For a discussion on the 
Existential qualities of human space, see also, The structure of the manmade 
place, in, Genius Loci, for the same author,P58-69 
46C.Norberg-Shulz, Genius Loci, P 18 . Rizzoli, N.Y 1979 
4 7Ibid, p22 
48K. Lynch, The image of place and time, in Managing the sense of a Region, 
P24-25 
49K.Lynch, The Image of the City , P9 
50Jbid P8 
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character of its natural and man-made places, the 'Genius Loci' or the 
spirit of a placesl. 

REGIONAL CHARACTER 
Typology; a conceptual definition 

A space presence is a concrete phenomena and not a mere 

visual appearance. A place character is a manifestation of the structure 

of a place; its relation to the given natural space (site/.landscape), its 

symbolic embodiment of meaning as a non descriptive text and its 
admittance for meaningful human actions52. Hence, a place character 
is a manifestation, in built form, of man's existential space53, its distinctive 

way of being-in-the world. The presence of manmade places, a work 
of architecture, therefore possesses a distinctive 'figurative identity'54 , 

which presents its particular embodiment and admittance qualities, its 

built form and its organized space 'Figurative character', of different 

places is necessarily an evolving process, through time, which presents 
itself, in particular places as a typology or a cultural 'archetype'55 A type 

is therefore something permanent and has a complex attributes working 
towards its evolution as the structuring principle which constitutes the 

51 For a discussion on the meaning of the spirit of the place see C. Norberg-
Shulz, Genius Loci: Towards a phenomenology of architecture. 
52 For a definition of architectural according to its embodiment and 
admittance qualities see C. Norberg-Shulz, The concept of Dwelling, p15ff 
Rizzoli, N. Y 1985 
53see C. Norberg-Shulz, The phenomena of manmade place, In, Genius Loci, 
P50ff. The definition of architecture as a concretization of man's existential 
space was introduced earlier by the same writer in, Existence, space and 
architecture. 
54 For a discussion of the importance of figurative character in recent 
architectural works see C. Norberg-Shulz, On the way to figurative 
architecture, in, Architecture: Meaning and place, P233-245 Rizzoli, N.Y 1988 
55 The cultural 'archetype' as an evolving process through time is what 
A.Rapoport refers to as the 'cui tural landscape'. For a discussion of the 
evolution of Archetypes at different urban levels see for example A . Rossi, The 
architecture of the city, Urban space by Rob Kreir, Rizzoli, N.Y 1979, and, 
Morphological analysis of the city core, in, Arabic-Islamic cities: Building and 
planing principles, By B.S.Hakim, KPI press 1986 
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fragments of architecture56. A general definition for the meaning of 

Typology is given by Colin st John Wilson; 

" Typology is a notion that by definition stresses relation to the past, 
to the persistence of forms over time and therefore their these aspects of 
form that are least vulnerable to change (symbolism, rituaL convention), 
rather than these of a more operational nature ( which are 
characterized as naive functionalism) "57 

In his book 'the Concept of dwelling', Norberg Shulz characterized 

these (archetypes) as " the language of our existential structure, 

therefore it is not a mere communicational device, it discloses life 

situations; a manifestation of our meaningful being in the world"58, He 
further shows how these archetypes appear in different environmental 

levels as a totality (settlement, urban space, institution and house) or as 

individual elements (tower, dome arcades, etc.), as parts of a 
meaningful whole59. 

The study of 'figurative character', or typology, is essentially the 

study of the properties of built form and its spatial organization. The 

relation of building to its surroundings, its adaptation to the regional 

geographical and geological factors of the natural space is the main 

shaper of the how of built form, while its specific articulation resembles a 

highly abstracted expressive symbol of its existence. Both of these ie, 

the how of built form and its formal articulation are known as the place's 

56see A. Rossi, Typological questions in, The architecture of the city,.where an 
analysis for the word type is discussed.P35-48. An excellent definition is one 
given by Quatremere de Quincy and Quoted in p 40 of the same book; "The word 
type represents not so much the the image of a thing to be copied or perfectly 
imitated as the idea of an element that must itself serve as a rule for the 
model,', ' The model, understood in terms of the practical execution of arts, is 
an object that must be repeated as it is; Type on the contrary, is an object 
according to which one can conceive works that do not resemble one another 
at all. Everything is precise and given in the model; everything is more or 
less vague in type. Thus we see that the imitation of types involves nothing 
that feelings or spirit cannot recognize," 
5? Colin St John Wilson, Sacred games, in the Architectural Rvierw, June i985, 
p20 
58c. Norberg Shulz, The concept of dwelling, P29 
59Jbid, P31ff. Note, The same classification can be found in, Urban space and, 
The architecture of the city, mentioned in ft.note 56 and in most of Louis 
Khan's informal writings on architecture, see for example, what will be has 
always been. 
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Morphology6o. Building morphology, therefore, has a local character 

according to the specific geographical properties of the natural space. 

These include constant factors such as the local building materials and 

the local climatic conditions, others are more of a temporal nature, 

variables or circumstantial, such as the available human resources and 
knowledge in appropriate technics (which necessarily implies the level 

of symbolic abstraction within the place's structure)61. This character is 

revealed within the place's boundaries as a direct manifestation of the 
resolved horizontal and vertical tensions62. Horizontal tensions denotes 

the thresholds filtration qualities ( human- ie. social privacy - or physical -

ie. light and climatic control -- or cultural/expressive)63, While vertical 

tensions denotes on the specific way the place rise to connect the earth 
and the sky, which denotes its structure or construction qualities64 , 

60Jbid,P26 
6l Note: This circumstantial factor has always found a constant reflection at 
any point of time within the one settlement 'popular' or 'vernacular' 
architecture and the more 'institutional' or 'Monumental' architecture. one 
should stress though on the fact that both carries the same symbolic massages 
in two different levels of abstraction. see for example the meaning of the 
spatial typological relation between the individual house and the collective 
Masjid in N.Ardalan, The Sense of Unity ,.and A. Rapoport, House form and 
culture",P13. and Mapping attributes of vernacular architecture, By D. Saile. 
62 Note: One could define architecture as the manifestation of thresholds 
where a resolution of a complex/varied tensions takes place within a place 
boundaries, where boundaries are understood as' that from which something 
begins its presencing' ( Hidegger, Building, Dwelling, Thinking) . This 
definition might be analogical to Robert Venturi's definition of 'the 
architectural wall as an event'( Complexity and contradiction in architecture) 
63For examples of what I refered to as the Horizontal physical tensions see for 
example K. Talib's, Shelter in Saudi Arabia, and Climatic considerations in the 
design of urban housing in Egypt by N.Toulan. For A discussion of Human 
factors as a "Horizontal tension" see for example, Hakim, Arabic Islamic cities, 
and C. Bavar, Urban form as physical expression of the social structure in the 
arid zones of Iran. See also A. Rapoport, Climate as a modifying factor, in 
House form and Culture. 
64Note: A comprehensive comment on what I refferd to as 'the vertical 
tensions', is given by K. Frampton; " the primary principle of architectural 
autonomy resides in the tectonic rather than the scenographic: that is to say, 
this autonomy is embodied in the revealed ligaments of the construction and 
in the way in which the syntactical form of the structure explicitly resists the 
power of gravity", "... the tectonic is not to be confused with the purely 
technical, for it is more than a simple revelation of stereotomy or the 
expression of skeletal framework. its essence as Frampton Quotes from S. 
Andersson is :" Tectonick reffered not just to the activity of making materially 
requisite construction, but rather to the activity that raises this construction 
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(therefore we talk about, for example, the different characteristics of the 

buildings' base, body and ending ). The other part of a regional 

character would be concerned with the spatial 'topology' of a place, 

or its spatial organization. Meaningful spatial organization possess 

defined centers, paths and domains, discussed before as the elements 

of existential space. These denotes admittance and movement 
qualities and the meaning attached to the particular place. Local 

movement qualities65 and human actions relates particularly to the 

sensory and physical qualities of a region The horizontal space has 

shared qualities in all environmental levels, and emphasizes the basic 

nature of communal identity/character, the individual as part of the 

collective. A 'place' is therefore a cultural space66. 

An authentic regional character is necessarily a physical reflection 

for the peculiar topology and morphology of the place. The evolution 

of regional character as typologies therefore transcends that of the 

mere physical to a more complex contextual integration with that of 

human values. A fusion of the comprehinsive regional content. An 

evolving process that over time persists as cultural archetype; a physical 

reference for human actions and cultural norms. 

The following is a brief discussion on the evolution and meaning of 

typology within the Middle Eastern environment. 

to an art form, the functionally adequate form must be adapted so as to give 
expression to its function. The sense of bearing provided by the entasis of 
Greek columns became the touch stone of this concept of Tectonic." 
65F. Matter, Critical Regionalism from a desert dweller perspective, in the Arid 
lands news letter, The University of Arizona, vol 28. For a detailed discussion 
of this point see for example,K. Lynch, Sensing and Acting, in, Managing the 
Sense of a Region, Pl4ff, Planing and design of external spaces, in, Building in 
hot dry climates, By B. S. Saini, P79ff, and Movement and Shadow networks, in 
" Town planing and Cultural and climatic responsiveness in the Middle East" 
By J.Kricken, 
66refer to Footnotes (29,41 ,62) 
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THE TRADITIONAL BUILT ENVIRONMENT; 
THE EVOLUTION AND MEANING OF TYPOLOGY 

In the previous chapter we have conceptually defined the 

meanings of the built environment and the various attributes on the 
evolution of particular 

Regional character. This chapter is a continuity of the same discussion 

with reference to the particular typologies found within the traditional 

middle eastern region. 

" the desert is a sterile image cursed with famine, 
however for the nomads it was their home. Generations 
of Arabs have reinforced their souls and civilization in 
the desert"67 

67Belckacem, Bio climatic patterns and human aspects of urban form in the 
Islamic city, in The Arab city, its character and Islamic cultural heritage, I. 
Serageldin and S. Sadik, editors, AUDI press 1982 
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I. UTILITY; 
The adaptaion to natural constrains 
as an initiate molding factor 

Any discussion of the anatomy and the evolution of typology within 

the traditional Middle eastern urban settlements should consider the 

harsh surrounding environment. Most of these settlements where 

founded within the middle eastern Hot-dry region, some rare valuable 

fertile oasis lost in an entity of sand and sea. Hence, the location and 

layout of the settlement was guided by the concern to provide a 

protective enclosed environment from the harsh climatic conditions. 

Thus, the physical layout of these settlements was usually 

characterized by a compact urban grouping of medium height utilizing 

courtyard-type buildings; a cubic form that opens to the interior 

courtyard which provides natural ventilation and thermal regulation. The 

building groupings weave a dense and continous tapestry of structures, 
exposing only the roof to the harsh sunlight. These buildings were 

connected by a network of urban spaces; deep alleyways, cool and 

narrow dominate. And Shaded pathways covered with trellis and 

awnings to provide shelter for the commercial activities that take place 
in the bazar.68 

From this brief description one can abstract the different levels of 

adaptation to the local climatic/geographical forces. 

A. Compact urban planing, 

The enclosed pathway, The pathway as an enclosure 

Urban open spaces within hot dry regions are mainly shaped 

through a consideration to control the harsh effects of heat, dust and 

sand on the inhabited spaces. The compact organization of built 

structures of traditional settlements were necessarily concerned with 

shading each other, as much as for its concern with reducing the open 

spaces between them, therefore reducing the surface area exposed 

to the climatic conditions. The created narrow and winding pathways 

68Jbid 
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benifeted from its enclosed qualities to act as a thermal regulator. The 

tendency of hot wind velocity to increase as a result of tunneling effect is 

greatly reduced69. Pathways were shaded most of the day thus 

preserving the cool air collected at night from being dispersed. 
(fig.l,a,b) 

B. The introverted space paHern 
o Space organization, fenestration qualities and cooling devices 

The courtyard building type developed within this region is the next 

step for climatic adaptation. A cubic form that opens to the interior, with 

internal spaces enclosing a central courtyard as the basic ordering unit. 

The courtyard provides for natural illumination ventilation and thermal 
regulation. The courtyard absorbs the cool air damped at night time 

and distributes it to the surrounding spaces70. The quality of livable 

spaces were enhanced by two elements which filtered the direct flow of 
natural conditions. The wind catcher collected the hot air, cooled, 

humidified, filtered and then directed it towards the internal spaces, 

before exhausting through the courtyard. The effect of bright illumination 

was controlled through the different fenestration elements. Deep 
galleries, which were the most common filtration device acting a 

threshold, within the enclosed courtyards or in the open streets of the 

bazar area and around communal spaces, provided a semi enclosed 

shaded space. Openings where given a particular treatment, being 

either deep and narrow(to act as threshold and within the wall itself) or as 

large bay windows or 'mashrabiyas', a delicate wooden screen, were 

used to reduce the glare and increase air movement in rooms without a 
wind catcher71.(fig.l b,c) 

69sainai, Planing and design of external spaces in Building in hot dry climates 
, p94ff, John Wiley & Sons ltd. 1980 
70konya ,A. Design premier for hot climates, p39, The architecural press, 1980 
7l Fathi,H. The Arab house tn the urban setting: past, present and future, p5,6. 
Longman 1970 
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Levels of climatic adaptation In the 
traditional Middle Eastern built 
environment 

. Settlement level 

. compact urban grouping(l.a) 

. Movement patterns; 

. The pathway as an 
enclosure.(l .b) 

. Planing the inhabitable 
space Cl.c) 
. Introverted layout ( 1) 
. Use of shading and 

cooling elements.(galleries(2), 
wind catchers(3), mashrabias(4), 
small openings(5), and water 
fountains(6)). 

3 1 
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C. Construction, 
0 local materials; the evolution of form 

Within the middle east region the structural qualities of available 

local materials of stone and mud brick, and the scarce of timber, was 

the main dictator of the evolution of architectural form 72. Compression 

members of bearing walls, vaults and arches were the commonly used 

elements. Openings had to be small and narrow within the thick walls. 

Series of repeated galleries of arches where used to permit larger 

openings and spans which further characterized the quality of spaces. 

The thermal capacity resulting from the thick structural forms, of walls 

and roofs, was extremely high. This quality is an important factor that 

enhanced the overall thermal regulation within the enclosed spaces. 

Heat is stored in day time and slowly radiates during the night time.73 

external temperatures are damped, and internal temperatures 

stabilized, cooler than the outside in day time and warmer in the cold 

nighttime. 

This thermal capacity of the material was either enhanced or 

reduced through the color and texture treatment of the surface 

depending on the amount of heat desired at night time. Desert areas, 

for example, where the diurnal temperatures is extreme was concerned 

with the increase of thermal capacity of its form, therefore of a more 

absorbance textural quality. This gave each particular region its own 
character.74 

This brief description of the traditional built environment shows how 

the adaptation to, and utilization of the local geographical conditions of 

a region affect the evolution of its particular built form and organized 

space, its typology. 

72For a discussion on traditional construction methods in the Middle east, see 
R. Lewcock, Materials and techniques, in Architecture of the Islamic world, 
p129ff, G.Mitchel ed. Wiliam Morrow and Co, Inc.1978 
73konya, A, Deign premier for hot climates, cited op p41ff 
74 Ibid 
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Construction; The evolution of form from within 
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II. VALUE; 
The meaning of existential space 

A conceptual analysis of the traditional settlement reveals the 

meanings embodied within the built environment as a physical 

manifestation of man's existential space: its centers, paths and domains. 

One of the most important qualities of the traditional urban 

settlement is its possession of an imageable spatial structure; the 

formation of the city totality out of defined parts, pieces or fragments 

(which is the main difference from a rural settlement). A set of polarized 

and identifiable districts/domains, and a series of particular places 

constitute the urban character of a settlement. Places therefore appear 

as part of a structured domain, and only act as meaningful loci in relation 

to their surrounding contexts. For the relation of the particular place to the 

context is not a mere functional one, rather as a locus of values 

necessary to complement the whole. 

(fig 3)'Tunis medina': 
'the coherent urban structure and defined existential domains' 

The evolution and meaning of typology as process and relationships as a manifestation 
of man's existential space and the adaptation to geographical conditions: 

The compact urban grouping enhances the coherency of city parts. 
and the polarization of the two domains of urban life where places/ centers and paths 
of existential space only appear as pronounced figure in relation to the larger domain. 
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It is in fact this quality; ie. the possession of certain meaningful 

values which renders the city formation of defined domains possible75 , 

which in their totality and polarization make up the coherent urban 

environment and give the settlement its imageable and particular 

character. The continuous evolution and transformation of city parts over 

time, therefore, becomes a part of a ritual process, reflecting the 

different resolutions and conflicts of horizontal and vertical tensions 
(ecological/physical/social)76. This process forms the defined spatial 

relation of places to the immediate surroundings, as well as its figurative 

character as a place. This is what was mentioned before as the 

evolution of type. 

The centers of our existential space, its places as origins and goals, 

is physically manifested within the two domains of urban life, namely the 

residential private sphere and the collective communal spaces. These 
two constitute the complete circle of daily human actions. 

The collective community spaces constitute the urban locus for the 

city as a whole. It is the meeting place and a sign of the collective will of 

its inhabitants. An embodiment of its common values and a physical 

manifestation of its ordering themes. 

The embodiment of values within a built entity transforms the place 

into a locus, which pulls and influences the formation of surrounding 

activities, it becomes a 'primary element' constituting the city's reason, to 

use Rossi's term. 

7 5For a detailed discussion on the meaning of city parts see Aldo Rossi, The 
structure of urban artifacts, and Primary elements and the concept of area , in 
The architecture of the city , The MIT press 1982 
76For an analatycal study of the Middle eastern city see Hakim, Arabic Islamic 
cities, building and planing principles, KPI press 1986 
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" We have called the urban elements which are dominant in 
nature, primary elements because they participate in the 
evolution of the city over time in a permanent way, often 
becoming identified with the major artifacts constituting the city. 
The union of these primary elements with an area, in terms of 
location and construction, permanence of plan and 
permanence of building, natural artifacts and constructed artifacts, 
constitutes a whole which is the physical structure of the city. "77 

Despite their action as a catalyst, the primary elements are only 

meaningful as places within a complete context, never as individual 

objects. For their existential meanings and values are gained and 

confirmed through the continuous human usage and interaction with the 

surrounding (opposed) activities78. 

The public figure diagram of any traditional Middle Eastern area 

clarifies this idea. The main built entity within the rampart was the Masjid al 

Jami or the main Friday mosque, with its vital cultural role. This was rigidly 

integrated with other communal institutions, educationai(Madrasa), or 

economicai(Khans), as well as with the active bazaar street, or market 

place. This is a physical manifestation of the rigid integration of all 

aspects of communallife79. Anthropological studies confirms the idea of 

77Rossi, The architecture of the city, cited op P86 
7 8 See The concept of cultural space in Doxtater,D. ,Cultural space, a needed 
research concept in the study of housing change : the white pueblos of 
Andalusia ,P120ff, in S.M.Low and E. Chambers' Housing culture and design, a 
comparative perspective', 1989. Where the concept of Cultural space is defined 
as "the actual physical setting which are symbolic and structured". So it is a 
space which is embodied with symbolic meanings that reflects the cultural 
ordering system of its people. This space is usually structured into opposed 
spatial domains which are related to two sets of opposed values/meanings. 
These reflect the actual rituals that take place within the opposed spaces. The 
two opposed domains make one context which is structured into the categories 
of 'culture' and 'nature'. "Culture, relates to things, particularly symbols and 
structure which must be socially created, maintained, and manipulated in 
order to control and redirect the energies of nature", "Nature, represents 
places and activities that are closer to the self interest often biological 
motivations of individuals ... , which if left unchecked would limit the size 
complexity and durability of socio-cultural organization". 
79For a discussion on the traditional Middle Eastern city see I. Lapidus, 
Traditional Muslim cities; structure and change in From medina to metropolis, 
heritage and change in the near eastern cities, C. Brown,ed. The Darwin press 
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embodied values within the communal opposed spaces, ie the 
passive enclosures of the mosque and other collective institutions as 
primary elements, and the active commercial bazaar area, and its role 
in promoting the behavior and cultural norms within the society8o. This 

necessarily stresses the importance of defined coherent contexts. 

(fig 4)AIIepo; place as context 
the public figure as an integrated area: 

The evolution of meaningful spatial relation between primary element and surrounding 
communal activities in forming a comprehensive urban locus. 

The other part of a traditional settlement further emphasizes the 

idea of city as defined domains. The residential neighborhood is usually 
formed by a coherent group of ethnic, occupational or kinship ties8 1. 

The neighborhood formed a cluster which embodies the particular 

1973. A comprhensive analysis that shows the rigid integration of the various 
institutions(politics, economics, education and religious) within the traditional 
Islamic city is found in The Islamic city, R,B. Serjant, ed. UNESCO, 1976 
80 The meaning of mosque space within the Islamic medieval urban 
settlement, unpublished seminar paper by the present auther, The University 
of Arizona , spring 1990. Where the concept of cultural space mentioned in 
ft. note 12 was used to show the spatial cognitive impact of the collective 
enclosure representd by the mosque and that of the surrounding context on 
promoting cultural values . The same relation was conferemed in the 
individual house enclosure in relation to the neighborhood pathway. 
81 Lapidus, Traditional Muslim cities, cited op. 
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values and interests in opposed to the larger community. Houses were 
closely related forming an identifiable and bounded clusters connected 
through a net work of private pathways. Streets and cul.de.sacs 
constituted the urban locus, the private socializing meeting place of the 
one neighborhood, with its associated small neighborhood 
mosque(zawia). The individual house, as a center/place of mans' 
private existential space, is therefor necessarily complemented, and 

only meaningful through its relation to the larger enclosure of the specific 
neighborhood. It is a relation which is almost identical to that of the main 
Mosque and communal institutions as a center of community life, to its 
rigidly integrated context. 

(fig 5) 'Place as context'; 'the defined residential neighborhood'- Damascus 
The passive house as part of a defined group creating a relation joined around the 

private pathway as enclosure and meeting place similar to that of the communal urban 
locus of the mosque and other institutions to the bazar area as an active meeting place. 

Note the importance of the intimate scale of alleys originally developed to ensure 
climatic control in enhancing the social values of the place. 

The meaningful defined two domains of our existential space is 

therefore the basic property of urban life, as Rossi clarifies ; 

"Our thesis goes like this: A city is a system in which all life, including 
daily life, reveals a tendency to polarize, to unfold in terms of social 
aggregations which are public or private. The public sphere and the 
private sphere develop in a close relationship without losing their 
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polarization, while sectors of tife that cannot be characterized as public 
or private lose their meaning. The more strongly the polarization is 
exerted and the closer the interchange between the public and private 
spheres, the more urban the life of an aggregate from the sociological 
view point. In the opposite case, an aggregate will develop the 
character of a city to a lesser degree"82 

. Place as area and the character of identifiable neighborhoods; 
The traditional concept in modern literature 

" For the significance of space in landscape terms, the allotment 
of land for private and public use, is that it makes the social order visible .. 
. , as the word itself suggests a boundary is what bounds us all together in 
a group, that which excludes the outsider or a stranger . The boundary 
creates neighbors; it is the symbol of law and order and permanence. 
The network of boundaries, private as well as public, transforms an 
amorphous environment into a human landscape, and nothing more 
clearly shows some of the clearly cherished values of a group than the 
way the manner in which they fix those boundaries, the manner in which 
they organize space "83 

This statement as well as various other writings on the theory of 

place have stressed the question of place as area. The works of Kevin 

lynch, along with others in the previous chapter have discussed the role 

of an imageable, spatially identified, districts on human orientation and 
emotional security. The importance of values in defining the space 

have been discussed by Jackson quoted above. The same point was 

the basis on which Aldo Rossi presented his work 'The Architecture of the 

City'. The same point was emphasized by Alexander in the "pattern 

language" for its vital meaning on enhancing social values, its 

embodiment qualities, and human interaction. 

Basically these works have only restressed our discussion on the 

qualities of the identifiable city parts of traditional settlements. Their utility 

and value dimensions discussed before as a realization of a meaningful 

existential space. In the work of Alexander for example he suggested 
the following as the basic qualities for a spatially identifiable 

8 2Rossi, The architecture of the city, cited op, P86 
83J.B.Jackson, By way of conclusion; how to study the landscape , in The 
necissety for ruins, pl15, The university of Massachusetts press 1976 
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neighborhoods84 (note the similarity to those of the traditional built 

environment; Of all characteristics, the closure qualities of the cluster 
around common grounds, a clear boundary, the nature of the 
prevailing use, and ground floor activities were mentioned. the patterns 

discussed the importance of a defined gateway towards the cluster's 
private space. Other physical characters such as the nature of 
fenestration, form(volumes and scale), texture, and color where stressed 

in enhancing the legibility and identification with the place (which 
appear in the traditional settlement as regional figurative character as a 
result of adaptation to local geographical forces). 

(fig 6) closure quality; urban residential quarter, Tunis(a) 
village cluster CBathan), northem Jordan(b) 

84c. Alexander, Identifible neighborhoods, Neighborhoods boundry and house 
cluster, in A Pattern language, Oxford university press 1977 
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This brief review of patterns suggesting the character of identifiable 
neighborhoods by Alexander are necessarily built on an understanding 

of the meaning of traditional patterns. One should mention that no 

specific cultural nor geographical landscape was mentioned in 

Alexander's discussion on patterns, but the abstracted qualities are 
general, and only gain a valuable meaning when they adapt to the 

specific local qualities of the landscape. 
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The Meaning of Typology 
o Type as a syntactical relation of place to context 
o Type as a syntactical relation of image to idea 

The evolution of type is therfore dependant on a complex 

attributes which supports its persistence. The value based 
meaning/reason emphasized the value of type as area, therefore the 
place as context, never an individual object. Thus we have noticed that 

the spatial relation of the mosque and other communal spaces as well 

as the house to its neighborhood becomes part of meaningful syntax. 
This does not deprive the essential figurative quality of the particular 

place that evolved through adaptation to geographical influences, but 

it further enhances the valuable meanings embodied within the place in 

relation to its surrounding. 

The "compact urban grouping" necessarily promoted the 'value' 

based meaning of the defined city parts. Cool narrow streets 

encouraged human socialization and the creation of pathway as locus. 
Courtyards were further elaborated to represent the envisioned 
cosmosss and the earthly paradise(fig 7). Galleries gained the social 

meaning as a semi private controlled space, while wooden bay 

windows were associated with privacy. This association of meaning 

continued to encompass all environmental scales, from the larger 

settlement pattern to texture and smaller architectural details, where in 

the specific placement of particular element (figurative image) gains a 

value based meaning directly related, and so essential for the proper 

identification with the actual use and value (idea)of internal space(fig 8). 

This utility /value interaction forms part of a complex process which 

transforms the shape and meaning of the fragments of the built 

environment. These over time persist as typologies or cultural 

archetypes. 

85 Ardalan, N. and Bakhtiar, L., The concept of traditional forms, in The sense 
of unity, p67ff. University of Chicago press 1970 

42 



~I 
;~ 

a. 

\ __ 
--~ I 
-·----\ 1--

b. 

(fig 7) 

-

c. 

Replication and meaning of environmental patterns; Value as a modifying factor 

I 

1 

. The Collective space, The individual space; the shared existential meaning within the built 
environment 

the courtyard layout adaptation for geographical conditions is further spatially modified within 
the collective institutions to symbolize the cultural ideals, in this case the earthly paradise(A). 
The multiple lwan plan created for this purpose is transferred into the individual's institution the 
private dwelling(B). The same lay out was preserved in a further modification to totally enclose 

the house's courtyard forming the central hall layout or the Qa'aa house type( C). 
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. Syntactical relationship of image 
to space; the evolution of the 
meaning of figurative element as a 
type; 

: the case of the arched gallery 
space as an element.(fig 7) 

A. The public domain 
1. The Arched gallery, first evolved 

as a constructional unit combined in series 
to give way for larger internal spaces 
needed for communal buildings. 

2. The element was further took way 
to appear in the building exterior for better 
climatic filtration as gallery space. 

3. Surrounded by bazars around the 
mosque, the spatial element was 
extended infront of the bazar to ensure A 
continuous protected movement. 

4. which over time was associated 
with the public accessibility to internal 
spaces behind it, and heald the social 
connotation of a semi public space. 

B. The residential area 
5. Restricted to the upper floor, the 

Gallery space on the exterior within the 
residential area denoted the private open 
space of the gallery house type. 

6. Its use in the ground floor was 
usually in the form of one arched unit which 
denote the private access and conotating 
personal identification. 

7. The use of gallery space on the 
exterior of ground floors within the housing 
area occured conotated the non 
residential use of the space(storage, 
workshop) In this case the arched unit 
would take a different proportion of that in 
the upper private galleries. 

C. The relationship between figure 
(architectural element) as an 'image', to 
spatial organization (idea), and that of its 
particular occurrence within one specific 
urban domain, evolves into a 
syntactical/morphological definition so 
essential to the authentic meaning of 
typology. 
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Ill. TYPOLOGY; 
USE, VALUE AND THE BUILDING OF COLLECTIVE MEMORY 

"If there be a philosophy of poetry, it must appear and reappear 
through a significant verse, in total adherence to an isolated image; to 
be exact in the very ecstasy of the newness of the image. The poetic 
image is a sudden salience on the surface of the psyche ... 

The reader of poems is asked to consider an image not as an 
object, but to seize its specific reality ... 

To specify exactly what a phenomenology of the image can be, 
to specify that the image comes before thought, we should have say 
that poetry, rather than being a phenomenology of the mind is a 
phenomenology of the soul. We should then have to collect 
documentation on the subject of the dreaming consciousness"86 

The continuity of regional typologies should be understood as a 

question of environmental meaning, which after aiL persists only for its 

appropriation to the basic geographical formation forces. An authentic 

environmental meaning is after all not a matter of form, but rather of 

process and relationship. It is out of this concept that one can stress the 

formation of an image based meaning of the built environment87; 

image that necessarily evolves from within, from the primordial utilitarian 

relationship of the object which over time, through dwelling, care and 

concern, gains the condition of an object that stands in a theoretical 

visualized relation to the subject/user, and presents a case of 'presence 

at hand', to use Hiddeger's termss. A process of personal identification 
through concern. 

. The importance of the figurative characters of primary elements 

as well as the domestic space resides in their value as a permanence. 

Its presence in a city, its continuity and persistence over time becomes 

86Bachelard, The poetics of space, in M. Quantrill, The environmental Memory, 
Pxxii, Schocken books, 1987 
8 7For a discussion on the evolution of the image based meaning within the 
built environment see K. Dovey, The quest for authenticity and the replication 
of environmental meaning, in Dwelling , place and environment, D. Seamon 
and R. Mugerauer, editors. 
88for a discussion on this concept see M.Hiddeger, Being and time, Harper and 
Row, Pub. 1960 
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independent of its original function and becomes a matter of value, 

value which is part of a living past and present consciousness. This 
clarifies the replication of details in all environmental levels. Built form and 

organized space were shared within the two spheres of urban life without 

losing the meaningful syntactical relations of image to idea89 (the 
gallery space and the four iwan plan discussed realier for example). 

Thus, the shared quality of space was enhanced as a cultural 

landscape; the individual part of the collective. 

The question and meaning for a continuity of the place's 

indigenous character is therefore necessarily related to the quality of 

architecture as an expressive text discussed earlier in chapter II. 

Expressive texts evolve as visual facts which are not only subject to the 

semiotic rules of conceptual order. But the fact that these texts are 

spatially embedid with human values transforms the mere visual 

experience of the envirohment into a more complex perceptive 

process which is penetrated into the individual subjective cognition of 

things. It is therefore the spatial perceptive relation, conditioned by the 
factor of time, that transforms human experiences embodied in 
symbolic texts into memories of the individual and the collective. It is this 

complex and intangible quality of the work of architecture, that takes it 

out of the realm of scientific analysis. It is this which makes it possible to 

emphasis the experiential/phenomenological quality of our 

environments which becomes a vital part of a place character as much 

as part of the deep structure of human consciousness, the constituent of 
its collective memory. 

It is within this context that we must understand the need for the 
continuous evolution of regional character. One which is embodied in its 

particular typologies; a physically formed spatial category embedid 

with values that becomes a vital contextual reference of human culture, 

identity and belonging. One which is based on memory. 

8 9For a phenomenological discussion on the syntactical relation of image to 
idea and its filtration into human conciousness see M.Quantrill, Image, 
Memory and spirit of place, in, Environmental memory, P.45 ff, cited op. 

46 



This discussion showed how 'place', to be existentially meaningful, 
should possess the quality of a defined context; wherein the figurarive as 
well as the spatial relationships between the different parts/places are 

molded by respecting the specific regional content of the 

natural(climatic) and the human(cultural) landscape. The following is a 

discussion on the traits and issues of the contemporary Middle Eastern 

built environment, where a harsh disrespect for the essential meanings of 
place appears. 
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THE CONTEMPORARY BUILT ENVIRONMENT; 
A BRIEF ACCOUNT 

The theory of place as discussed in chapters 2&3 gives us a 

conceptual understanding of the different attributes and vital meanings 

of the urban man made facts. A discussion which clarified the initial 

argument; "the need for a responsible attitude which respects the 
different aspects of the man-environment relationship disrespected by 

the modern move_ment". 

The discussion showed the importance of 'a meaningful legible 

character' of the different levels of our built environment. Its 

psychological and physical qualities and the related processes of 
human orientation, identification and belonging. The discussion further 
defined the use-value relation qualities and attributes of the figurative 
character of the place. the concept of place as a coherent context, its 

evolution as a type and the building of the collective memory. Our 
exanmination of the contemporary built environment shows the basic 

differences and attitudes towards urban development from those 

emphasized in the text; next is a brief criticism of these attitudes. 
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. THE CONTEMPORARY BUILT ENVIRONMENT; the new realities 
AMORPHOUSNESS; the decomposition of the city structure 

Our criticism of the contemporary built environment~ should be 

necessarily considered within the new emerged realities. What we have 
first described as the a case of 'Characterlessnessl of our contemporary 

environment as a result of the modernists attitudes has necessarily 

touched all environmental levels. Modernism as an architectural 

movement I was paralleled with other factors which further promoted the 
decomposition of the coherence structure of our cities~ (discussed 

before as a realization of manls existential space)~ as much as the 

former affected the loss of the imageable morphology of the building 

itself. The indigenous use and value meanings were sacrificed for what 

was previously discussed as the total dependant on technology as a 

mode of expression. The mobility of the modern era encouraged a 
rapid urban sprawl without conscious planning strategies. Land use plans 
were adopted with other functional zoning regulations9o. Vast new 

constructions were taking place. 'Object setting I structures favored to 

the more spatially defined figure-ground relation of the traditional 

settlements. Undefined left overs were created between the objects. 

The overall attitude was further accelerated by an equally 

decisive factor: the mobility of the modern era. The total dependance 

on car transportation is probably the most important factor in the 

decomposition of the modern metropolis91. The seemingly easy 

mobility became a tool of isolation. The pathway lost its closure qualities 

and street patterns are no more conceived as meeting places and are 

reduced to a mere communicational device. This had encouraged 

90For a discussion on the disruption of the traditional city fabric see Rob 
Krier, The Erosion of urban space in 20th c. town planning in urban space 
p63ff, Rizzoli 1979. For a discussion of the same issue with respect to the middle 
east see, Stefano Bianca , Traditional Muslim cities and western planing 
ideologies: An outline of structural conflicts', p38ff. in The Arab city, its 
character and Islamic cutural heritage, cited op. 
9l For a discussion on car related problems see , Shibr G. Traffic and parking: 
serious urban- economic facets in Arab logistics in Recent Arab city Growth , 
cited op. 
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the disintegration of work/home and other related spheres of the 

traditional neighborhoods for more functionalist zoning. Huge areas 

surrounding the dehumanized freeways created some devastated, 

undefined open spaces. Car storage, or parking areas replaced the 

human open spaces in surrounding the buildings92. This has further 

emphasized the isolated nature of the free standing object from its 
surroundings. 

a. b. 

(fig 9) figure-ground plans; 
(a)the old city part, Riyad, and (b)the modern down town of Kuwait (b) 

92for a discussion on Lost spaces due to the automobile, see Roger Trancik, Lost 
space defined; the causes', in, Finding lost space, p4ff, Van Nostrand Reinhold 
Co. 1986 
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. URBAN SPRAWL; 

The disintegration and deterioration of city structure 
The loss of identifiable contexts 

" The unavowed secret of man is that he wants to be confirmed in 
his being and his existence by his fellow men and that he wishes them to 
confirm him, and ... not merely in the family, in the party assembly or in 
the public house, but also in the course of the neighborly encounters, 
perhaps he or the other steps out of the door of his house or to the 
window of his house and the greeting with which they greet each other 
will be accompanied a glance of a well-wishing, a glance in which 
curiosity, mistrust, and routine will have overcome by a mutual sympathy: 
the one gives the other to understand he affirms his presence. This is the 
indispensable minimum of humanity93 " 

(fig lO)figure-ground plan of new residential neighborhood, Riyad; 
individual buildings on isolated lots and cars· pathways 

The disintegration of city structure as briefly discussed has probably 
most affected the hierarchy and defined polarization of the two 

meaningful domains of urban life; public and the private realms 

(discussed as two domains of existential space). People no more 

belonged to a communal and identifiable private domain, which was 

reduced to the person's own lot at one end of the scale. The public 

realm was not in a better shape. Downtown areas, are no more the 

93Martin Buber, Gleanings, quoted from Alexander, A pattern language, cited 
op p202 
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realm of the collective. Instead a series of private enterprises occupied 
what used to be the public domain94, which made man's relation to the 
street part of a territorial relation based on some beneficial functional 
aspects, deprived from its existential/cultural themes. 

(fig 11) imported steel and glass structures of the cold north within the Arabian desert 
New building in down town ,Jeddah; 

sitting within the old context, the architect's solution literally mirrors the old while climatic 
issues where totally ignored 

Land divisions and zoning regulations further enhanced the 

weakening of a rigid integration of the socio-economic institutions which 
ordered the traditional collective sphere. Instead of an identified 
bounded domain the newly imposed land use and ownership division 

system transformed the city into a flowing space: an undirected flow 

where the traditional imageable clusters are transformed into an 
individual lots with extroverted qualities(fig 1 0). A lack of closure and 
contextual relation of city parts and individual lots. Therefore, undefined 

mixed use lots and communication routes were created and were 
spreadout in a meaningless way. Mixed use was understood as a mix of 

94 Tranick, R. finding lost space, cited op. P15ff 
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scale which lead to an incomprehensible and insecure polarization of 

city parts. Meanwhile the issue of climatic appropriation of the compact 

urban grouping was exchanged by the use of energy consuming 
technology95.(fig 11) 

The question of urban development is necessarily concerned with 

the outward expansion of a town, as much as of its internal development 

and adaptation within the existing city fabric. Therefore the described 

attitude's harsh effects were valid for the undefined urban sprawl 

affecting the loss of identifiable neighborhoods as much as it affected 

the disintegration of the existing structures within the historical cores of 
towns. 

95Talib, K , Shelter in Saudi Arabia, P42ff. Martins Press 1984 
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. Urban renewal 
The disruption of old city fabric96 

" By their very nature, historic centers keep the contacts with the 
past and with art and history they embody; the inhabitants 
subconsciously identify with the social and cultural atmosphere that 
surrounds them. When a town loses this quality of being an Agora a 
market or a meeting place, it becomes sterile, and its society becomes 
deurbanized rather than over urbanized. It is in this sense that a 
revitalized historic center can make urbanization human by facilitating 
contacts between people and classes. "97 

(fig 12) newly imposed streets on the old city fabric, Baghdad 
residential neighborhoods were fiercely disrupted' 

leaving the mosque as a free standing sculpture devoid of its surrounding context 

The deteriorating conditions of buildings within the old parts of any 
Middle Eastern city, has been largely affected with urban developments 

and conservation policies which only considered the individual grand 

96For a detailed discussion see R.I. Lawless, The historic city under threat, in, 
The future of historic centres; conservation or redevelopment, in, The 
changing Middle Eastern city, R.I.Lawless and G.H.Blake editors.P178 ff Croom 
Helm Ltd 1980. See also, Conservation as Cultural servival, AkAA 1978 
97Lawless, Ibid 
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public building as 'monuments' (Mosques, palaces, etc)98. Historic 

residential neighborhoods were in a case of negligence; new roads 
fiercely cut through, separating the essential harmonious clusters of the 
traditional neighborhood. Areas around 'monuments' were ' cleaned 
out' from the surrounding fabric, leaving it as sculptural free standing 
object, devoid from its meaningful role as a collective institution, 
emphasized by its historical surrounding fabric. In other cities whole 
neighborhoods were destroyed to give way for new developments. 

The effects of destroying such places is harsh not only regarding 

the physical fabric of the environment, but more in the meanings 
associated with these places by its inhabitants. For them its a loss of their 

homes, distress and psychological disorientation, a disruption of their 
existential space. 

"The post relocation experiences of a great many people have 
born out their most pessimistic prelocations expectations. for the majority 
it seems quite precise to speak of their reactions as expressions of grief. 
these are manifest in the feelings of painful loss. , the continued longing, 
the general depressive tone, frequent symptoms of psychological or 
social or semantic distress"99 

0 0 0 

&..ii'-------1 0 0 
0 0 

(fig 13) old residential area, Allepo 
New developments within the old city fabric totally ignored the existing context. 

note the effect on depriving the old structures from natural air flow due to the harsh mix 
of scales 

98Jbid 
991bid 
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The theory of place, and its emphasis on the continuation of a 
meaningful elements of existential space, gives us a key to the 
importance of preservation and revitalization of city parts in its totality. 

City parts as permanences100; the sign of the collective will. For a 

monument, to use Jackson's definition," can be, nothing more than a 

fragment; its sanctity is not matter of beauty or of use or of age; it is 

venerated not as a work of art or as an antique, but as an echo from the 
remote past suddenly become present and actual"101. Our discussion 
showed the structured meaning of the two polarized parts of existential 

space, the public and the private domains of the city, for these 

coherent texts are the true monuments of the city. It is the true 

comprehensive reflection of the continuity of the viable cultural traditions 
of its inhabitants. 

100see Aldo Rossi, Monuments and the theory of Permanances, in, The 
Architecture of the City, cited op. P57 
101 J.B.Jackson, The necessity for ruins, cited op. P91 

57 



(R{~C@ffi\~[M ~ [M@ (Q)(VJ(R{ !L©~'fl 

~[Lffi\~~ 
CASE STUDIES FROM THE 
CONTEMPORARY MIDDLE 
EASTERN BUILT ENVIRONMENT 

58 



REGAINING OUR LOST PLACE; 
Case studies from the Contemporary Middle Eastern 
built environment 

Urban development as briefly discussed here had certainly been 

affected by the heavy migration to urban areas, rapid demographic 

growth and an already existing colonial legacy which disrupted the 

continuity of old traditions, as discussed in our introductory chapter. But 

the fact that the newly implemented planning policies and architectural 

solutions were totally imported, have further isolated the present from the 

past. Developed elsewhere, these universal solutions adopted as a 

result of the so called modernization, have ignored the local qualities of 

the human and the natural landscape. Instead, as discussed earlier in 

chapter I, the building has lost its regional character and disrespected 

the vital meanings embodied within the built environment as a cultural 

text and as a physical expression of human identity. This was clarified 

through our discussion of the theory of place. 

It is within this context that a new form of dialogue between the 

newly emerged realities of our time and the enduring lessons of the past 

should take place, one which finds a way to combine the indigenous 

regional patterns of the cultural landscape with that of universal 
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technology. An authentic continuity for the essential definition of 

typology; its appropriation of value and technics. Its respect for 

indigenous human and natural forces. Hence, a new concept of urban 

development policies should be considered. A concept which pays 
attention to city parts as a totality, as an integrated context, and not as 
individual structures. Preservation, therefore, becomes meaningful only if 

it assured a continuity of the vital relations between the built element and 

its surroundings. That syntactical definition that presents a psychological 

linkage between the present and the past, a relation that is necessarily 

becoming an essential part of the collective memory. New urban 

developments within the suburbian areas should stress the qualities of 

identifiable neighborhoods, while urban infills, where the old meets the 
new, should keep a dialogue with the existing context. 

Architects and planners are becoming more aware of the 

comprehensive meanings of the built environment. This is reflected in 

various projects newly built in the area where the architects have used 

historical types as their point of departure in developing the 

contemporary architectural solutions. 

Next is a brief presentation for some of these projects. 
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Rehabilitation; 
The Sourgia Quarter, old Cairo 
Architect: A. Hamoda (project) 1981 

A. Situated within the fabric of 
the old part of Cairo, this residential 
quarter is in a deteriorating physical 
condition: loss of services, such as 
the availability of running water and 
other amenities needed for 
contemporary life style. One of the 
main causes of this deterioration 
was the incapability of old housing 
with the rapid demographic growth 
which represents a typical case 
common to any other part of old 
towns in the Middle East. The aim 
was to find a contemporary solution 
which preserves the morphological 
character of the place, its 
boundaries, focal points and the 
inhabitable space through 
reinterpreting the old typologies 
found in Cairo. 

I. Type as context 
. The figure-ground plan of the 

project (fig 14), shows the clear concern 
towards preserving the original 
morphology of this residential 
neighborhood when developing the site. 
The influence of traditional morphology as 
a type is apparent. 
'. The housing units were totally renewed 
while existing public spaces were 
preserved and restored to their original 
condition. The process allowed for 
preserving the original spatial relations 
within the site itself as well as its connections 
with its surroundings. 

The site's boundary treatment 
was concerned with preserving an 
integration with adjacent activities. A 
pedestrian bazaar (a)on one side and 
vehicular traffic serving a medium rise 
housing on the other(b). 

The two existing mosques along 
with the adjacent bazaar strips were 
preserved as the main reference/focal 
pointsCc&d). This ensured the original 
integration between those as a locus for 
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the residential area and the continous flow 
of people within the pathways connecting 
the two streets surrounding the site. 

II. Housing typologies; 
the choice of architectural 
precedents 

. The need for a high density 
housing lead to an interesting combination 
of two residential typologies found in old 
Cairo. The first is 'wakala/rab'(15.a); a 
collective residential units planned around 
a common courtyard space. The place 
was originally developed as a caravan 
serai (Khan). The second is the introverted 
Qa'a, a single family house type(15.b). 

The individual units of the traditional 
'wakala' was replaced with a Qa'a house 
type; the Qa' a, a central covered internal 
courtyard providing privacy and climatic 
control for the individual family, while the 
larger common courtyard was used for 
work and as a meeting place for the one 
group.(fig 16) 

This developed model allowed the 
possibility for high density 
accommodation, (1700 P./ hectare), 
without the need to resort to modem high 
rise solution which would have disturbed 
the existing context. 

(fig 16) shows the urban 
architectural precedents. the 
stages of its integration to form firstly, 
the communal unit composed of 
individual Qa'a houses and its 
clustering around cul.de.sacs. 
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. Partial detailed figure-ground plan 
showing common open spaces in relation 
to the interior space. Note the flexibility of 
the ground floor to be molded to 
accommodate different public services 
and adapt the formation of pedestrian 
pathways connecting the various parts of 
the neighborhood.(fig 17) 

. The case study showed the 
successful solution in preseNing the 
character of the old city by resorting 
to reinterpreting old types, the area 
and the unit, which preseNed the 
traditional link between the socio
economic, and the figurative 
qualities resulting from indigenous, 
climatic and social formation 
forces, while incorporating the 
necessary seNices of modern life. 
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Contextualism : 
The Zyreck Quarter Social Security ,. 
building, Istanbul 
Architect: S.H.Eidem 1963 

The social security building in 
Istanbul gives us a peculiar case 
study in handling the issue of 
continuity and the ways to achieve 
an authentic dialogue between 
modernity and tradition without 
resorting to naive historicism. 

The site, 
situated at the edge of a hilly 

historic residential district and facing a 
a modern boulevard. This 
presented a challenging problem, 
but one which was solved brilliantly. 

. The site plan shows the 
morphology of the building(fig 18.a,c). A 
series of pavilions accommodating the 
different functions of the agency. This 
broke the building's scale and mass to 
relate to that of the residential area behind. 

This process ensured a visual 
continuity between the boulevard area 
and the neighborhood mosques as focal 
points and reference landmarks.(18.b) 

The individual pavilions were then 
spatially joined around a pathway acting 
as a bazaar and assuring the continuity and 
integration of the pedestrian movement of 
the surrounding street network with that of 
the building(l8.c) 

b 

The building is therefore conceived ~:a4~~ 
as a unit within a coherent area and not as 
an object. The building morphology 
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The buildings groundfloor formation to 
adapt to the street system and topology is 
a traditional practice within the Turkish 
vernacular~ig 19.a.b). 

. The buildings dual relation to both 
the modern boulevard and the old 
neighborhood has influenced the 
architects interpretation/choice of the 
figurative character of the complex. 

. Conceived as a physical and 
psychological link between the old and the 
new parts. the figurative qualities of the 
building draws from the modernists 
authentic expression of materials, rational 
modulation of units and the high building 
technology of the time as much as it draws 
from the historical references of the area. · 

. Built with exposed reinforced 
concrete, with infills of glass and brick, the 
building's articulation and details 
authentically responds to the nature of the 
material and the precast skeletal 
framework used(20 a). While the buildings' 
proportions in mass. openings and details 
such as the projecting and the 
constructionally articulated upper floor with 
a solid ground floor are a modern 
interpretation and abstraction of the Turkish 
vernacular(20. b). 

The overall effect is graceful and 
shows the sensitivity of the architect to the 
context as well as for the present time 
offerings as complementing form givers for 
an indigenous character of a place(fig 21). 

The use of typology is 
understood here in a highly 
abstracted form where the image 
takes a vague picture with 
referential clues to its origin, 
supported by a spatial involvement 
promoting the formation of an 
effective resonance 
complementing the identification of 
man with his particular environment 
without losing the trace of time. 
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'Urban infill', Contextualism vs. 
The Privatization of Public Space; 

The morphological analysis of 
contemporary city centers reveals 
one of the important factors 
affecting the loss of a coherent and 
meaningful city fabric; downtown 
areas are no more the true realm of 
the collective ideals. Instead the 
comprehensive grouping of public 
institutions was reduced to a 
scattering of spatially unrelated 
structures, While the visible content is 
dominated by the huge buildings 
of some private enterprises, A 
physical sign of its territory. 

"we have transformed the 
city of collective spaces into a city 
of private icons. Regulations 
intended to define the broader 
urban vocabulary and to govern 
individual projects are regularly 
waived if they do not suit the whims 
of a particular developer. The 
continuities of streets are broken by 
ill placed buildings, height 
ordinances . .. " 

Roger Tranick 
Finding Lost Space 
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The Privatization of Public Space. 
The National Bank, Jeddah 
Architect: S.O.M. 1984 

A. The National Bank in 
Jeddah presents a peculiar case 
study of a conscious regional 
attitude which brilliantly abstract 
local experiences in adapting to 
the harsh climatic conditions, while 
totally fails to remember the role of 
"social value" in the evolution of 
type. 

I. Situated within the old down town 
area of historic Jeddah, the National Bank 
building site is surrounded by a dense tissue 
of different traditional commercial activities 
from one side and by The beautiful 
turqouise red sea from the other. A 
beautiful site with qualities equivalent to 
those of the Social Security building 
discussed earlier. But the solution here was 
very harsh in respect to its 
spatial relation to the surrounding fabric. 
(fig22. a,b) 

The building sits isolated on an 
island surrounded by streets and only car 
access is directly available into the site. 

The ground floor treatment totally 
ignored the role of the traditional active 
parameter of the public building. Instead 
the pedestrian arcade is reduced to a car 
canopy(22. c). The building just rests there 
without any dialogue with the surroundings 
except of that of acting as a huge physical 
sign denoting the bank's existence. 

The building's scale in relation to its 
surrounding is shocking. The architect 
totally failed to understand the human 
context of the site. As if the building was 
completely surrounded by empty desert. 
As it does stand as a high rise defensive 
castle within its isolated site. 

II. Despite this criticism of the 
building, it still has its merits in relation to 
respecting the places' geographical 
conditions. 
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. Jeddah as most of the urban 
settlements within the Arabian peninsula, 
lives a harsh climatic conditions of high 
temperatures, humidity and intense solar 
radiation around the year. A need for 
artificial climatic control is envitible for such 
a high rise office space. While the 
common practice of architects was to 
simply copy a glass office block 
developed for cool Scandinavia: a 
practice that disrespected the need for an 
energy conscious design which reduces 
the amount of consumed energy for air 
conditioning. 

The building uses an abstracted 
form of the traditional introverted courtyard 
concept. The building outer skin, is made 
of a continuous solid mass of light precast 
concrete panels and finished with a layer of 
finely textured travertine. 

There are no direct openings to 
internal spaces except through the internal 
atrium which acts as traditional loggia 
filtering the light into the office space as 
much as it acts as a thermal buffer. The 
atrium directs natural air flow to escape 
from above as well as the three vast 
facade openings, preventing the internal 
open space from acting as a heat sink. (23. 
a,b) 

This creative interpretation of 
introverted form, along with high mass 
external skin helped to keep the heat gain 
to a minimum . 

. The dialogue with 
Regionalism takes here another 
step in transforming universal 
technological innovations to adapt 
with the local conditions. An energy 
conscious design, and an 
abstraction of regional typologies. 
The desert color and the purity of 
the building helps its visual fusion with 
its surrounding, especially when 
looking towards the sea side. A 
redevelopment of the ground floor 
to permit an integration with the 
surrounding context should 
necessarily enhance the overall 
qualities of the building. 
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Identifiable neighborhoods; 
AI Ribot housing, Amman 
Archttect: B. Hammad 1982 

The allotment of land divisions into 
individual lots has broken the 
coherency of collective groupings 
to freestanding objects occupying 
the lots center and surrounded by 
set backs required by zoning 
regulations mentioned before. 

AI Ribot housing project is an 
attempt to regain the traditional 
meaning of the residential areas. 

. The site is surrounded by the usual 
freeways common in the capitals suburbs. 
This rather unpleasant syntax free context 
clarifies the architects choice of 
architectural concept. A defensive, castle 
like boundary was achieved by building 
close to the sites' edges. The cluster of the 
attached housing units gives the 
introverted closure qualities of the 
development(25. a). 

A common courtyard lushly 
landscaped with native vegetation 
spatially holds the complex together and 
provides for private social interaction within 
a shaded open space. The internal space 
is only penetrated through two gateways 
which further enhances the identity of the 
group. Car access is kept within the sites 
edges. 

. The architects dialogue with 
regionalism is clear in the choice of model 
common in the Jordanian-Palastinian 
vernacular, a small Isolated clustered 
villages due to hilly topography and 
protectionC25 b): the arched gateways, 
cluster and the figurative composition of 
mass and openingsC25.C). This was given a 
tactile quality through the use of local 
limestone for the load bearing walls and 
local terrazo for pavement. 

c 
Fig25 
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Identifiable neighborhoods; 
Queen Alia housing. Amman 
Architect: R.Badran (project) 1982 

Despite its qualities the size of 
the previous project prevents it from 
having the comprehensive role of 
the traditional neighborhood 
(Mohalla). This is what Badran, the 
architect of this large residential 
district was mainly concerned with. 

The site of this (3500) residential unit 
project is similar to that of al Ribot. a 
suburban area with isolated buildings and 
freeways near the airport. The housing is 
proposed to accommodate the different 
classes of airport employees. 

The scheme necessarily shows the 
architects understanding of the role of the 
built environment in bringing the different 
social classes of the same group and 
promotion of aesthetic and moral values. 

The site plan was conceived as an 
interpretation of the traditional urban 
district; a closely knit fabric of buildings 
clustered around their collective socio 
economic locus, the traditional mosque
bazar area (fig26). 

The architect provided for the 
connection of parts through a network of 
narrow pedestrian pathways, intimate and 
shaded open spaces with the traditional 
symbolic gateways (26. a-view)allowing for 
a defined continuity between the private 
and communal spaces. 

The overall image, vistas and 
spiritual quality necessarily draw from the 
architects native Jerusalem, only 50 Kms 
away from Amman, with similar physical 
and cultural characteristics. 

The Architects dialogue with 
regionalism transcends the superficial 
haphazard use of historical elements to 
that of an integrated context of use and 
values. The figurative quality of the project 
enhances the authentic stimulation and 
building of the collective memory in mind. 
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Identifiable neighborhoods; 
Dar limon Housing, Casablanca; 
A low income development. 
Architect: Shar'i & Lazrak 1983 

The concentration on the 
importance of a meaningful 
residential neighborhood 
necessarily reflects the vital social 
role of housing besides its functional 
role as a shelter. It also reflects the 
proportion of housing as a building 
activity. 

The newly built district of Dar limon is 
a low income high density housing district. 
The main idea behind presenting this 
project is to show how the interpretation of 
historical typologies can be well 
abstracted within a limited constraining 
budget (100 US.S/sq.m). 

. The question of cultural identity is 
maybe more vital for the poor population 
of our communities where the loss of 
identity and belonging takes a more 
serious meaning. Understanding the role of 
the built environment as a cultural text is 
only one reason for adapting traditional 
types for new developments. It is within this 
context that the merits of this development 
of medium rise apartments blocks (500 
blocks, 4022 units) appears. 

The site plan( fig 27 .a) shows the 
abstracted qualities of that of the 
traditional, a cluster formation around the 
mosque space, pedestrian pathways 
playing as informal communal spaces and 
smaller open spaces that spatially hold 
each apartment group and act as private 
open space(27.b 'view'). The use of 
gateways between the different clusters 
further enhances the individuals' feeling of 
belonging to the specific cluster(27.c). The 
figurative quality of the project was totally 
dependant on mass articulation, deep 
fenestration treatment and the gloss white 
color typical to the North African 
vernacular. 

The importance of cultural 
continuity between the place and time 
through the spatial stimulation of our 

a 

b 

c 
Fig27 
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memories and the continuous use of the 
integrated cultural institution with that of the 
family or the work group is well established 
without sacrificing the identity of the 
individual. The qualities of this project 
transcends its remarkable low cost to 
accommodate the poor's financial ability 
to that of their spiritual needs. 
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11ln order for a work of art to 
express the spirit of man there must 
be something beyond the visual 
imagery; the surface structure must 
be underlaid by a deeper structure. 
The something beyond surface 
appearance is a link with man's 
subconscious, a link between 
existential appearance and imagic 
memory". 

Malcom Quantrill 
The Environmental Memory 

Eclecticism: 
an image without an idea vs.The 
authentic evolution of type 

Our discussion of different 
attributes of regional character 
showed the integral relation 
between the place presence as 
an integrated area and its identity 
as a figure in the formation of a an 
effective environmental image. I 
have already stressed the fact that 
the continuity of the character of the 
place, its genius loci is necessarily 
dependant on preserving the 
particular relationships of different 
elements to each other in space; 
those relations which have evolved 
and persisted as types through 
indigenous processes of interaction 
between utility and value of the 
particular place. (The issue of 
scale, area, single building and 
specific detail). The persistence 
of a meaningful identity of place as 
a figure is therefore necessarily 
dependant on the continuity of 
abstracting those smaller relations 
which dictated the figurative quality 
of the building from within: its 
parameters and fenestration 
qualities, its tectonic formation, its 
details, texture and colors. I have 
already discussed the relation of 
these in the evolution of meaning of 
the traditional type, where we have 
noticed the syntactical relation of 
the idea as space and the 
expression as the building's 
articulation. 

The use of historical 
typologies as precedents as a 
psychological reference to 
stimulate the collective memory 
and the experiential quality of the 
place can only be effective if the 
syntax of the individual building 
penetrates to the deeper structure 
of our human consciousness. 
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Eclecticism; 
An image without an Idea , an idea 
without an image; 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs , Riyad 
Architect: H.Larsen 1986 

Eclecticism; as the word may 
imply refers to a hybrid mix of spatial 
and expressive forms of different 
sources to compose a new thing. 
The principle is far from what we 
have referred to as the authentic 
use of built form in stimulating human 
consciousness towards respecting 
the collective ideals . 

. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs Fig28 
(fig.28)exemplifies this new attitude 
of using unrelated historical sources 
as a base for new architecture. The 
building takes from the Mausoleums 
of Mogul India for its spatial 
organization, is inspired by the 
desert palaces of the Arabian 
desert as an expressive image, 
and the craftsmanship detailing of 
Moorish Andalusia. 

I. Brief meaning of references; 
A. The Taj Mahal at Agra, India 
. what I have referred to as the deep 

syntactical/structural relation of space to 
its image. The Taj mahal plan(29.a), a 
physical built form of a traditional Mandala, 
where the structural divisions of space is a 
symbolic representation of an envisioned 
cosmos with the four horizontal cardinals of 
the universal earthly being meet at the 
center with that of the vertical axis of 
transcendental being; An 'axis mundi' 
connecting the earth to the sky. The 
physical expression of the space reflects 
its soul. The central dome as a symbol of 
heavens and the four massive sides as of 
the four corners of earth. 

B. Qasr AI hayer AI Sharqi, 
CUmmayad desert palace), the Jordanian 

b 

desert(29.b) cont. a 
Fig29 
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The Ummayad desert palaces 
where built in Isolated positions within the 
Arabian desert as a meeting places with 
the various Bedouin tribes to ensure their 
political alliance with the ruling dynasty. 
The Castle like defensive structure was 
concerned with the physical protection 
against hostile tribes. While the spatial 
layout was created in a series of public and 
semi public to private spaces around an 
open courtyard. The continuous spatial 
division into three is a practice common to 
that of adjacent Persian and 
Mesopotamian desert palaces. 

II. The ministry building shows the 
disturbed meaningful syntax which 
expresses the authentic interaction of 
image and idea of space. The Ministry's 
castle like image of desert 
palaces(comparative gateways, 
fig .30.a,b); mass, desert color, and slit 
openings, is simplistically given a gesture 
towards urbanity by two hanging 
'mashrabias'(fig .31), a typical practice of 
the residential areas of towns. This image 
envelops a lost Mandala(comparative 
plans,fig 32.a,b). One side of the taj Mahal 
original plan was discarded to make it fit 
within the site . The 'axis mundi' becomes 
part of a small internal corridor. The 
imposed triangular courtyard is no more a 
presentation of meeting place, but simply 
exists while all office spaces are forced into 
the geometric plan of Taj Mahal with 
running corridors connecting different 
functions(fig .33). 

The question of using urban 
patterns/typologies as precedents 
for new developments is 
misunderstood in this case, for the 
building action as an urban locus of 
the collective memory is 
necessarily dependant on the 
adaptation, abstraction and 
improving the essentials of the 
authentic traditional syntax, Those 
particular relations which releases its 
Genius loci. 

cont. 
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Beside this criticism the 
building, like that of the Jeddah 
National Bank responds to the harsh 
climatic surroundings, basically 
through the use of massive exterior 
walls and small openings which 
minimize the need for artificial air 
conditioning; Light filtration devices 
through shafts ensures a controlled 
penetration of natural day lighting 
without the annoying brightness of 
the desert sun. 
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ECLECTICISM VS. 
THE AUTHENTIC EVOLUTION 
OF TYPOLOGY 
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The authentic evolution of typology 
The Royal Academy For Islamic 
civilization research, Amman 
Architect: R. Bad ran (project) 1986 

The academy is another 
example of urban fragments, a 
development on an Isolated Hilly 
site in the suburbs of the Jordanian 
capital. 

This project as The Ministry in 
Riyad draws from historical 
typologies as a departure point for 
the design concept with one main 
difference: the architects' 
consciousness towards the essential 
syntactical qualities of the original. 

I. The research institute program 
constituted of a library, research labs, 
museum, computer facilities, a small 
Mosque, supporting office spaces, and 
some housing facilities . 

. The site plan shows the architect's 
understanding of the project's essential 
role beyond its functional program, namely 
in the creation of a defined urban locus 
within the suburbia, one which would act as 
a catalyst for future developments around 
the site. Therefore the project realization 
shows the multiple environmental images 
created; a quality essentially derived from 
the understanding of the meaning of the 
traditional locus as area(fig 34). 

The overall figurative quality of 
those images is one which evolves from 
within: first of the the use of proper 
analogous precedents to accommodate 
the specific different parts of the project, 
and second, the adaptation to the hilly 
topography of the site. 

8 1 
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Interpreted as a village cluster 
occupying the top of the hill. the project's 

. For the academy research 
facilities. the' Mad rasa·. or the traditional 
educational complex with its four iwan plan 
was the obvious choice(fig 36.a). with the 
main spaces occupying the lwans. 
SeNices were accommodated within the 
solid areas of the plan. A similar use found 
in the traditional "Madrasa· . 

This choice has further facilitated 
the physical integration of the mosque 
within the project; The mosque space 
occupies one of the four iwans of the 
traditional'madrasa·. again a common 
traditional practice. This position 
enhanced the reflection of the historical 
quality of the mosque as generator of 
urban form; therefore one of the two 
madrasas was physically oriented to face 
Mecca(fig 37). The mosque space was 
further emphasized as an external point of 
reference by the symbolic traditional 
dome covering its iwan. This represents a 
proper use of he image based meaning of 

Fig35 

the element. Fig36 

. The second historical type was 
chosen for the residential units. The 
understanding of place as defined area 
and the necessary polarization between 
the institutional and that of the residential for \ . 
the meaningful integration of the two 
domains lead the architect to respect the 
scale and identity of the housing units. The 
choice was that of the one lwan house type 
specific to the hilly area of northern area of \ \ \ 
Palestine . Jordan and Lebanon(fig 36.b). 

Fig37 .~ 
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Therefore, this choice not only 
respects the value determinants of form 
but integrates it to one which perfectly suits 
geographical qualities of the site . 

. The different fragments of the 
project are spatially joined through the 
intimate outdoor spaces and pathways 
created between the volumes. The two 
approaches of the site shows another 
theme: the main entrance is formalized 
through a geometric gateway space. This 
is an appropriate solution which forms an 
essential presence for the academy, 
before it distributes to the various parts of 
the institution. The second is a simple 
approach towards the housing units(35). 

. Badran's' use of traditional types 
was not the simple replication of them; 
understanding the difference of the 
qualities and abilities of the structural 
systems used he further experimented in 
enhancing the spatial qualities of the 
original type., a continuous evolving 
process so essential to the persistence of 
type over time. The schematic diagrams 
of the architect show, for example, making 
use of the new structural qualities of 
reinforced concrete frames to provide 
filtered day lighting and ventilation within 
the volumes through abstracting the forms 
of the traditional structural systemC38.a,b). 
This process of image abstraction is 
integrated with use; one which is based on 
memory. 

. The dialogue with 
regionalism forms here a complete 
story. The natural landscape is set 
to root the place's presence as a 
locus, an embodiment of human 
experiences through dwelling; a 
generation of the future around the 
past, its values and its technics. 

83 

0-, ,v 
L...-.---~~ 

>t'-~!: '-· 
. ·,. . ~ -~" · 

. -.- ~-

- . - :!=. -=-'".::_~ 

Fig38 

b 



This brief review for some of the recent architectural works in the 

Middle East showed how an appropriation and abstraction process for 
the qualities of local historical typologies can offer better solutions for 
contemporary questions. This appropriation which transcends that of the 

superficial copy of old forms; but is concerned with abstracting 

indigenous lessons of the past as processes and relationships. One 
which ensures the continuity of the authentic qualities of the landscape; 
the human and the natural, its values and its technics. A process of 

authentic evolution through dwelling. A preservation for the Genius locL 
or the spirit of the place. 
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CONCLUSION 

This study deals with the meaning of architecture as an existential 

phenomena; A physical reflection of human civilization. 

Our discussion have conceptually defined the different attributes of 
the built environment as a comprehensive text. Architecture is therefore 
not a mere geometric space. But a complex human landscape; A 

fusion of the natural with that of the human phenomena. One which 
transforms the mere geographical into a cultural landscape, a place: A 
process of existential evolution through dwelling. 

One of the main conclusions of this study relates to the issue of 
place character. The research have clarified the concept of place as a 

coherent context. Place character is a matter of environmental 

meaning, never a matter of visual appearance or aesthetic beauty. 
The spatial and figurative qualities of architecture transcends the question 
of formality to that of embodying the collective human experience. Its 
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adaptation to the particular regional content, the natural and the human. 
One which persists over time as a particular regional types. A complex 
interaction process which constitute and expresses an integrated man
environment relation. A contextual text so essential for personal sense of 
belonging and identification with a place. A text which is filtered into the 
collective consciousness. A distinct physical reference of a place's 
civilization; its values and its techniques. 

With particular reference to the built environment in the Middle East, 
this research on the meaning of architecture gives way to further 
conclusions; first regarding the existing literature on the subject, and 
Second regarding the actual urban development attitudes. 

The review of existing literature dealing with the traditional built 
environment is mainly descriptive, while an analytical approach that 
concentrates on abstracting the qualities and the attributes of the past 
built heritage is almost lacking, with some rare exceptions such as 
Hassan Fathi's, Natural energy and vernacular architecture, which 
analyzes the technology of the traditional architecture, and its 
appropriation for man's needs and adaptation to climates, or Hakim's 
Arabic Islamic cities , which analyzes the cultural aspects of the traditional 
built form. The disadvantage in many of these works is their emphasis on 
individual aspects of the meaning of architecture. More comprehensive 
studies where the built environment is analyzed as an integrated 
phenomena are highly needed. The issue of utility and value interaction 

in the evolution of regional types has been modestly presented here 

considering the vastness of the subject. More research is necessarily 

needed on the ways of abstracting the enduring qualities of the historical 
types to be used in new developments. 

The second conclusion regards the attitude of contemporary 
urban development. The simplistic modernist attitude towards 
architecture and urban design as pure scientific phenomena's has 

necessarily ignored the essential meanings of place. The 

Universalization of the modern metropolis had a very harsh impact on 

the cultural role of the built environment, one which led to a case of 
cultural anarchy that is truly reflected in the characterlessness of our 

87 



surroundings. It is through this understanding that the call for a continuity of 
regional character is clarified. The need then is for a comprehensive 

design attitude which synthesize the peculiarities of the place, its history, 
geography and traditions, with that of universal technology. A 'critical 

regional' attitude which preserves the authentic character of the place 

to use Frampton's term; 

"The term critical regionalism is not intended to denote the vernacular, as this 
was once spontaneously produced by the combined interaction of climate, culture 
myth and craft, but rather to identify those recent regional 'schools' whose aim has 
been to represent and seNe in a critical sense, the limited constituencies in which they 
are grounded. Such regionalism depends, by definition, on a connection between the 
political consciousness of a ociety and the profession. Among the pre-conditions for 
the emergence of critical regional expression is not only efficient prosperity but also a 
strong desire for realizing an identity. One of the main springs of of regionalist culture is 
an anti-centrist sentiment- an aspiration for some kind of cultural, economic and 
political, independence." 102 

Our criticism of some of the recent architectural projects in the 

Middle East has briefly presented the idea of abstracting the qualities of 
regional types as a point of departure for achieving more appropriate 

design solutions for the area. An approach which integrates new 

techniques with the traditions of a place, one which enhances the 

continuity of an authentic cultural landscape. This paper has only tackled 
the conceptual meaning of such an approach. A more comprehensive 

research which focuses more on the new emerged realities of our time is 

highly needed; the question of energy conservation, the lack of the 

sincere respect towards the collective human ideals, and the question 

of the urban poor, are factors which certainly have the harshest impacts 

on the existential quality of our contemporary built environments. Such 

problems are highly complex and are only briefly mentioned within this 

paper. Future research should necessarily tackle these pressing issues in 

order to develop an effective and comprehinsive design criteria. One 

which marks the authentic chronology of our civilization. 

1 02K.Frampton, Prospects for a critical Regionaalism, in Perspecta 20, 
Newhaven, Yale Architectural Journal. 1983 
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